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      We plummeted in freefall through a rain of sulfuric acid, buffeted by savage winds. Lightning exploded here and there, flashing behind the yellowish clouds. We didn’t feel a thing. In our mechanized drop-suits, we were as cut off from the surrounding environment as if we were still up on the Sol Federation dropship high above Venus. For me and my partner Gabriel Anderson, descending at unnerving speed toward the surface of a hellish planet was just another day at the office.

      Less than an hour before the drop, we’d been in the briefing room rubbing the sleep out of our eyes. Or maybe that was just me. Gabe had looked well rested and refreshed with his gray goatee all neatly trimmed and combed. When he saw me stumble in with bleary eyes and unshaven cheeks, he shook his head and sighed. I probably looked like I had barely woken up in time for the meeting, and that was more or less true.

      This wasn’t the time to think about that, however. We were about to take the plunge to the surface, and before long we’d have much more immediate concerns than proper decorum.

      “Morning, Tycho,” said Gabriel, standing in the briefing room. His expression, as usual, was just slightly mischievous. In the depths of space, day and night had no meaning. Morning was pretty much whenever you rolled yourself out of your bunk.

      I smiled a little. “If you say so. Did you get any other details about this assignment? I mean, it’s Venus. When was the last time an inner colony needed Arbiter intervention?”

      He shrugged. “I haven’t heard anything yet. It’s probably nothing.”

      “They don’t bring us in for nothing,” I reminded him.

      The conversation ended abruptly as Commander Urich entered, frowning slightly at my unkempt appearance. Gabriel would most likely hear about it later, and then I’d get a lecture. Circle of life. As the Senior Arbiter in our drop-team, it was his job to make sure I upheld the standards. Nothing I could do about it now, though.

      The Commander pointed at the wall and the big board lit up, showing an image of the clouds of Venus just below our ship. It was a sobering picture, that swirling mass of sulfur dioxide and acidic rain above a planet hot enough to melt human flesh. I’d done plenty of these combat missions, but it was hard to believe that I'd be out there, in that, in just a few minutes.

      Commander Urich looked directly at us. “Listen up, gentlemen. Insertion will follow directly after this mission briefing. Here’s what we know of the situation.”

      Gabriel frowned. “What we know of it, sir? Are you saying we’re limited on data?”

      The Commander nodded. “That’s right. Intel is sparse on this one. Mission location is Tower 7, population 520,000, approximately.”

      The big board changed, showing an image of the colossal structure that stretched up from the swirling clouds. It was weirdly beautiful, a twisted spiral of gleaming lights that soared to a sharp peak so high in the sky it was almost terrifying. It made me proud to think that we humans had built something like that. Venus was hell, but we’d made a good home here. A civilization.

      Commander Urich continued. “This image is from twelve hours ago. Here’s how it looks right now.”

      The board changed again, and Gabriel’s jaw dropped a little. Mine probably did too. The whole tower was dark, like something you’d see in a nightmare—a black mountain, looming silently over a dead planet. It didn’t look like anything had ever lived there, or ever could.

      Gabriel shook his head. “What happened?”

      Urich’s voice was gruff. “That’s your mission. To find out. That, and to try to get the lights back on before the people inside suffocate. You’ve got 36 hours to get the tower’s systems functioning again, or we’ll have to come back here with a half-million or so body bags. Plus two for you. There’s no extraction here until the mission’s accomplished. Too many lives on the line, too many unknowns.”

      This seemed like a situation for an entire regiment, not a team of two men. We would have everything we needed, and our skills and training were the leading edge, but even so. I stuck my hand up like a schoolchild, and Urich frowned.

      “Yes, Barrett?”

      “Shouldn’t we go in hard, sir? I mean, 520,000 people…”

      He shook his head. “You know the protocol. One crisis, one drop-team. There just aren’t enough Arbiters nearby, and with thousands of colonies… you know how it is. There’s no point in bitching about it. You’re all we can spare. Blame budget cuts.”

      Ever since the Boson Apertures revolutionized space travel, the Sol Federation had been stretched far too thin. A handful of elite Arbiters were expected to keep seven planets and thousands of colonies from descending into lawless chaos. We were peacekeepers, after all, and our job was to do exactly that. It just wasn’t sustainable, but sticking to the “one crisis, one drop-team” rule in this situation verged on criminal recklessness. Or so it seemed to me.

      Gabriel flashed me a look, a warning that said we aren’t the ones who make these decisions, now shut your mouth.

      So I shut my mouth, and the Commander went back to the mission briefing. “We do have this recording. The man you’re looking at is Nightwatch Commander August Marcenn, top law enforcement officer for Tower 7.”

      The face that appeared on the Board looked almost predatory, like a hungry bird in human form. His hair was white and combed back away from his face. He was dressed impeccably, more like a titan of industry than a chief of police. His eyes were intense, verging on something more than that, something vaguely disturbing.

      The recording seemed to have been pulled from Tower 7’s video feed just before the blackout. Looking directly into the camera, Marcenn smiled just slightly. His voice was cultured yet commanding, although his words were close to meaningless.

      “Fellow citizens,” he began. “We are still hoping to avoid any unnecessary… ugliness. The intrinsic immortality of the men beyond the machine is too strong to withstand alone. We must go together. All of us. To those who have heeded my instructions: stay in your homes. With your cooperation, the distribution can still complete with some degree of dignity. The lights will be going off soon. Take this opportunity to stay close to your loved ones. Accept what you cannot change. It’s the only way.” His eyes got hard, and he bared his teeth in a grimace. “For those who have not heeded my instructions, my androids will find you. And what will happen then will not be dignified at all!”

      The recording ended, freeze-framing on August Marcenn’s grimacing face. He looked even more like a predatory bird, swooping in with beak open.

      “What the hell did he just say?” I asked, glancing at Gabriel. “Intrinsic immortality?”

      Gabriel shrugged and cocked his brow. “It’s nonsense. He’s gone insane, clearly. The top cop in Tower 7 has lost his mind.”

      Commander Urich’s jaw clenched. “You know how I feel about speculation, Anderson. August Marcenn’s mental state is not the issue here. The issue is what he’s doing, and right now we don’t even know what that is. All we can say with any certainty is that he’s become a threat to the colony.” I leaned against the nearby table and let out a long sigh. “Your mission is to secure Tower 7, find out what’s happening, get the lights back on, and bring Marcenn in for questioning. If he resists, you are authorized to use lethal force. Understood?”

      Gabriel stood up a little straighter. “Yes, sir!”

      I echoed his words, wondering how exactly we were going to secure 300 floors swarming with potential hostiles and panicking civilians. Marcenn had control over a small army of androids, which meant we were walking into a potential warzone. One thing at a time, I reminded myself. One thing at a time.

      The Commander turned back to the big board, which was now displaying a detailed schematic. “I’m sending these over to your dataspikes but have a look at them now. You’ll go in where you see the flashing X; there’s an airlock for the mining robots.”

      “Mining robots?” I asked.

      He nodded. “There are several branching underground mines around the colony. They’re not your concern. The lower levels are all support systems and full of industrial machinery, so you’ll have to make your way up to the inhabited levels above the clouds.”

      He filled us in on specifics, including the disheartening numbers of Nightwatch officers and combat androids Marcenn had at his disposal. I tried to focus on the intel, but in my mind, I was preparing for a fight. With over half a million civilians in Tower 7, there was a strong chance that we’d find more than a few casualties, and I sure as hell didn’t plan to be one of them.

      I didn’t know August Marcenn, but I did know this much: he had the look of madness in those eyes of his...and I wagered he’d kill every last one of those civilians if he felt the need.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      So there we were, diving straight at the Venusian surface. Our drop-suits were massive, with bulging egg-shaped upper bodies and four mechanized limbs. For as long as we wore them, we’d be all but impervious. Anything that can survive Venus for more than a few minutes had damn well better be.

      Gabe’s voice came over the dataspike. “Oh, hell yes! This never gets old!”

      “Speak for yourself.” I laughed. “When I’m done with the Arbiters, I will not be nostalgic about this experience!”

      “So, why’d you sign up? Come on, Tycho. You love it as much as I do.”

      “I just did it for the uniform. The recruiting officer said something about becoming irresistibly seductive.”

      “Uh-huh. And how has that worked out for you, buddy?”

      “Recruiting officers are lying scum.”

      Outside our drop-suits was a world so extreme the most deranged hellfire-and-brimstone preacher of the pre-spaceflight era would have considered it too unbelievable to be included in his sermon. Inside the suits, it was just Tycho Barrett and Gabriel Anderson, teasing each other to pass the time at work.

      “I don’t know,” said Gabriel. “I do pretty well. It’s just that the uniform’s not quite enough. You have to look good too.”

      I wasn’t willing to buy the idea that he was the handsome one in our little team. I was a lot younger than he was, for one thing. But I had other things to think about. My systems were telling me we were about to break cloud cover.

      Down there on Venus, the air was mostly carbon dioxide and the surface temperature hovered around 467 degrees Celsius. Unless I wanted to become an oddly colored stain on some Venusian rock, I needed to make sure I landed safely in an intact drop-suit.

      Gabe was on top of it, switching to work mode without missing a beat. “Prepare for bloom.”

      “Preparing for bloom,” I repeated.

      We dropped down below the clouds, where drag chutes and helium balloons suddenly deployed from behind our suits to slow our descent. The sudden decrease in velocity pulled me up short, and I grunted from the impact.

      Gabe’s voice came in over my dataspike again. “Deploy polymer blades.”

      “Deploying polymer blades.”

      The blades extended from all four limbs, giving me something to catch onto the tower with. Now for the tricky part.

      “Maneuver in and make contact,” said Gabe. His voice was calm, but he was probably at least a little bit nervous. We had to hit the tower, but not so hard or fast that we damaged either our suits or our bodies. The goal here was a controlled fall, scraping the side of the tower with our polymer blades to latch and dig into the wall. When we slowed to a stop, we should find ourselves at or near the ingress point. At least in theory.

      Conversation stopped, and we concentrated on making our approach as safely as possible. I did have a viewscreen, but the tower was so huge the only thing I could see in front of me was its endless black surface. We were flying blind, relying solely on our internal instruments. I knew where the wall was, but only in an abstract way. It was a red arc on my data display and a string of numbers. If I made an error and bounced off, I’d drop the rest of the way to the surface of the planet and end up a melting puddle in a pressure-crushed heap of metal.

      None of which was likely, because the training they gave the Arbiters was more than enough to handle a combat drop onto a Venusian living tower or anywhere else. It was a tricky maneuver, but we knew what we were doing. A few minutes later, my blades bit into the walls of Tower 7 and I felt myself sliding downward.

      Gabe whooped. “Just like Jack and the Beanstalk!”

      “Jack and the what now?”

      I came to a halt, and my sensors indicated that Gabe was just above me. I was near the ingress point, an airlock used by the sturdy mining robots that worked the surface of the planet gathering raw materials for the humans who lived here. The robot would enter through the airlock with a load of materials and get a thorough wash-down, then the inner door would open, and another robot would offload the cargo. The whole process was automated, so no vulnerable human bodies were ever anywhere near the door that opened on the world outside.

      That was about to change.

      “Descend to the airlock and prepare for breach.”

      “Descending now.”

      I used the polymer blades to climb down the wall, digging a new gouge in the tower’s surface with every step and every movement of my hands. The damage to the tower itself was trivial. The walls were so thick I could have blasted a hole in one with a rocket launcher without endangering anyone inside the structure.

      “I’m at the airlock now.”

      “Override the security system and breach the structure,” he instructed.

      I didn’t need to be told this, but the military Arbiter Force loved its chain of command. It’s good if I do whatever needs to be done, but it’s even better if Gabriel tells me to do it first.

      I deployed a skeleton key from the finger of my suit, and it went to work on hacking the door-locks. I never understood the name, but it was an indispensable tool. The hack didn’t take long; the colony worlds are legally required to write in backdoors to all their security software for the use of Arbiters and other Sol Federation security personnel. I suppose this could backfire for somebody someday, but the most important thing as far as my bosses are concerned is for colonial autonomy to have clearly defined and reasonable limits. Reasonable as defined by us.

      “I’m in, Gabe.” The airlock opened, and I pulled myself into it.

      “I’m right behind you.” He climbed down the wall, and the massive bulk of his drop-suit floated in through the airlock door like an ungainly balloon. The door closed behind him, but the tower’s washdown system didn’t kick in to blast the acid off us. The security system had been functional, but everything else was still and dead.

      “Pop your suit and climb out,” said Gabe. “But don’t touch the bodywork. Otherwise you can say goodbye to your fingerprints.”

      I popped the suit open, but getting out without letting a hand brush against the outer surface of the exoskeleton took a little doing. I was glad I’d taken the effort though. Both suits were slick, coated with sulfuric acid.

      Gabe shook his head. “That’s an expensive set of hardware to leave behind, but I suppose we can always recover them later. Let’s get it in gear.”

      He checked his weapons, made sure his combat armor was sealed up, then hacked the inner airlock door. Whatever had happened here, it hadn’t affected the door security systems. They could be completely separate from everything else, or someone might have intentionally shut down some of the tower’s systems and not others. August Marcenn perhaps?

      The inner door popped open, and we crawled through into the interior of Tower 7. I half-expected a welcome party—not the kind with balloons and streamers, but the kind with grenades and small-arms fire. There was no one waiting for us, just the silent heaviness of an empty room. A large open space filled with dead machines, everything from robot arms to loading vehicles on yellow tracks.

      It was a spooky sight. Human beings didn’t live down here, and even maintenance crews would visit rarely. The robots and equipment were all self-contained, needing human intervention only in the most extreme circumstances. Even so, this place would usually hum with activity. The silence was ominous, like a warning of something worse to come.

      Gabe looked around. “This place is grim. Like, Coral 13 grim.”

      Coral 13 was a colony, or to be more accurate, a former colony. When the life-support systems were disabled by sabotage, the people who lived there abandoned their work areas. They retreated into a shelter together and waited for help, huddling up against the cold and the dark. When we finally found them, they still had their arms around each other. The body heat hadn’t saved them.

      “That place was cold,” I pointed out. “This place is an oven. And no bodies so far.”

      “We’re far below the living areas. Come on, let’s get moving. We have to climb from here to the clouds. And then climb some more.”

      Of course, we didn’t have to climb in the conventional sense. That would have been impossible, considering just how tall this structure was. The plan was to make our way to the center of the tower, access the elevator shaft, then use our mobility gear to ascend through the elevator shaft. It was still a long way to go.

      Gabriel must have been thinking about the distance too. As we walked through the stillness of the blacked-out mining bay, our senses primed for any hint of an ambush, he pointed up at the ceiling. “Where do you think he’s hiding out?”

      “Who, August Marcenn? I don’t think he’s hiding out at all. I think he’s perched up top, lording over his many minions and cackling quietly to himself.”

      “Top floor then? Figures.” Gabe shook his head, a commentary on the basic unfairness of the universe—especially to hardworking grunts like us. We left the mining bay through two massive doors and came out into a wide corridor that stretched off ahead of us into the distance. The corridor was dark, but the helmet lights on our combat armor provided just enough illumination. The corridor floor was marked 4-G, and according to the schematics on my dataspike it connected the mining production bay to the central hub.

      Gabe pointed down the corridor. “The elevators are that way.”

      I took the lead, scanning for booby traps as I moved slowly forward. I didn’t think there would be any, as no one had attempted to stop us so far. Still, it paid to be careful. More than one of the people I’d been in the Academy with had been killed by improvised devices, including a guy who’d been ripped to pieces by a fragmentation grenade while walking down an empty corridor a lot like this one.

      “Thinking of Zach Novah?” asked Gabriel quietly. I turned and nodded but didn’t say anything.

      He nodded back, letting me know he understood. “There’s nothing here though. I mean literally nothing. This place is dead.”

      It certainly seemed that way. But why?

      I wondered what could possibly have shut off the juice to an entire living tower. These things were designed and built to be self-contained, to stand for a thousand years, and to do all their own repairs. At least in theory, human civilization on Earth could be completely wiped out, and Tower 7 on Venus would go right on humming. The idea that all 520,000 people inside this gargantuan structure could be just a day and a half away from death… it was hard to accept.

      I thought back to the recording, but Marcenn’s words were mostly nonsense. I glanced back at Gabriel. “You know what I’m thinking?”

      “What?”

      “We don’t know that it’s Marcenn. I mean, we don’t know that he’s responsible for any of this.”

      He gave me a quizzical look. “How do you figure? You heard what he was saying. If you don’t do exactly what he says, his androids will find you. That’s a direct threat.”

      “But a lot of what he said was just incoherent. Accepting your destiny and so on. He sounded mentally incompetent. What if something’s affecting everyone in the tower, and the symptoms he was showing are widespread up there. They could even be the new normal.”

      He glanced up, as if pondering the idea of having to fight our way through half a million crazy people to get the lights back on. Then he shrugged.

      “Doesn’t matter anyway. If that happens, we’re dead.”

      The fatalism of a career man. It was weirdly comforting, so I just decided to go with it. I turned around and kept walking. Our boots echoed eerily in the long and empty corridor, and for a long time that was all we heard. One echoing footstep after another, like two ghosts in a ruin.

      When we reached the central hub, we came to a donut-shaped control room that surrounded the elevators to the upper floors. There were banks of computer screens, all of them gray and silent. There were life support control systems, some of which flashed red warning lights from their backup battery packs. The place was shut down just like everything in the mining production bay. There was no sign that anyone had even come down here to see what was wrong.

      Gabriel pointed around the room. “We’re going to see stuff like this all the way up. You saw the picture on the big board—the whole tower has gone dark. The people up there are probably panicking. This could get ugly.”

      He went over to one of the computer banks and tried to boot up the system, but nothing happened. He shrugged both shoulders, as if to say he hadn’t expected it to work in the first place. I went over to the elevators and hit the door button, knowing that wouldn’t work either. The button stayed dark, and there was no answering whine of machinery to indicate that the elevator was on the way. It was totally dead, just like everything else in this haunted place.

      Gabe came up behind me. “Go ahead and blow it, Tycho. We’re going up.”
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      When we reached Level 250, we came out hot. For whatever reason, no one had been waiting to ambush us in the lower levels of Tower 7. That didn’t mean there wouldn’t be any hostiles up here where the people were. I blew the doors, and we came out of the elevator shaft with weapons ready, flashing lasers to blind anyone attempting to target us. There was nothing at first, just the pitch black of empty windows on all the silent buildings staring down at us.

      I went right and Gabe went left, though the space we came out into was far too large to clear effectively. Every level of a living tower is like a town in its own right, containing hundreds of buildings and home to thousands of inhabitants. The space in front of the elevator shaft was totally exposed, subject to crossfire from multiple angles. Thermal and backscatter scans showed a handful of people hunkered down in interior rooms, a few by the windows. Potential snipers?

      All we could really do was get behind cover and assess the situation, so that’s what we did. I found a recycling unit and crouched down behind its bulky body. Our helmet lights were off so no one could use them to target us. My night vision showed a few scattered people scurrying quickly from one building to another. As soon as they became aware of our presence, they got back inside. As far as I could tell, the human population of this level was staying out of sight, as close to their loved ones as possible. Just like those doomed colonists from Coral 13.

      Gabe’s voice came in over the dataspike. He was crouching nearby behind a water unit. “I don’t like this, Tycho. What is everyone hiding from?”

      “They could be hiding from us. Arbiters aren’t exactly known for their light touch,” I mused.

      “I know people are scared of us, but this is too much. There’s nobody here, Tycho. It’s creepy.”

      I nodded. “You don’t have to tell me. But there are a few survivors. Most of them are clustered along the edges of this level. According to the schematics, that’s the living quarters.”

      “That makes sense. They’d still get a little light out there, at least during the daytime.”

      I looked around. The buildings near the central hub were mostly administrative. I saw signs for a medical bay, a fire service… and a sign for the Nightwatch station, which still seemed to have a few people in it. “Do you see what I see over there?”

      “Yeah. The Nightwatch. Good guys in theory, but we don’t know who they’re really loyal to. If they’re sticking with Marcenn…”

      I shook my head. “There’s just no way. Even if he’s holed up somewhere with a few deranged loyalists, he can’t possibly have convinced every Nightwatch guardsman in the entire tower to help him commit mass murder.”

      “We don’t know that’s what he’s trying to do in the first place, but I think you’re right. Even if we don’t find any friends up there, we can get a look around. So how do we get there? If there’s anyone waiting in ambush, they have us covered.”

      I looked around. In the stillness and darkness, every building looked like the perfect ambush spot. And there were people watching us, even if only a few.

      “I think we’re good, Gabe… but I’m just not sure.”

      “So we bound forward. I’ll move up while you keep me covered. Then you move up while I cover you.”

      We crossed the open area in a zig-zag pattern, moving from one safe spot to another and covering each other as we went. No one had shown us the slightest hostility, but it still felt like things could kick off at any moment. According to my scanners, a few of the watchers moved away from their windows. A few did not.

      We reached the edge of the nearest buildings and met up again behind a supply bot that was sitting silent in front of the doors of a restaurant. Big Bob’s Bold Breakfast, shuttered and black like everything else. There was a picture on the window of a gigantic chef with hairy arms, shoving an entire hog in his mouth with two huge, meaty hands. In the glow of my night vision it looked outlandish and horrifying, and I caught myself staring at it. As far as I could tell, the artist had never seen an actual pig. The arms and legs were all too long, making it seem disgustingly human-like.

      “Wake up, soldier Tycho,” said Gabriel. “We know colonists are weird, but this is no time to be caught napping.”

      I shook my head. “You’re right. The Nightwatch station is one block up. We could go in through this restaurant and come out the back. Then we’ll just have one more street to cross.”

      Gabriel chuckled. “We can even stop for breakfast if you want. You go first.”

      The door was unlocked, and a moment later we were in Big Bob’s Bold Breakfast. It was set up as a buffet, with trays of eggs and meat and potatoes. Or items that were intended to look like those things.

      Whoever was in charge here had not cleaned up, and the synthetic meat had collapsed into jelly. The eggs had dried out, and the potatoes had crusted over with some gray-green substance. The smell was almost enough to make me throw up in my mouth, although a good part of that was due to the corpse in the corner. I took a look, and it turned out to be a huge man with hairy arms, covering his face with two meaty hands as if to protect himself from being hit in the nose. There was a hole in his forehead and a pool of dried blood on the floor beneath him.

      I pointed at the body. “Big Bob himself.”

      Gabriel agreed. “It sure looks like it. I wonder why.”

      We found out when we got into the back office. The restaurant’s safe had been busted open, and now the front door hung off its hinges.

      I pointed. “Looters. Taking advantage of the situation.”

      “Right in the shadow of the Nightwatch station? Things must really have gone to shit here.”

      I couldn’t argue with that. I took a quick survey around the office, hoping to find some sort of clue. All I saw was a desk, a coffee mug with a grinning pig’s face on it, and other random odds and ends. The walls of the office were lined with shelving units and stacked with pieces of restaurant equipment. Like everything else we’d seen so far in Tower 7, it looked abandoned and forlorn.

      “There’s the back door,” said Gabe, “but be careful.”

      I knew what he meant. If I just threw the door open and stuck my face out, there was every possibility someone would take the opportunity to put a slug through it. As the dead body of Big Bob the breakfast chef had already shown us, Tower 7 was a dangerous place.

      I opened the door just a crack, waited a moment, then edged my way out. Gabriel was right behind me. The door opened on an alley, so we were able to clear it quickly.

      When we reached the street, I marked the Nightwatch station half a block away. Almost in the clear, assuming the local law enforcement was friendly… and we had no real reason to assume otherwise.

      Crossing a street in hostile territory is always dangerous, but less so if you have someone covering. I’d go across first, so if anyone stuck their head up Gabe would see them and respond. Then I’d cover him while he came across.

      Despite my concern about random violence, I no longer expected an ambush. The best time for that had already passed, when we came up out of the elevator shaft. Silhouetted against the door, we would have been easy marks, and they could have hit us with everything they had. Of course, we can hit back pretty hard… and it’s not so easy to kill an Arbiter in the first place. We might be peace keepers, true enough, but we were well trained in combat. The fact that there was no one waiting for us suggested that we wouldn’t have any sort of organized resistance to deal with here.

      Under the circumstances, I wasn’t surprised when I got across the street without any problems. I took up a new position in front of an office window and scanned the surrounding buildings for any sign of movement. It was hard to see anything clearly up there in the dark even with the night vision, but my systems did show that there were people watching.

      Gabriel started his run. I didn’t see anything move or hear the sound of a shot, but a fist-sized hole appeared in the window next to me about two inches away from my head. I was so startled I didn’t react immediately, but Gabe saw it too and spun around to return fire.

      With the triangulation capabilities built into his helmet, he knew exactly where the shot had come from. His gun spat fire, a rapid stream of projectiles that glowed a dull orange as they arced out and up, targeting a second-floor window. I opened fire a moment later, but we both stopped again almost as soon as we’d started. The shooter was already on the move, having fired once and then retreated. Whoever this was, they knew better than to stick around.

      You don’t normally continue contact you haven’t sought yourself. By definition, if the enemy wants something then you don’t want it. When we take some fire, we usually peel off and establish a new position before continuing the fight. Having said that, anyone shooting at us must have a reason for it, and the reason would probably tell us what we needed to know here.

      “They’re running for the door,” said Gabe. “We need to get there first.”

      I started to move, but I couldn’t help saying something. The shot had been silent, which meant the shooter was using a coilgun. “They’ve got a Gauss rifle.”

      “Military tech. I know. Just catch them.”

      We crossed the street at a run, taking the risk of a second sniper. The first one had missed, but there was always the chance we’d take a shot in the back. The joys of being a Federation Arbiter—trying to save people while they try to kill you!

      The shooter ran for the stairs and down. I was impressed with their speed. Whoever had just tried to kill me was in excellent shape, which also implied a military background. The colony’s Nightwatch was a kind of militia, half-police and half-military. One of Marcenn’s people?

      When we turned the corner, a door slammed open and a dark shape came flying out of it. I raised my weapon, but Gabriel’s voice came in over the dataspike. “We need them for questioning. Take them alive if you can.”

      The shooter was running, relying on pure speed. No evasive maneuvers, just a blur of arms and legs moving rapidly away from us down the darkened street. There was every possibility they were trying to lead us into the real ambush, as the figures up ahead on my scanners suggested. If this was a surprise party, it was time to decline the invitation.

      I paused for a moment to flick a switch on my weapon, arming the launcher with a stun grenade. Then I aimed and fired, and the grenade flew out above the shooter’s head. With a startling CRACK and a flash of light, the grenade unleashed its concussive power. The shooter stumbled and fell, hitting the street on hands and knees.

      Gabriel was almost there. He sped up as he approached. If the stun grenade had done its job, the shooter would be both deaf and blind and would stay that way for the next few minutes. I saw a flash of movement as the shooter turned, and brick exploded from the wall beside me as the Gauss rifle fired in silence. Our attacker was up and moving. Now I knew they had a protective helmet—the only thing that could have kept the stun grenade from taking them out of the fight.

      Gabe dropped to one knee and unleashed a string of fire along the whole length of the street, cutting off our attacker’s escape. The arc of orange dots moved steadily left, closing in on our fleeing opponent.

      They stopped and spun around, then let off a series of shots to force us down and behind cover. We couldn’t hear the coilgun, but the sound of exploding brick and shattering windows was all around us. As I ducked behind a recycling unit, the shooter darted between two buildings and escaped down an alley, abandoning the attempt to lead us back toward the ambush.

      “Break off contact?” I asked.

      Gabe’s voice was determined. “Negative. I want to know why the hell this guy shot at me.”

      We reached the mouth of the alley, taking care not to get in the line of fire. In theory it was certainly possible that our attacker had managed to get away somehow, but I had the feeling the alley wasn’t empty. I took the wall on the left, and Gabriel took the wall on the right. A quick check of the schematics showed that our new friend was trapped. This alley was a dead end. Somewhere back there in the shadows, a would-be killer with a coilgun was waiting silently for another shot.

      Gabriel held up a hand for “stop.” We couldn’t poke our heads into the alley without risking fire, but we were finally in a position to negotiate. Of course, Arbiters have their own special way of negotiating.

      Gabe switched from dataspike to amplifier, and his voice blasted out like a crack of thunder. “This is the Sol Federation Arbiter Force! Throw your weapon down and surrender immediately!”

      The only answer was a barrage of shots, blowing the windows out of half the buildings on the other side of the street. Whoever this was, they had no intention of being taken alive.

      I switched from concussion grenade to fragmentation grenade. “If we don’t get this resolved soon, we’re going to have problems.”

      Whoever the shooter had been running toward was now on the move. The group of people at the likely ambush spot had left their hiding place and were now advancing slowly but deliberately in our direction. If they wanted contact, it stood to reason that we didn’t want it.

      Gabriel switched back to dataspike. “Get it done.”

      I spun into the alley and shot the grenade in, then spun back out behind the cover of the wall. The blast shook the building, and the flash of light from the alley lit the whole street up at once. As the light faded, Gabriel and I went into the alley shooting.

      There was nothing to shoot, just the mangled body of a young woman in a Nightwatch uniform. She was still clutching her coilgun in both shattered hands, but a jagged shard of bone protruded up from one arm and her head hung from her neck at a strange angle. The blast seemed to have convinced whatever inbound support she had to reconsider. We were alone in the alley with the mangled corpse of a cop.

      My stomach churned. This woman was law enforcement, a sworn protector of Tower 7’s inhabitants. I’d shot a grenade at her, and this wreck in front of me was the direct result. At least it was a quick death. “So much for trying to reach the Nightwatch station.”

      Gabriel must have noticed how I was feeling. “Hey, Tycho, let’s get real here. Yeah, she’s Nightwatch. But she opened fire on two Arbiters after we’d identified ourselves. She may be wearing a uniform, but she isn’t one of the good guys. Not as far as we’re concerned.”

      I took a deep breath. “Yeah, you’re right. We still haven’t learned anything though.”

      “Of course we have. We learned that at least some of the Nightwatch are helping Marcenn, and we can assume that he plans to resist arrest.”

      “But why would they help him? It just doesn’t make sense, Gabe. He’s shut the juice off, and everyone here is going to die unless we get it back on. Even if he did have some fanatic loyalists, who would help him with that? They should have taken him into custody the moment he suggested it, not joined him on his death crusade. In what universe are a bunch of cops going to help their boss murder everyone in the place?”

      “It doesn’t make sense, I agree. But they’re heading our way, so unless we want to have a frank and earnest exchange of views with them in about sixty seconds, I suggest we get moving.”

      In Arbiter lingo, a “frank and earnest exchange of views” means an all-out firefight. Assuming the people approaching us were members of the Nightwatch, that did seem like the probable outcome if we let them catch up with us.

      “Okay, Gabe. Moving out. Should we grab that coilgun?”

      “I’ll get it.”

      He reached down and took the Gauss rifle, a handy weapon to have because of its silent firing action. Coilguns use a series of electromagnetic coils to push a ferromagnetic projectile out of the weapon at extremely high speeds, with no tell-tale bang or flash like a traditional firearm. The unfortunate Nightwatch trooper must have hoped to get one of us from ambush with a silent shot, then lead the other one back toward her friends. Two Arbiters would be a problem even for a whole platoon of local troops, but one Arbiter would probably be overwhelmed and killed. Luckily for me, she wasn’t all that great of a shot.

      We moved out of the alley and crossed the street, hyperalert now for any hidden enemies. We needed a spot to hole up and a vantage point. Gabriel pointed at the building in front of us, an administrative office for Tower 7 Social Services. It had a balcony on the top floor, and the thermals showed that there was no one inside. The employees had presumably retreated to the relative light and comfort of their own living quarters, leaving the place abandoned and empty.

      “I’m right behind you,” I said, and Gabriel went in through the front door. Despite what our scanners told us, we did everything by the book. Any tech can be fooled by the right sort of counter tech, and you don’t want your last thoughts to be, I should have cleared this room properly.

      Speaking of which, the next words from Gabriel’s mouth were, “time to go dark.” Going dark means moving with strict noise discipline and using your own tech to interfere with any nearby tech to keep it from functioning properly. It wouldn’t absolutely keep them from tracking us down, but it would certainly buy us a bit of time.

      We moved through the dark offices in total silence, making sure not to bump anything or let our weapons scrape up against our own hardware. We slipped past cubicles and through employee break rooms. We glanced at the motivational posters showing the natural beauties of faraway Earth along with inspirational slogans like “Dream” and “Believe.” We crept up stairways and glided down corridors.

      The place was empty, all right—if you only count the living. Here and there we found a body sprawled out on the floor or slumped over a desk. It was impossible to tell who might have killed them, and it wasn’t our problem either. Whatever had gone wrong on Tower 7, a lot of people had already died—but those deaths were nothing compared to the disaster we were here to prevent. All we could do was move on, leaving these murders for someone else to solve. Assuming anyone would survive to solve them.

      When we reached the top floor, the stairwell door wouldn’t open immediately. I pushed against it with my shoulder, but it seemed to push back at me. I gestured silently to Gabriel, who put his shoulder into it and helped me push. The door slowly scraped open, destroying all pretense of noise discipline. A tangled little knot of bodies rolled away from the door, flopping over onto the office floor.

      Three men and two women lay dead in the same spot. More like suicide than murder, but it was hard to say for sure. The one with the bottle of pills looked a lot like the boss, so maybe she was the one who had suggested it. Why just wait around to die, when you can make the decision to go on your own terms?

      Gabriel glanced down at them and shook his head, then headed on toward the balcony door as if he had already put them out of his mind. What else could we do? These people had already made their decision.

      I followed close behind him and crouched down when I reached the balcony, trying to keep my presence as discreet as possible. We had a vantage point at last and could get a sense of the big picture.

      On the streets below us there was movement. Just a hint at first, like papers rustling in a stiff breeze. Then there was a human figure, running forward with his rifle lowered. Then another. Then another. And then came a burst of movement, like bats at sunset swarming out from a cave.

      Between one moment and the next, the streets filled up with Nightwatch officers, running forward with weapons ready. They might not know exactly where we were, but there was no longer any chance of hiding from them.

      I turned to Gabriel as if to say something, but there was nothing that needed to be said. The Nightwatch was coming.
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      Gabe signaled for me to follow and we slipped back into the building, trying to delay the inevitable. There was at least a chance the woman who had tried to kill us was a rogue officer, and that the armed men now swarming the streets would not be looking for a fight. Despite that hope, the fact remained that they had just found the dead body of one of their fellow officers and that we were responsible. There was no guarantee they wouldn’t kill us on sight.

      The one immediate advantage we had was that they didn’t know exactly where we were. We were scrambling their scanners, but even if their gear had been fully functional, they had no way of telling our thermal signatures apart from anyone else’s. We could just as easily be two survivors, trying to stay alive and avoid as much trouble as possible.

      Gabriel moved quickly through the abandoned corridors, relying less on noise discipline now that there were so many Nightwatch officers closing in on us. We stepped over the bodies in front of the door without even a glance and moved toward the back offices. My dataspike adjusted the schematic info as I moved, keeping a ghostly image of the most relevant map in front of my eyes.

      According to the schematic, there was a skyway near the back. We could use it to slip out of this building and into the Tax Authority building next to it if we were pressed too closely, so it made sense to get as close to the skyway as possible before any trouble started.

      Unfortunately, they had more than enough people to close off both buildings, but only if they knew we were here. So far, they probably didn’t. We reached the back doors and came out into the skyway, then paused to assess the situation.

      I crouched down next to Gabriel. “What’s the plan?”

      “We need to talk to the Nightwatch, but not when we’re outnumbered this badly. I say we slip out of here, get down to the street, and keep moving. We’ll reach out to them as soon as possible, but first we have to get out of here alive.”

      “Evade and escape, then?”

      “Evade and escape. If we stay in one place, they’ll close off every exit, so we need to keep moving. But we do it carefully. Don’t let yourself be seen if you can help it. If we run into trouble, deploy grenades and peel off. Don’t engage.”

      I nodded, and we started moving. The skyway was the hard part. Even if their scanners couldn’t detect our presence, anyone looking up from the street would see us walking by. Gabe crouched down at the skyway entrance, glanced out at the street below us, and signaled for me to wait. That meant someone was down there, someone who could potentially see us.

      From the floors below us, I heard someone moving. They were in the building, but that didn’t necessarily mean they knew we were here. If they were doing a search, it would take them some time to clear every room and get up here. We had a little time, but even so the wait was nerve-wracking. We were unable to move forward because someone might see us, and unable to stay where we were because someone was coming up from behind. I felt like a mouse stuck between two cats.

      At last Gabe signaled for me to move forward, so I ran past him in a low crouch. He followed close behind, and we crossed the skyway into the offices of the Tax Authority. The scene we found was much like what we had already seen in the Social Services building. Dark, empty rooms with the occasional body, sprawled out and staring at nothing. The main difference, as far as I could tell, was the lack of inspirational posters of life on Earth.

      Despite the grim situation, I grinned a little. One of the bosses here probably hated the things and had banned them from the Tax Authority offices completely. I understood how they felt. Despite what I’d said to Gabriel about the uniforms, part of the reason I’d joined the Arbiters was to avoid having some poster with the word “Believe” on it staring down at me all day. Well, that and every other aspect of office life. Call me crazy, but jumping out of a dropship and infiltrating a blacked-out Venusian living tower under the control of a psychopath was a less frightening prospect for me than what most other people did for a living.

      Or at least it always had been. Creeping through the offices of the Tax Authority while trying to evade a horde of Nightwatch officers was starting to make me rethink things a little.

      We paused for a moment in an employee break room, and I glanced around. They had a coffee maker built into the wall and a fridge for snacks. “It’s not so bad. I could see myself doing this.”

      Gabe snorted. “Your odds of living a year would drop by half. And right now, they’re already not looking so good. Now be quiet and listen.”

      He cocked his head to the side as if listening for a faint sound. I did the same, which activated my audio sensors. I could hear them approaching, moving up through the Social Services building and into the skyway behind us. There was another group below us, moving up floor by floor.

      They had us in a pincer, and the two sides were closing in.

      I checked the schematic. “We can make it out through the next skyway, but we have to move.”

      Not that doing so would solve our problems, but the best we could hope for was to buy some time. Our only other option was to go to war, and neither Gabe nor I had any interest in doing that. These guys were law enforcement, men and women doing their duty. Or so we assumed. If that were no longer true, then we would act on that when we knew for sure. We ran for the skyway. The building next to the Tax Authority was a corporate office for VRM, the Venus Raw Materials company. I could only assume it would be empty, but our own scanners were just as vulnerable to our interference as anyone else’s. Until we came out of the dark, we had no way of knowing just now.

      Someone from behind me opened fire. Gabe stopped and turned, then shot a smoke grenade. I reached the doors, but there were three Nightwatch officers approaching rapidly from the skyway. Our escape was cut off, and they were raising their guns to fire.

      I armed a smoke grenade and loosed it directly at them. The grenade hit one of them in the chest and knocked him flat on his back. White smoke billowed out, and I turned to try and peel off. But there was nowhere to go. Gabe was already under fire, and Nightwatch officers were closing in. Gabe fired a flash-bang, and I turned back to the skyway to do the same. One of the Nightwatch officers took a shot at me and only missed because of the thickness of the smoke. There was no time to think, and no time to switch grenades. I ran right at him, hit him in the face with the butt of my rifle, and dropped him on the floor. One of the other officers suddenly lunged at me, slammed me into the skyway wall, and jammed the barrel of his gun up against my windpipe. I struggled to breathe, while the officer’s face pressed closer and closer. I turned my face away, struggling to escape the crushing pressure.

      Gabriel’s voice came in over my dataspike. “Enough is enough.”

      I heard a BANG, and the officer slumped. Gabe had shot him in the head, and not with a smoke grenade but with live ammo. We had done everything we could to avoid this fight, but now it was a matter of kill or be killed. I pushed the dead man away from me, and he fell to the floor. The man I’d hit with the smoke grenade was still struggling to his feet, and the one I’d hit with the butt of my rifle was just starting to stir.

      Gabe grabbed my shoulder. “Get moving, Barrett!”

      We ran through the skyway, heading into the VRM building. As we reached the doors, Gabe turned and fired another flash-bang. In that narrow corridor, the sound was deafening despite my helmet. I stumbled through into the other building, and right into four Nightwatch officers.

      Like Gabe had said, enough was enough. I pulled the trigger four times without really aiming, and two men fell. The other two kept shooting, advancing straight at me despite the risk. They fired and fired, but the guns they were using weren’t powerful enough to penetrate Arbiter armor unless they hit me in a weak spot. Gabe was shooting at the men behind us, so these two were up to me. I felt the impact of their shots, and the thought that they were intentionally trying to kill me removed any lingering doubt in my mind. With the coldly irrational anger of a man at war, I aimed carefully and killed them both. The way was clear ahead of us. “Gabe, come on!”

      “Way ahead of you, buddy!” He came up from behind, and passed me on his way into the VRM building. “Come out of the dark! We need to know what we’re dealing with!”

      I did as he said and turned off the interference. On my schematic, little glowing dots suddenly appeared all over the map. Each of those dots was a human being, and in all likelihood, every last one of them was a Nightwatch officer. They were closing in on us from every direction, and it was only a matter of time before the trap slammed shut.

      At least we knew where they were now. “We’ve got to get to the street. If we stay inside, we’re as good as dead!”

      Gabriel agreed. “So, get to the street then!”

      We ran for the stairwell, all pretense at stealth abandoned. This was all about speed and our ability to blast our way through anyone who tried to stop us. My armor had held up so far against the Nightwatch’s sidearms, but they would soon overwhelm us with sheer numbers. As we ran through the offices, someone popped up and I took a shot at him. I was glad I missed, because he turned out to be a balding middle-manager type with glasses. He squealed and dove for cover when I opened fire, and I left the man to his own devices. Anyone who sticks his head up like a jack-in-the-box in the middle of a firefight has got more problems than I can solve.

      I reached the door but had to duck back as soon as I opened it as something round and black came flying by. I threw myself into the corner and yelled, “GRENADE!” A moment later, the thing went off. The blast was terrifying, but not as terrifying as what I felt next. Hot liquid ran down my arm—my own blood. A jagged fragment of metal had found a weak spot in my armor, and now I was wounded. There was no way to tell how bad it was, so I concentrated on living long enough to find out.

      According to my system, there were three officers coming up the stairwell. Gabe shot the first as he came in the room, then I turned the corner and shot the next. He fell down the staircase and into the third, who tumbled down the stairs to the landing and hit with a loud CRACK. We ran down the stairs, making for the street as fast as we could. As things stood right now, the only way to spare as many lives as possible was to run into as few people as possible. If everyone in this tower was determined to kill us, that wasn’t going to be an easy task.

      We were now on 3rd Street, between 10th and 11th Avenues. Based on the location of the dots on my schematic, there was a narrow but real gap in the surrounding forces on 5th and 10th. To reach the gap, we would have to make it up two blocks past dozens of people hunting for us.

      Officers were already closing in on us from both the left and the right. I pointed across the street at an imposing structure with faux-marble columns—the Tower 7 Museum of Culture.

      Gabriel nodded. “You go for it, I’ll cover you. And let’s give them the chance to repent their sins.”

      He switched over to amplifier as I ran across the street. His voice came booming out. “Sol Federation Arbiter speaking! Throw down your weapons and surrender immediately!”

      The approaching officers paused, but just long enough to decide whether to shoot at me or him. They must have decided the one making all the noise was the senior officer, because they all turned at once and directed a wall of fire in Gabriel’s direction. They were right of course, but it didn’t make me feel much better at the prospect of him dying so I could make it across.

      As soon as I reached the museum steps, I turned and started firing grenades. I assumed they’d fall back, but they just stood there and took the heat. I couldn’t figure it out. It was like they didn’t care if they lived or died. A grenade landed, blasted two or three of them into bits and pieces, and the others advanced right over the severed limbs and broken bodies of their dead and dying friends without so much as pausing. Another grenade landed and did the same to them, and other officers came up behind them.

      Gabe’s voice sounded horrified. “It’s like they’re sleepwalking…”

      “Performance-enhancing drugs,” I said. “It’s got to be. Just get across the street, I’m out of frag grenades!”

      He came out shooting but still took a hell of a lot of small-arms fire on his way across. I threw open the museum door and stood in front of it, and he stumbled in as I held the trigger down and directed a steady stream of fire at the pursuing officers. He stumbled and fell to his hands and knees in the museum lobby, and I slammed the door shut and hit the lock. I didn’t see any other way to secure it, so that would have to do.

      “I think I’m hit,” he said with a slight groan.

      “I’m not surprised, your suit must have taken a hundred rounds. How bad is it?”

      He paused for a moment, letting his suit assess the damage. I did the same and was pleased to discover that it was fairly minimal. The shrapnel I’d been hit by was not a large chunk, just a sharp metal splinter that had pierced my arm at the joint. Pulling it out wouldn’t be a good idea, so I’d have a new accessory for the time being.

      Gabriel slowly stood up. “I think I can move. Left shoulder wound, survivable.”

      “Then let’s finish this so we can have our post-mission cigar and brandy.”

      We needed to get from one side of the museum to the other and then out the back doors, exiting on 5th St right next to the gap. As far as I could tell, there wasn’t anyone in the building except for us—but that couldn’t possibly last for long. We ran straight down the central corridor, under a huge banner that read: New Visions: Featured Art from the Towers of Venus. It was kind of poignant. The colony had reached the point where they were confident enough in their own culture to make a museum exhibit of their local artists, rather than just relying on Earth’s example. Less than two days from now and it would all be for nothing, at least here in Tower 7.

      We passed the other exhibits as we ran, and these were more like I would have expected. Reproductions of famous paintings from Earth’s past—everything from Mona Lisa to those melting clocks. Copies of Han dynasty terracotta warriors and a Sherman tank from World War II. A hall of memories, just like the whole tower would be before long. A permanent museum to a failed attempt at colonization.

      We came to a large room filled with paintings and sculptures, and I was vaguely aware as we ran through it that this must be the “New Visions” exhibit. I had no time to even glance at anything, but I had a vague impression of strangely shaped rocks pitted with holes like chunks of swiss cheese. Don’t ask me what it meant, I’m not an art guy. But I didn’t want it to all just have been for nothing. “They’ve figured out what we’re trying to do,” said Gabe. “The gap’s closing.”

      I checked my schematic, and he was right. They were tightening their lines up, trying to keep us from breaking through. We still had a chance, but we’d have to smash through any opposition at the point of contact and keep right on going. That would take us out of the central hub and out of the dark. In the residential areas they’d have natural light, at least while it was day outside—and the Venusian day is nearly four months long.

      When we reached the back doors, a handful of Nightwatch officers were already waiting for us. We came out shooting. I took down one as he came running up the steps, and Gabe got another where she knelt firing at us from the street. A third officer came running around the corner at us with his muzzle flashing, and both of us shot him at once.

      The gap at 5th and 10th had already closed, but they didn’t yet have enough numbers to keep us from breaking through. On my schematic, there were so many glowing dots converging on our location that they all blurred into each other. I didn’t know why, but these guys were absolutely determined to see us dead. Just ahead of us at 10th Ave there were six of them waiting, just holding back until we came into range.

      “You ready, Gabe? It’s our only chance.”

      “Let’s do it, Tycho. It’s do or die time.”

      I fired the last of my smoke grenades, and so did he. We came in behind the smoke, shooting wherever we saw a muzzle flash. Gabe was using his service weapon, but he still had the Gauss gun hanging from his uninjured right shoulder. I had my service weapon too, although my grenade supply was all but exhausted. I had two more concussion grenades and that was it, with no likelihood of finding more.

      We cleared the 10th Street intersection, leaving the bodies of the dead behind us. All those dots were still converging—far too many for us to ever fight. We could take some punishment, but not enough to defeat so many. In the end they’d swamp us and kill us either through the gaps in our armor or just by dragging us down and ripping us to pieces. We did have one thing going for us, though. They were all behind us, and the way ahead was perfectly clear. There were no more dots ahead of us until we left the hub and came out to where the people lived. Would the Nightwatch chase us so far? We had to hope they wouldn’t, and just keep moving for as long as we could.

      Gabriel and I kept up a steady jog, but I could see that his wound was paining him. I wasn’t even thinking about the metal splinter, but I could feel my hand getting wet and sticky as the blood rolled down my arm and into my glove. “We’re going to make it,” I said, just as we crossed into the residential zone.

      The administrative offices and corporate headquarters were all behind us, and the buildings in front of us were all apartment stacks. There were people in there, although whether they had all been infected by the same madness that seemed to have gripped this tower was something I had no way of knowing. The light from up ahead was just beginning to filter through, and it would soon no longer be necessary to use my night vision. So far, so good—but the dots were gaining on us, and they showed no sign of giving up the chase.

      “Make it to where?” asked Gabe.

      I had no answer. For some reason I couldn’t name, I felt like we’d be safe as soon as we reached the shadows of those buildings. If I wasn’t right, then everything we’d done so far to stay alive would be as hopeless as that Venusian art exhibit. Gabriel glanced behind him. “They’re gaining, Tycho. We might have to pick a spot and make a stand.”

      “If we do that, it’s our last stand.”

      “If that’s how it is, then that’s how it is.”

      He didn’t have to tell me. If we died right here, our names would go up on the big plaque back at headquarters. We’d get a nice little ceremony, and they’d analyze our mission to find out what lessons it contained for new cadets to learn from. It had happened before to plenty of other Arbiters, and it would happen again. And yet I still felt sure. “We just have to make it to those apartment stacks. Come on, Gabriel. We need to run!”

      I broke out of my jog, and he did the same behind me. It was a good thing too, because the officers behind us had started shooting. Their weapons were not particularly powerful, and their range was limited—two sensible precautions required by the Federation—but they were almost on top of us, and if we hadn’t started running by that point, they would certainly have had us.

      As we approached the stacks, our scanners showed movement from the people ahead of us. Whoever was in those buildings knew something was up, and they were responding somehow. It wasn’t much to pin our hopes on, but it was all I had. Maybe not everyone here had succumbed to the madness.

      In the twilit dimness, a figure suddenly appeared in a doorway. Heads poked up from roofs and balconies, and for just a moment I thought we were saved. Then I saw the tell-tale shape of the Nightwatch helmet on one of the men up ahead of us, and I realized we’d been driven like beasts of prey. Ahead and behind us, the Nightwatch finally had us trapped.

      Gabe knew it too. “This is it, Tycho. Get ready to go down shooting.”

      When Gabriel Anderson says the fight is over, then and only then is the fight over. The man was an Arbiter when I was still in grade school, and he had survived a thousand deadly situations. If he didn’t think we had a play here, that meant we didn’t have a play here. I prepared myself mentally for what was coming, determined to sell my life for an unreasonably high price if I possibly could. When your moment comes, sometimes that’s the only option.

      But then the rooftops and balconies lit up with gunfire. I braced myself for the impact, but it never came. They were shooting behind us, providing cover so we could reach the building!

      The figure we’d seen in the doorway threw the door wide open, gesturing to us with what looked like a prosthetic arm. “Get inside, we’ll protect you!”

      I didn’t see that we had much choice, although my mind was reeling from all the sudden turns. “Looks like we live another hour,” said Gabe, and with that I finally believed it. We ran straight for the door, while the two factions of the Tower 7 Nightwatch battled it out in the streets.
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      When we got through the door, the man who had invited us in kept right on going. It seemed like he wanted to get as far inside as possible. I checked my scanners and was relieved to see that our pursuers were pulling back. The line between the central hub and the residential zone seemed to mark the boundary between two territories, and our attackers did not yet feel strong enough to try to challenge it.

      Our benefactor pulled off his helmet and pointed down the hallway with a prosthetic hand. “Let’s get upstairs first, and then we’ll talk.”

      Gabriel nodded. “Lead the way.”

      Everything about the man said ex-military, from his graying buzzcut to the tattoo of crossed sabers on the back of his neck. His frame was squat and still fairly muscular despite a hint of fat. As he turned around and led the way to the stairwell, I noticed that both of his arms were gone below the elbow, replaced with high-end prosthetics. A mortar or an Improvised Explosive Device must have taken both limbs, but the military had fixed him up as well as possible.

      When we reached the stairs, the man listened carefully at the door for a moment before turning the handle. Gabe tapped his forehead to indicate that he had checked his scanners. “No one’s there.”

      The man grunted his disapproval. “Don’t trust that gear. Don’t trust any gear at all. I trust myself.”

      He pulled the door open, and we went through into the stairwell. It was totally dark, so I switched on my helmet light. This earned another grunt from the grizzled veteran, who probably expected us to climb the stairs in the dark and like it.

      He narrowed his eyes at me, then shook his head with a sardonic grin. “Okay, okay. You’re both just kids, you want everything nice and cozy with a fuzzy blanket. Come on upstairs, my wife will fix you a bowl of soup. The name’s Franklin Emmet.”

      “I’m Arbiter Gabriel Anderson,” said Gabe. “This is Arbiter Tycho Barrett.”

      Frank’s voice was gruff. “Good to meet you even so.”

      He turned and started to go up the stairs, and Gabriel threw me a look. The relationship between the military and the Arbiters was sometimes a little strained. We’re not under their authority and they think we should be, although that would violate colonial autonomy. That’s also why the higher-ups send so few of us. It’s impossible to interpret a two-man drop-team as a hostile occupying force, which reduces the need to involve the military.

      So, Frank had opinions about all that. This was not surprising, but he didn’t seem to take it seriously enough to become a problem. We climbed up the staircase, and Frank listened at the door up top again before he led us through. When he got to his own apartment, he used a special knock—two short raps, a pause, then two short raps. The door opened a crack, and I got a glimpse of a woman with dark brown hair and olive skin. She pulled the door open wide, and we all went through. As she stepped back from the door, I saw that she was holding a shotgun. She propped it up in the corner and locked the door behind us.

      The apartment was dim, but some light filtered in from the street outside. I saw a couch and two easy chairs, three bookshelves, and an end-table. The kitchen was little more than a walk-in closet, and I had no idea where the two of them slept. Frank kissed the woman on the forehead. “This is Gabe Anderson and Tycho Barrett. They’re SF Arbiters, but they don’t seem too bad. Guys, this is Ophelia.”

      Ophelia smiled at us graciously. “Have you gentlemen eaten? I can’t heat the soup, but it should still help you keep your energy up.”

      “Thank you, Ma’am,” said Gabriel. I wandered over to the bookshelf to examine the titles. It’s a good way to find out about the person who’s house you’re in, although in this case there were no surprises. Franklin Emmett liked books on military history, with an emphasis on the early days of Earth’s expansion throughout the solar system. Frank walked up behind me. “Nothing in there about Arbitration except in passing, but if you’re curious anyway go ahead and look. Not that you’ll have much time for reading, I imagine.”

      I turned and glanced out the window, trying to get a sense of the situation outside. “You’re right about that. We’re here to get the lights back on.”

      Frank shook his head. “Not sure how you’re going to do that. In case you’ve forgotten, you were running away from a few dozen Nightwatch officers about fifteen minutes ago.”

      I scowled a little. We had no choice, but running from anyone didn’t sit well with me.

      “Speaking of which,” said Gabriel, “what the hell is going on out there? It looks like a civil war.”

      Frank shrugged. “Not really a war yet, but it’s getting close. The Nightwatch has split, and the different factions control different areas. The residential zone on this level is Defector territory, but the hub is Loyalist.”

      “So it was the Loyalists who were chasing us?” asked Gabe.

      “You got it. Loyal to August Marcenn, the Nightwatch Commander. Damned if I can say why, though.”

      Gabriel nodded. “We saw a video clip. He seemed… irrational.”

      In their tiny kitchen, Ophelia was ladling out bowls of soup. She didn’t have to raise her voice to be heard because their apartment was so tiny. “That’s exactly how I would describe it. He’s become irrational.”

      Franklin frowned. “Ophelia is a kind woman. She sometimes gives people too much credit. Is he crazy? Sure. But that doesn’t explain what he’s done to this Tower. And it sure as hell doesn’t account for why so many people are willing to help him do it.”

      “Chain of command?” I asked.

      He shook his head emphatically. “That’s not how it works. You get an illegal order, you’re supposed to refuse it. Something this extreme, they should have arrested the guy who gave the order. There’s something else going on here, something I don’t understand.”

      “We don’t understand it either,” said Gabriel. “In fact, we were hoping you could help us understand it. Why don’t you take it from the top? Tell us everything that happened since the crisis started.”

      Frank sat down in one of the easy chairs. “I’ll let Ophelia handle it. She’s more… objective. I’ll just interrupt occasionally when she plays it too soft.”

      Ophelia came in with a tray of soup bowls. “Sit down where you like, please. I have your lunch.”

      I sat on the couch, and Gabe sat next to me. I had to eat with my left hand. Now that the adrenaline of combat had passed, I wasn’t sure I could hold a spoon with that metal splinter sticking out of my right arm. My hand shook a little, but I managed to get it in my mouth. The soup was perfectly seasoned, but like all synthetic food it had an unpleasantly slimy texture when cold. I ate it gratefully anyway, knowing it was the best she had to offer. Ophelia sat down in the chair across from us. “So, Franklin wants me to tell the story?”

      “If you don’t mind,” he said. “I get too mad. If I could I’d strangle this guy with my own two hands…”

      “I don’t mind at all, though it’s an unpleasant topic. Things have been strange here, and I have the feeling they’re only going to get stranger. I’m not quite sure where to start.”

      Gabriel was sweating, and he kept swallowing like he might be sick. He fought to get the words out. “Tell us… tell us about August Marcenn.”

      Frank gave him a sharp look. “What’s wrong with your friend here?”

      I didn’t feel too great either, now that I think about it. The room felt hot, and the soup seemed to stick in my throat. “He took a hit in the left shoulder. I took a little shrapnel, too, now that I think about it.”

      Frank was aghast—and possibly impressed. “And you just thought you’d wait till after lunch to say anything about it? That’s taking politeness a bit too far.”

      Ophelia was up and rummaging around in the bathroom. “We have a med-kit. Get your armor off and I’ll have a look.”

      Gabriel wiped the sweat off his forehead with the back of his hand. “August Marcenn?”

      Opehlia’s voice was firm. “I haven’t forgotten. I’ll talk while I work, but you’re not going to tell me you don’t need medical attention.”

      “She used to be a nurse,” said Frank. “That’s how we met.”

      “We… we appreciate the help.” Gabriel leaned back and closed his eyes, and I helped him remove his shoulder guard. The wound was wet, but his initial assessment had been correct. It wasn’t too bad. A bullet had fragmented when it hit his armor, and one of the fragments had shot off at a funny angle, slipped between the armor plates, and buried itself in his shoulder. I could see it poking halfway out.

      “You too, Mr. Barrett,” said Ophelia. “I’ll deal with his wound first, but you need it too.”

      I worked the release with my left hand and managed to get a section of my armor removed so she could work on my arm. Once I saw what my wound looked like, I realized I was probably hurt worse than Gabriel. The splinter was huge, and the stench of blood was so overwhelming I almost threw up into my soup bowl.

      Franklin had a look. “That’s a nasty wound there, soldier.”

      I closed my eyes, fighting down a wave of nausea. Now that I thought about it, it was probably not such a great idea to eat slime soup with a sharp piece of metal jutting out of my arm. Still, I managed to force the words out. “I’m not a soldier. I’m an Arbiter.”

      “You may not be a soldier, but you are one hard-as-nails son of a bitch, and I don’t mind saying so.”

      Ophelia was working on Gabriel’s wound, but she glanced over. “Franklin’s right, that is not something you want in your arm. But don’t worry, Mr. Barrett. I have everything I need here to patch you up.”

      She pulled the bullet fragment out of Gabriel’s shoulder, sealed the wound with a heat-wand, and gave him an injection. “This should control the pain, but it won’t make it go away completely. I could give you something that would, but I assume you want to be able to fight.”

      Gabriel clenched his teeth. “You assume correctly. Thanks for the patch-up, but I really need to hear about August Marcenn as soon as possible.”

      Ophelia’s voice was unruffled. “Of course, of course.”

      She turned to me, and I closed my eyes again so I wouldn’t have to see what she was doing about the metal fragment. As she examined it, she started talking. “Two days ago, Nightwatch Commander August Marcenn ordered the execution of everyone in Tower 7 at or above Level 250. That includes all of us.”

      This statement was so bizarre that I sat up in surprise, but then I almost screamed. The act of trying to sit up while she was examining the splinter had sent a lightning bolt of pain through my arm.

      “I really do need you to sit still. I know it’s shocking, but that’s what happened. He made an official announcement—anyone found at Level 250 or above beyond a certain hour would be subject to immediate execution.”

      “That sounds like a quarantine situation.” Gabe sounded thoughtful, as if this might make sense of it all. “Was there any kind of medical research going on up there?”

      Frank the history buff sounded intrigued. “You mean like Antarctica, 2672?”

      In 2672, an accident at a research facility had released a weaponized antibiotic-resistant strain of pneumonic plague into a totally unprepared civilian population. 50,000 people had died as a result, but the death toll would have been a lot higher if Antarctica’s governor had not declared a quarantine and imposed it with lethal force.

      “It’s a possibility,” said Gabe.

      Ophelia pulled out the splinter, but for some reason it didn’t hurt at all. My nausea was fading, although my eyelids felt heavy.

      “I don’t know of any such research in this Tower,” she said. “All I know is this: Commander Marcenn cleared the upper levels. 50 levels in all. God knows how many people died up there, although some did make it out. The Nightwatch seized control of the central hub on all the floors between here and there, preventing anyone from getting away. And then he shut off the electricity, including the life support. We’d all be baked alive before too long…”

      Frank interrupted. “Except we won’t, because the oxygen will run out first. In about 30 or so hours.”

      Ophelia patted my wound with a wet cloth. “You can open your eyes now. I’ve removed the splinter and patched you up. It looked like you hardly felt it, to tell you the truth.”

      She was right about that. After that surge of pain when I tried to sit up, my arm had gone completely numb.

      “So, who are the Defectors?” asked Gabe.

      Frank replied, “They’re just ordinary Nightwatch, but they’ve refused to comply with the emergency orders. According to them, the guys that are helping Marcenn are as normal as they are. No sign of trouble at all until the orders came down, and then some did what they were told… and some did not. The ones who did not have taken up positions in the residential areas, holding the line against Marcenn’s Loyalists.”

      That made me curious. “With the numbers we’re seeing down here, they can’t have that many people on the upper levels.”

      Frank nodded in agreement. “They’ve committed the bulk of their forces to the defense of the hub. I’d say their main objective is to keep anyone from getting out. But that doesn’t mean the upper levels are safe now. Far from it. The streets down here are dangerous, but the floors above this level are patrolled by android proxy units. They’re totally lethal, and there’s never any doubt about their loyalty. You’re talking about a 50-floor buffer zone against any attempt on August Marcenn. And Level 250 is just a massive tomb.”

      Ophelia bit her lip. “I just don’t understand it. Why would anyone want to do what these people are doing?”

      Frank shook his head. “I know you think they’re just crazy, but it doesn’t add up. I’ve heard of folly adoo…”

      Folie à deux was what he meant—when two people share the same psychosis. I’d read about it in my Criminal Psychology class at the Arbiter Academy, but this was nothing like folie à deux. “I’ve never heard of this many people sharing the same delusion at the same time. Frank is right, it doesn’t add up. Unless something is making them crazy, but then how does it work? They’re all working together; they don’t act like a bunch of random lunatics. No, this is more like a criminal conspiracy.”

      Gabe nodded. “Terrorism?”

      “Or cult activity,” I suggested. “Like murder-suicide. We’ve seen it before.”

      Not on anything like this scale, but in principle it was not unheard of. Cult murder-suicides went back several hundred years, and there were still cases sometimes on remote outer colonies. Some weird little religion would take hold among the colonists, and the next thing you know they’d be turning off their life-support and waiting for the angels to take them.

      “Maybe you guys have,” said Frank, “but I still don’t know. If they were part of a cult, they should never have passed the personality screening for the Nightwatch. And someone would have said something. There’s always a leak. No way can something like this be kept completely secret long enough to set it up.”

      “Not important,” said Gabriel. “Or at least not relevant. We don’t really need to find out why, we just need to stop it. The investigators who come in after us can figure out what happened, and the writers can write books about it. Our job is simpler.”

      Frank clapped his hands together once. “I like how you think. But how are we going to do that?”

      Gabe stood up from the couch and walked over to the window. On the streets below us, there was hardly a hint of movement. Only a single old lady, walking by on some errand she couldn’t put off—or else just wandering around in a daze. Everyone else was staying inside, and I couldn’t blame them.

      I could tell Gabe was thinking, trying to work out a plan of attack. “Do any of the Defectors have network access? Do any of them specialize in cyberwarfare?”

      Frank shook his head. “I know what you’re thinking. Hack into the system and override the controls, then turn the juice back on whether he likes it or not. Yeah, I know a guy with that expertise. But he can’t get in. Turns out Marcenn has it locked down tight. He’s the only one with the network authority to turn things on or off.”

      “How did that even happen?” asked Gabe. “That’s a basic error—to leave one person in charge of the whole network. It leaves you vulnerable to an insider attack.”

      “No kidding. It didn’t used to be that way at all. There are access terminals located all over the place for the technicians and engineers. No one has the necessary permissions anymore except Marcenn himself—he even disabled all the backdoors. Don’t ask me how. Anyone who would have been involved in the decision was in the upper levels, and everyone up there…”

      “Is already dead.” Gabriel nodded. “They may not have given him control because they wanted to. With a killer android pointing a cannon at you, how long do you think you’d hold out before you shared your half of the network key? Anyway, it doesn’t matter now. There’s only one thing we can do.”

      I looked up at Gabe. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      “Only if you’re thinking of doing something really stupid.”

      When we’d first breached the tower, we were thinking in terms of a rogue Nightwatch commander protected by a deluded handful of unthinking supporters. That would have been simple. Enter the Tower, contact the Nightwatch, find out how many of their people were involved in the conspiracy, then coordinate with the rest of them to make the arrest. We had discussed the possibility that Marcenn had substantial armed support, but we had also dismissed it as being unrealistic. It was unrealistic. But it was also the case, even if we couldn’t figure out why that would be.

      We had also discussed the possibility that something had caused everyone in Tower 7 to become dangerously unstable at the same time. That didn’t seem to be the case, but it didn’t seem to be too far off from reality either. Something was certainly affecting at least half of the Nightwatch, maybe even more than half. The only problem with that was that it ought to have been impossible, but what’s the use of that word when you’re looking the thing right in the face?

      An impossible situation requires an impossible solution. “How’s this?” I held up one finger. “If Marcenn’s the only one with the network permissions, then they’re stored in his dataspike.” I held up a second finger. “Marcenn’s probably on Level 300 or close to it, with fifty levels of battle androids between him and us.” I held up a third finger. “The only way up there is through the elevator shafts, and we can’t get to those except by going back the way we just came.” I closed all my fingers. “Conclusion: we sneak past everyone and everything that wants to kill us, shoot any random bad guys who get in the way, grab the dataspike off August Marcenn, and get Tower 7 turned back on before anyone does anything to stop us. Oh, and we redirect all the androids before they shoot us a few thousand times each.”

      Gabriel grinned, but his eyes had a wild and hopeless look in them. “It’s like I thought. You’re thinking of doing something really, really stupid.”

      I grinned back, guessing my eyes looked as wild as his did. We had a plan, of sorts.

      “I’m coming with you,” said Frank.

      Ophelia’s eyes flashed a hint of anger. “Franklin Emmet, you’re doing no such thing! How young do you think you are?”

      He scowled and punched the arm of his chair. “Well, I’m not waiting here! Damn it, Ophelia, it’s time I did something!”

      “You’ve done plenty. Let the young men do this one.”

      I could see that Frank didn’t like this, especially the part about the “the young men.” The fact that we were Arbiters probably had something to do with it too. Even if he had decided that he liked us personally, he didn’t want to let us have all the glory. Still, he would only have slowed us down for a few brief minutes, after which he would have been shot and killed. This wasn’t his fight. His fight was here protecting his home, whether he liked it or not.

      “I need you to do something else for me,” said Gabriel, reading the situation and deciding that the man just needed a job to do.

      Frank glared at everyone in the room. “What’s that?”

      “Make contact with this cyberwarfare guy you know. When we get back here with the dataspike, we’ll need his help to make use of it.”

      He sighed and clenched his fist, probably fighting the urge to tell us all to go to hell. Then Ophelia put a hand on his shoulder, and he straightened up. “Okay, young guys. You win this one. But come back alive, or I’m coming after you all by myself.”

      “You got it, Franklin.” Gabe stuck out his hand, and the older man shook it. Ophelia gave us a grateful look. Gabe turned to me. “It’s a good thing we got this coilgun. We’re going dark all the way.”

      That was the only possible option, though it did seem a bit far-fetched. The coilgun was nearly silent, but none of my weapons were quiet except my knife. Then I got what he was saying. I raised one eyebrow. “Spear and arrow pattern?” The spear is a close-range weapon and the arrow is long-range. One guy covers with the arrow and the other one creeps in with the spear.

      Gabriel nodded. “Spear and arrow.”

      “It’s been a while,” I pointed out.

      He grinned. “If you’ve ever done this outside of a training exercise, I’ll eat my helmet. But you remember how to do it?”

      “Oh, I remember how to do it. I just thought it was strictly hypothetical.”

      “There’s a first time for everything, as you told yourself throughout your teenage years.”

      Ophelia coughed quietly. “Good luck, you two. And come back soon. I don’t want Franklin to go up there after you.”

      We said our goodbyes. Rested, fed, and all patched up, it was time to go out into the dark again.
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      Getting out of the apartment stack turned out to be easier than I had anticipated. The Loyalists were watching the front of the building from their own side of the lines, but they couldn’t do anything to watch the back of the building without crossing over into Defector territory and provoking a full-scale showdown. Neither side seemed to want a fight, or at least not yet.

      If the Loyalists were a death cult, I could see their logic. They didn’t need a showdown; time was on their side. All they had to do was wait out the clock, and everyone in Tower 7 would run out of oxygen and die. To make sure this happened, they just had to keep anyone from attacking the upper levels in sufficient strength to get Marcenn’s dataspike. With control of the central hub and an army of androids on the upper levels, they would only be dislodged by a massive attack. Enter the Ninja, or in this case the Arbiter drop-team. By going dark and slipping past their lines, we had a much better chance of getting our hands on that dataspike than a full-scale infantry assault ever would.

      All I had to do was sneak through heavily patrolled enemy territory in total darkness, successfully apply a strategy I had only ever done as a training exercise, and prevail in hand-to-hand combat with anyone who got in my way. What could be simpler?

      “You seem to be brooding,” said Gabe as we watched the street, waiting for a good chance to slip over into Loyalist territory undetected. In the stillness and shadows, I felt like there ought to be a breeze blowing. Something to make the urban scene look appropriately film noir, like a street sign rattling in the wind. Instead everything was motionless, like a child’s diorama of a city. “So what if I am? I’m entitled to brood occasionally.”

      He shook his head. “You really aren’t. Brooding is reserved for anonymous wanderers, lone warriors, and private detectives. You are none of those things. A member of the Arbiter Force always has a buddy, and when you have a buddy there’s no reason to brood.”

      “Can I just stare off into the distance for a few minutes?”

      “That’s the same thing as brooding.”

      “Fuck it, then. I’m going in.”

      I went into a crouch and slipped across the street, while Gabriel covered me with the coilgun from the other side. If he spotted someone up ahead of me, he could take them out without anyone knowing. If he didn’t spot them before I did, I’d use the knife. As soon as I crossed successfully, he’d do the same. Then we’d repeat the process, leapfrogging till we reached the elevators.

      I got to the other side without any problems and slipped into a coffee house called Old Harrar. The looters and opportunists had been here too, though the owner had been smart enough not to stay behind and defend the place like Big Bob had. Tables and chairs were overturned, and someone had spilled coffee all over the floor and the counters. A shattered coffeepot lay on the floor, a testament to someone’s stupid malice.

      Gabe reached the door, took a quick look around the place, and shook his head. I knew what he was thinking. What a waste. Oh well, it probably wouldn’t have been genuine Harrar coffee despite the name. No doubt the stuff was synthetic, like everything else here.

      We went through the back, which led to a corridor that went into the building. This bit was dicey, because there was nowhere to hide or seek cover. With our scramblers active, our opponents would know that someone hostile was in the area—but they wouldn’t be able to use their sensors to pinpoint our location. If they happened to guess we were in this building, we could find ourselves surprised in the corridor with nowhere to run or hide.

      There was nothing to do except move quickly, so I ran as quietly as possible while Gabriel covered me from the other end. When I reached a doorway, I listened for a moment then slipped it open. Gabe followed after me, and we found ourselves in another storefront. This one was an accounting office, with huge bay windows that faced the street. I crouched down behind a desk as soon as I came in, and Gabe crouched next to me. On the street outside, we saw a Nightwatch officer go running by.

      They knew we were near, but we could be in any of a dozen buildings. They’d flood the area first, then start a grid search. To escape the trap, we needed to be outside of the area their grid would cover. That called for speed, but speed and discretion are not compatible.

      Gabe pointed out the window, indicating a building across the street. I couldn’t see what it was, but his message was clear—get over there now. He had decided to prioritize speed, then. I nodded silently, then moved up to the front door for a better look. Scanning the street with my eyes, I saw no sign of any Nightwatch officers. The one we’d seen had been running, heading back in the direction we’d come from.

      Then I heard the shooting. There was a firefight in progress along the boundary line, and the Loyalists were sending their officers there. It was an effective distraction, and it just might buy us the time we needed. Was Franklin behind this?

      I could ask him later, assuming I survived long enough to ask him anything. I opened the door, and Gabriel moved up to give me cover. Then I crouched and ran, and Gabriel followed as soon as I was across.

      We were under an overhang, and the big glass doors had signs all over them. Movie posters with garish artwork, and titles like Ice Moon Prospector and My Heart is on Pluto. One of the posters was for Arbitrate This!, a hostile comedy about two hapless Arbiters trying to investigate corruption on Jupiter. I pointed at the picture, which showed two steel-jawed muscle heads staring grimly at nothing as they strode forward, without realizing they were about to step on a banana peel.

      Gabe shook his head, and again I knew exactly what he was thinking. Fucking colonials. I tried the door, but someone had locked up before they left. We didn’t have much time, but blowing the door was not an option. Gabe produced a lock-pick, and I watched the street for any approaching hostiles. I could still hear shooting, which meant that the firefight was still ongoing. Despite that fact, there was every possibility they’d send a squad or two this way to check out the source of the disruption signal. If they could get us pinned down, they could flood the area when the firefight ended.

      Sure enough, there was movement down at the end of the street. I couldn’t see details, but someone was definitely coming. I slipped my weapon off my shoulder, getting ready to shoot it out. Gabe popped the lock, and I ducked into the movie theater behind him as discreetly as possible. Whether we’d been seen or not, I had no idea. Either way, the smart move was to get through the theater and keep going.

      Gabriel took up a spot in the lobby while I crossed over into one of the empty screening rooms, then he moved up and covered me from the door while I headed for the emergency exit out back.

      I was familiar with colonials and their eccentricities, but I still found the whole movie theater thing strange and anachronistic. Much like Big Bob’s Bold Breakfast, it was all about nostalgia. Anything from before the era of space colonization was a big hit in the colonies, because it made people feel like they were still connected to something, like they were part of a continuity. On Earth itself, nobody went out to breakfast buffets and there were no more movie theaters. If I hadn’t been out to the colonies, I would never even have seen one.

      That’s the way it goes sometimes. It’s just one of the weird things about being an Arbiter. But it almost got me killed, because I was so busy thinking about how bizarre the movie theater was that I didn’t react quickly enough when the emergency door opened and a Nightwatch officer stuck his head in.

      I was still several feet away, and neither of us had expected to see each other there. They must have been checking all the nearby buildings, but without expecting to find us quite so quickly. The man pulled up short, stared at me for just a second, then raised his weapon. He had the drop on me, and his gun was aimed at the vulnerable spot between helmet and chest armor.

      Before I could even register the fact that I was about to get shot, the man shuddered and then crumbled to the ground. He’d been shot through the neck and was probably dead before he even finished falling. I glanced back at Gabriel, who threw his hands up in a what the fuck gesture. I’d been caught napping, and this guy could have shot me dead while I stood there staring at him.

      I ducked my head apologetically and pulled the body through the door, then checked the street outside. There was no one else in sight, meaning that most of the people who would otherwise have been hunting for us were still busy driving the Defectors back. Gabriel came up and cuffed me in the helmet with an open palm like a mother bear swatting its cub—an extra reminder to pay attention to what I was doing.

      I picked my spot: a dance club called the Witching Hour on the other side of the street. I didn’t know their search perimeters, but the faster we moved the sooner we’d be past them. This time I didn’t bother with any wandering thoughts about dance club culture or the differences between Earth and Venus. I just got across the street, found the door locked, and kicked it hard once as Gabriel crossed. The door sprung open, and we went through it into the abandoned club.

      What we found was shocking, though neither of us said anything about it either then or later. I don’t know if it was a gang thing, like a Mob execution maybe, or if it was just the work of some psycho. Whatever the reason for it, someone had forced three employees of the nightclub to kneel on the floor side by side with their hands bound before shooting them all in the back of the head. They lay slumped together, their faces pressed against the cold, hard floor.

      Like the other deaths we’d seen, this must have been someone taking advantage of the crisis to do something they’d been thinking of doing for some time. The reason for it was far from clear, but whoever had done it had locked up behind themselves when they were done. We glanced at the corpses and kept on moving—it was just one more tragedy that had nothing to do with us.

      According to my schematics, the Witching Hour’s back door opened onto an alley, which opened onto a large plaza. Crossing plazas is not an effective way to avoid being seen by people who want to kill you, so we couldn’t go out into the alley. That left the staircase, which led up to a skyway and into the building next door. By moving through the skyways, we could skirt around the edges of the plaza. But the last time we’d tried to travel that way they almost trapped us.

      Gabe thought for a moment, then pointed up. So be it, then. Sometimes there isn’t a good choice, just two bad choices. I found the stairs and went up to into dance club’s offices. There were no more dead people, but the brightly colored pills scattered all over the floor provided something of a clue as to what had happened downstairs and why.

      When we found the skyway, we took extra precautions. Gabriel wouldn’t give me the signal to move forward until we had both sat there listening with the sound amplified for two or three minutes. As luck would have it, there was a commotion down on the street below at the exact moment that I finally went through the skyway. Wanting to know if I’d been spotted or not, I glanced outside.

      Nightwatch officers were converging on the movie theater. They must have found the dead man, which meant they would soon be fanning out in search of us. No one glanced up in my direction, but I signaled for Gabe to stay low as soon as I got to the other side. He crossed the skyway like a snake, crawling on his belly till he reached my location.

      They were getting close, so Gabe gave me the signal for extra speed. We stopped worrying so much about little things like noise and crossed rapidly from one skyway to another to clear the search area.

      In the blur that followed, I saw more of the dim offices and offensively hopeful posters I had grown to love before. Our plan was straightforward: move parallel to the plaza along the skyways, then make a left turn and descend to the street once we could move without crossing any large open areas.

      Plans are a good thing, but as they say, no plan survives contact with the enemy. As I ran down a staircase toward the street, I turned a corner and nearly ran into a Nightwatch officer on the way up. This time, the enemy didn’t catch me sleepwalking. I slammed the butt of my weapon into the man’s chin, and he flew backward like he’d been thrown from a moving vehicle. He hit the landing hard, and I was on top of him with my knife out before he could even clear his head. I cut his throat, then wiped the blood off on his own uniform before returning the knife to my sheathe.

      Gabriel caught up with me and nodded once in appreciation—not for the killing, which was an unfortunate necessity, but for the fact that I’d been paying attention this time. I’d acted so quickly that I don’t know if the man even caught a single glimpse of me before he was out. We reached the door, and I saw two Nightwatch officers standing just outside. I ducked out of sight, marveling at the fact that they were as silent as we were. They were conducting a search, but they were doing it without ever saying a single word to each other.

      Now that I thought about it, I hadn’t heard any of them say anything at all since I’d first arrived on Venus. This was a strange point, and perhaps an important one—but I didn’t have any time to think about it. As we crouched in the doorway, I kept my hand on the hilt of my knife the entire time. If they came through that door, our only chance of remaining undetected was to kill them both quickly and silently.

      The handle turned, and Gabriel gestured for me to get to the side. I stepped out of his way, and he crouched down on the staircase and aimed at the door. They seemed to hesitate, as if uncertain whether to push the door open all the way or not. Gabe pulled the trigger twice and the door fell open with a body slumped down behind it. The other one was on the street outside, trying to crawl away despite the hole in his chest.

      I stepped over the body of the first man and went to finish him, but he stopped crawling before I could draw my knife. We didn’t take the time to pull the bodies through into the building this time. The trap was closing, and our only hope was to keep on moving.

      By slipping from building to building and from street to street, we had finally made it to within two blocks of the elevators. That was the most positive aspect of our current situation. The less positive aspect was what we saw as we approached: dozens of shadowy figures moving through the streets ahead of us.

      When we’d come up through the shaft, the elevator doors had not been guarded. The most likely reason for this was a simple oversight. Marcenn hadn’t been worried about an attack from that direction, only an attempt to storm the hub. With his forces oriented toward the Defector forces, he had left a gap for us to slip through—or just to stumble through.

      Moving back to the hub from the other direction would be a lot more difficult, especially now that he knew we were here. As far as I could see, the approach to the elevators was heavily guarded.

      From where we were standing, I could see some of the same buildings we’d fought our way through just a few hours earlier. It was kind of strange, fighting so hard to go in one direction just to fight equally hard to go back in the other direction. That kind of futility is what soldiers sign up for, but unlike a soldier, an Arbiter is supposed to be the master of his own destiny.

      Gabriel pointed at a darkened storefront, and I pushed the door open so we could have a little conference. He spoke as quietly as possible, knowing that if anyone was listening with audio amplified, they might be able to hear what we were saying.

      “We’re almost there, but the last push is going to be the hard part. It looks like they’ve taken up position inside the buildings, so even if we use the skyways for cover, we’ll have to get past them to get to the elevator doors. We’ll maneuver in close but be ready to fight at any moment. It could get ugly.”

      As Gabe was giving me this little pep talk, a whole squad of Nightwatch officers came running up the street to the spot where we’d left the last two bodies. Without saying a word, they all fanned out and started searching the street.

      “Shit!” said Gabe, pulling me down behind a near-empty shelving unit. I looked around and spotted an emergency exit on the other side of the store. I jerked my thumb at it, and Gabe nodded.

      We slipped out the back and found ourselves on the same street as Big Bob’s. I didn’t take a lot of time to think about it, I just ran back to our favorite breakfast buffet and let myself in. My surprise when I saw the three Nightwatch officers was probably no greater than theirs when they saw me. I threw the door open, and there they were, staring down at Big Bob’s body like it was an exhibit in a museum. One of them turned and bared his teeth, an animal gesture of aggression and dominance.

      I ran right into him and sent him sprawling with my left shoulder. He hit the buffet stand and knocked it over, which turned out to be a problem for the guy beside him. They both went over, and I turned to the third man and drew my blade. He went for his gun, but you know what they say. It may not be a good idea to bring a knife to a gun fight, but it’s also a bad idea to bring a gun to a knife fight. As close as we were to each other, a knife fight is what it was. I stabbed him three times in the body before he could access his weapon, and he stumbled and fell as blood gushed out all over me.

      I turned to the other two, who were getting up. A quick slice across the Adam’s Apple put an end to the first one as he was struggling to stand, but the second one was right on top of me. He grabbed at my wrist with his right hand, punching over and over with his left while he did so. I stumbled backward, staggering under the force of his strikes.

      As we fought for the knife, I tripped over Big Bob’s body and went over on my ass. That broke the man’s grip on my wrist, and as an extra bonus he tripped. I stabbed out frantically, and the tip of my knife went into his belly as he came in after me. Both of his hands went to the wound, so I braced him with my left hand and just started stabbing.

      When the door finally opened and Gabe came in, he found me drenched in fresh blood among the bodies of three dead Nightwatch officers. He looked back and forth for a moment, like he couldn’t believe what he was seeing.

      “Way to show initiative, Barrett. But Jesus Christ.”

      “What took you so long?” I scowled, wiping the blood off my face with the back of my hand.

      “I didn’t know you were going for it, so I wasn’t ready. They started to get active, and I had to play the frightened little bunny rabbit and stay in my hole for a minute. Little did I know you were the big bad wolf.”

      “I’m as surprised as you are, believe me. But not as surprised as these guys.”

      He grinned, shaking his head at my gallows humor. “The path is mostly clear from here. These guys must have been covering the approach from this direction. If we get moving before they notice, we should be able to slip through to the elevators.”

      “Lead the way,” I said. “I’m done showing initiative for the next few minutes.”
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      The stairs in the elevator shaft were sturdy and solid but climbing them was still a sickening experience. The staircase was a spiral, winding around the walls of the shaft and upward. In the light from my helmet, the shape it made as it rose up into the darkness was like a monstrous snake. If either of us tripped, we’d have a long time to think about it on the way down. That wasn’t a pleasant mental image, so I just tried to focus on putting one foot in front of the other. It’s like they say: just don’t look down.

      Of course, we could have rappelled up as we had done before, but now that we knew the extent of the forces arrayed against us it seemed like a bad idea to trust our lives to a line any Nightwatch officer or android could easily cut. The staircase felt precarious, but at least it was a platform we could fight from if we had to.

      The levels were marked by huge red numbers along the inside of the shaft, so we knew exactly where we were in the climb at any given moment. As I stared at the latest number—255—all I could think was that this was going to take a hell of a long time.

      More than enough time for Gabriel to debrief me on what had just happened. This is standard practice, because it helps to prevent the worst consequences of post-traumatic stress. As we proceeded up the endless staircase through Level 255, I had just finished describing the fight in Big Bob’s.

      “I have to admit, it’s hard to accept. These guys are in uniform, but to finish this mission we have to fight them and kill them. It doesn’t feel right.”

      “It doesn’t feel right because it isn’t right,” said Gabriel.

      “Is that supposed to be helpful?”

      “It’s just reality. It isn’t right for people to stab each other with knives or shoot each other with coilguns. The moment you accept that as a normal thing, you’re no longer in the right mental state for this kind of work. They don’t call us annihilators or exterminators. They call us Arbiters. We arbitrate conflict to keep the peace.”

      I couldn’t help myself. In a deep, stern voice, I quoted that movie title at him. “Arbitrate this!”

      “Don’t joke around, Tycho, I’m being serious. You had to do something horrible to stay alive, to keep this mission moving forward. The key isn’t to tell yourself that black is white or bad is good, but to remind yourself that you had to do it. Yeah, it’s wrong. But the wrongness comes from the people who put you in the situation. It doesn’t come from you.”

      “They could say the same thing,” I pointed out, knowing that it was a cheap argument.

      Gabriel scoffed. “The hell they can. They can’t say anything at all. They’re dead. It’s like that old saying, you know? War doesn’t solve who’s right, it only solves who’s left. Well, that’s exactly what war is intended to solve. By the time you’re shooting at each other, it’s no longer a question of right or wrong. It’s just about survival and imposing your will on the situation. When you came through the door of that restaurant and saw those Loyalists, you weren’t looking at three cops anymore. You were in a war, and the men in front of you were your enemies.”

      “I hear what you’re saying, Gabe. It still doesn’t sit right. They may not be Arbiters, but they’re still law enforcement. It’s hard to see them as the bad guys.”

      “Think about what you’re saying. The Defectors who covered our asses out there are the real Nightwatch. These guys are obeying an illegal order. They aren’t law enforcement anymore. They’re outlaws.”

      “Yeah.” I was looking at another of the numbers. 257. “So let’s talk about that.”

      “What do you mean?” Gabriel sounded a little suspicious. He didn’t approve of my tendency to think too much, especially because it sometimes caused me to make big mistakes like what had happened in the movie theater. “I just want to go over all the information we currently have, to understand what Marcenn might have planned and why he did what he did.”

      This was as much about getting up that staircase as anything else. Putting one foot in front of another over and over again was a lot like climbing a steep mountain without any view. It helped to have something to take my mind off the process.

      Gabriel still wasn’t sure about the whole thing. “Figuring out what Marcenn might have planned—that makes some sense, although we aren’t going to know whether we’re right or not until we see for ourselves. Figuring out why he did what he did? That’s just irrelevant.”

      “I take it you didn’t pay any attention in Criminology.” I was only teasing. Gabriel was no meathead; he was perfectly capable of understanding whatever they wanted to teach him even if he chose to disregard it.

      “Of course I did. I wanted to pass the test and graduate from the Academy. But come on. Even if you figure out all the motives, all the mental or social problems or whatever you want to pin it on, the only thing that matters in the end is what people do. All the whys in the world can never change that.”

      “Just humor me, okay? This is a long staircase.” We were just coming up to level 262.

      “Okay, sure. If you just want to pass the time, we can talk about whatever you want.”

      “Much obliged. So, let’s review. He suddenly announces that everyone above Level 250 is going to get executed. Then he shuts off the life support. Murder-suicide. Can we think of any possible motive other than some kind of apocalypse cult?”

      “Maybe it’s not a murder-suicide. He controls the system. Maybe he has some way to keep himself alive while everyone else dies. Or himself and his Loyalists, maybe. They could start to pull back to the upper levels as time runs down.”

      “A simple mass murder without the suicide? Okay, but still. What possible motive could there be? It seems like a cult is the only option.”

      Gabriel sounded skeptical. “The more I think about it, the more far-fetched the whole cult thing sounds. The logistics of it just don’t add up.”

      “I know it would take a lot,”I admitted.

      “That’s not the half of it. When would he have recruited his followers? Before they joined the force? But then the psych screenings would have filtered them out. After they joined? But then why didn’t anyone come forward before now? Let’s say he had a death cult—the most convincing death cult anyone’s ever come up with. You hear the pitch, and you just can’t wait to murder everyone and get your spot in heaven. Yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      “But plenty of the Nightwatch officers didn’t decide to follow him. So, the pitch is not quite as convincing as all that.”

      Level 263. “I see your point. If that’s what happened, why didn’t anyone come forward and report it? I joined the Nightwatch to fight crime and protect the public, but my boss wants me to help him murder a half million people.”

      “Right, exactly. It’s not a cult. Whatever convinced those Loyalists to do what August Marcenn ordered, it was something that happened very recently.”

      “Okay,” I said, “let’s put that to the side. If this isn’t a death cult, then what could Marcenn be trying to accomplish? Is there some way to make money off all this?”

      “An elaborate heist? We can’t rule it out. Remember Diggs-Markley?”

      The Diggs-Markley Outfit was an interplanetary crime gang with a flair for the complex. They were known for infiltrating and corrupting colonial governments, then siphoning off vast sums of money and laundering it through still other corrupt governments. They’d all gone down a long time ago, but Marcenn was not so old that he couldn’t have been involved in the Outfit when he was young.

      “Sure, they taught us all about that case at the Academy. I could check the dataspike, see if there were any members that were never caught.”

      “I can tell you right now,” said Gabe, “there definitely were. But you wouldn’t be able to link Marcenn to them even if you checked. Diggs-Markley moved a lot of money—more than enough to build a fake identity. If he’s a former member, every last thing about him will be completely different. If we had the time for an investigation, you might be able to build a case, but we don’t. The more important question is how the heist works.”

      “We don’t even know that there is a heist,” I pointed out.

      “Exactly. We don’t know anything. It’s still a question of means, motive, and opportunity, just like any other crime. Money is a motive, and it’s one that makes at least a little bit of sense. Opportunity is covered by getting everyone off the top 50 floors and keeping them occupied just staying alive. So, is there a means? If there’s anything worth stealing on the top 50 floors, we’ve got means, motive, and opportunity. And that would answer your question.”

      I wasn’t sure. This didn’t seem like an ordinary crime. “It would have to be worth a hell of a lot of money. Just like what you were saying about Diggs-Markley, he’d have to be able to launder his profits. He’d have to be able to get plastic surgery, new identification, everything.”

      “It still makes more sense than the other options. But money’s only one of the classic motives. Let’s talk revenge. Maybe he just wants to make Tower 7 pay, because they did something that pissed him off. Or maybe he’s psychotic, and he thinks killing everyone in Tower 7 is the only way to save Earth from the Venusian space-vampires. You see what I’m saying, Tycho? You can speculate all day about Marcenn’s motive, and none of it means anything.”

      Level 266. “Fair enough,” I said. “But some of those explanations just don’t add up. If he’s psychotic, the Nightwatch Loyalists would have no reason to follow him. If he wants revenge, there’s no way they could all have the same grudge he does. I can see the money thing; he could have recruited some of the officers if the payoff was big enough. But even then, I can’t understand why they’d go along with it. We’re talking about killing more than 500,000 people here. That’s a bit more extreme than simple corruption.”

      “Maybe they don’t really plan to kill all those people. If they complete the heist, they might just turn the juice back on before they get away.”

      I shook my head. “Even so. What could compel so many people to follow Marcenn? You saw what it was like back there. People are dying already. The Nightwatch lives here. These people are their neighbors, their lifelong friends, their extended family. How could so many willfully follow orders to kill members of their own community?”

      Gabe was silent for a few minutes. The only sound was our footsteps, and the cascade of echoes like peals of bells. At first, I thought he was just irritated. Gabriel often tells me that I think too much, and he had already made it clear that he considered all this speculation a waste of time. We walked up to Level 270 in total silence, then Gabriel said, “let’s catch our breath.”

      We stopped for a moment and leaned against the wall, and Gabe took a deep breath. “I don’t know the answer. I’ve been thinking about it for the past few minutes, and I just don’t know. But I think you’re giving people too much credit.”

      “What do you mean?”

      I could hear the hesitation in his voice. Whatever this was, he didn’t really want to say it. Then he took a deep breath. “You remember that story, the one I used as my sales pitch?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, sure.” I wasn’t likely to forget it. When I first met Gabriel Anderson, he’d been recovering from an injury. The Arbiter Force put him on recruiting duty while he rested up, and he’d gotten drunk with me in a dive bar and told me a long story about the Ganymede Genocide. The perpetrator had been named Frank Wallace, the mass-murdering prime minister of the Jovian Alliance. “I don’t know if I’d call it a sales pitch though. It was more like you were trying to talk me out of enlisting.”

      “That’s a standard recruiting tactic. Weed out the people who can’t handle it, intrigue the ones who probably can. It isn’t something I like to talk about. But here it is. I was on the drop-team they sent to Ganymede to capture Frank Wallace.”

      I didn’t say anything, but a chill went up my neck when I heard those words.

      “You probably know the basic facts,” he continued. “Tension between the Corals and the Jensonites over mining jobs, a tight election, some irresponsible speeches. Then one of the Coral kids turned up dead, and somebody said a Jensonite did it. No one knows how it started, but by the time I even got there the killing had already been going on for days. I was briefed on what was happening, but I didn’t really get it. Not until I saw it for myself. So, you remember the story, but what I didn’t tell you back then is I was on the surface.  I saw what happened for myself, when we were tracking down the major death squad leaders. I didn’t really get it until then.”

      I had seen the pictures, but I had the feeling I didn’t get it either. It always looks so abstract, the image of some random atrocity. Like those weren’t even people, just mindless objects. And maybe that’s just how their killers saw them too.

      Gabe went on. “The things I saw… hell, not just saw. Do you know what five hundred burned bodies smells like? I know that smell. I’ll never forget it till the day I die. But the things I saw were just as bad. On my first day on the surface of Ganymede, I was supposed to go meet with this Coral elder—not one of the Cavadoras they were targeting but one of the Jovian loyalists. They said he was the only guy with enough pull to stop the killing. We would maybe just have to throw him some bags of cash and a bunch of contracting jobs he could hand out to his cronies.”

      I nodded. “Sure. That’s standard procedure, and it usually works. I sometimes wonder if the good old boys on these planets start trouble just so we’ll throw some money and jobs at them.”

      “You know they do. But it isn’t always like that. So I get to his compound, but he takes a long time coming out to meet with us. We get sick of waiting and push past the guards to see what’s causing the hold up. When we get inside, we walk in on him shooting a kid in the head. A thirteen-year-old boy, and this kind-looking old grandpa holds a gun up to his temple and blows his brains out all over the courtyard. Turns out the old man was the main force behind the massacres—one of the main conduits between the Jovian Populist Party and the death squads. Those cronies of his we’d been planning to give jobs to? They were the same as the death squads. They’d been out all week setting fire to people’s houses, chopping arms off, throwing bodies in pits and then bulldozing over them. I can’t even tell you everything they did, but this guy who was supposed to stop it all was one of its two or three main architects.”

      “So it stopped when you arrested him?”

      “It did not. The Jansonites Mining Syndicate regrouped and put together their own death squads. We were grabbing up the Coral Populist leaders and throwing them in lock-up, and the Jansonite Cavadora leaders were unleashing their own gunmen. It got so much worse. What started out as a Coral Jovian ethnic cleansing against the Jansonites Ganymedes turned into a Jansonite revenge campaign against the Corals, and they were doing everything they could to see if they could outdo them. By the time it was done, I could have slaughtered both groups personally and slept like a baby right afterwards. I probably would have, too, if I’d had the power. I hated them that much. And that’s exactly how they felt about each other. You follow what I’m saying?”

      “Ganymede sounds like a horrible place.”

      “That’s not the point. It’s no more horrible than here, no more horrible than anywhere else. People can be godawful, Tycho. That’s all there is to it. If you underestimate how bad they can be, you’ll always be surprised by the things they do. You have to accept the facts. There is nothing so monstrous, nothing so depraved, that a human being could not be capable of it. And that includes you and me, so it sure as hell includes the Tower 7 Nightwatch.”

      I didn’t want to contradict him. He’d been on Ganymede during the ethnic cleansings, and I had not. The man was entitled to his impressions of human nature. But no matter what he’d seen, I just didn’t think it was the whole picture. “You said you could have slaughtered them all, Gabriel. But you didn’t do it.”

      “That wasn’t my job. My job was to stop the killing. To get them to sit down and talk to each other, to work out a truce. Even if what they really deserved was a bullet to the head, my job was to keep it from happening. I did my job, just like we’re going to do our job here. But I won’t forget what people are, and I won’t be surprised by anything they do.”

      “So that’s why you don’t like to speculate about motive? Because you just figure that people are basically evil?”

      “I guess that’s part of it. But thinking too much just gets in the way, especially in this job. Keep the mission in front of you, and don’t worry too much about the bigger picture. I don’t really know if people are evil, but I do know they can be. It’s not my job to heal them, and it’s not my job to punish them either. It’s my job to stop them. And that’s more than enough for any two Arbiters. You get what I’m saying?”

      “I think I do.”

      “Then we’d probably better get moving again. We have a long way to go.”

      He pointed up the shaft, where the spiral staircase disappeared in the darkness. I knew he was right, and there was no way to deal with it except to keep moving forward. One foot in front of the other, until we reached the sky.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The levels between 250 and 275 weren’t guarded at all, at least as far as the elevator shaft was concerned. If we went out into the residential areas, I had no doubt we would soon run into Marcenn’s android proxies. Here in the shaft, there didn’t seem to be anything at all. I was even starting to get cocky, thinking we would be able to climb all the way up to Level 300 without any real opposition—and then it happened.

      I heard the harsh buzz of an alert, and my system brought up a warning message: riot mines detected. I couldn’t see where they were, but somewhere just above us there were riot control mines, powerful enough to knock a man unconscious. The man who was knocked unconscious on this staircase was liable to take a tumble and just keep on falling, resulting in his eventual death far, far below.

      I peered upward into the gloom. “Do you see what I see?”

      “A whole bunch of stairs?” asked Gabriel.

      “No, not just that.”

      “A whole bunch of stairs with riot control grenades attached to them?”

      “Yes, that would be it. I can’t tell exactly where they are. Somewhere up above us, not far away.”

      “Try to figure out how many mines there are,” he ordered.

      I did a count, but the number got so high so quickly that I just gave up. “I’d say a lot.”

      “That’s a serious problem. If there were only a few of those mines we could maneuver around them, rappelling if we had to. Or else we could defuse them one by one, although it would cost us time we can’t afford to lose. With that many mines, the trigger radius of any one mine overlaps with those of two or three others.”

      My stomach sank. “So, if we try to defuse one…”

      “We could set off another if we made the tiniest wrong move. We’d probably be blown off the staircase before we even got the first one done.”

      “Isn’t there any way to shut them all off remotely?”

      I knew I had heard of such a method before, or maybe even seen it demonstrated. “There’s a way to do it, sending a signal to kill them all at once. But we can’t do that from here, not without a bunch of gear we don’t have with us.”

      “Would our armor be enough to protect us?” I asked.

      “From one mine? Probably. Even two or three. This armor is strong enough to protect us from the blast, even with something a fair bit more powerful. But with all those mines right next to each other? The most likely result of one going off would be a chain reaction, triggering several of the other mines. The stairs would collapse, just like blowing a bridge to keep enemy troops from passing.”

      “And then down we go.”

      “Exactly. He played this hand very well. Any organized attempt to regain control of the upper levels would run right into those mines and be stopped dead in its tracks. There’s nothing we can do here.”

      I brought up my schematics and studied them closely for a few seconds. “Maybe not quite nothing. There’s a maintenance stairwell at the southeast corner of the Tower. It’ll be narrow and steep, but it will give us access. If we leave here and make our way across Level 275, we can get to that stairwell and keep going up.”

      “How do we know he hasn’t mined that one too?” Gabe pointed out.

      “We don’t know that at all, but what’s the loss? Anyway, it’s less likely. These mines are designed to prevent a frontal assault, so he’s probably not expecting anyone to come up through a tiny service stairwell. On top of that, the stairwell is so narrow he can’t overlap his mines there. If we do find one, we can disarm it.”

      “I guess you’re right. It’ s worth a try. That level is going to be crawling with androids though.”

      “Not a problem. I can kill androids all day long; it’s killing people I prefer to avoid.”

      “Okay, let’s do it. Remember that we’ll probably be coming out into an open space.”

      What he meant was take cover, which was also just a way of saying be careful, buddy. It didn’t need to be said, which makes me think he was already feeling nervous. With 25 levels still to go, the last thing we needed was to be hunted by androids. The last thing we needed was to be here at all, but if there’s one thing I’d learned over the years it’s that things can always find a way to get worse.

      When we forced the doors, I immediately spotted a data access point and ran over to crouch behind it. Gabe found cover nearby, and we scanned the area for any trouble.

      Things were different here, that much was clear. I didn’t see any heat signatures anywhere nearby, and there was no hint of movement on the nearby streets. According to my scanners, there were still a few live people somewhere on the level, but for all I knew they were all in the Nightwatch. The area immediately around us was completely deserted, at least as far as human beings were concerned.

      Still, something was moving. It’s an eerie feeling, to see little glowing dots that indicate movement and know that they aren’t human beings but android sentry patrols. They would spot our heat signatures, zero in on us, and hunt us down.

      “Should we be going dark?” I asked.

      “Go dark now,” said Gabriel. “And head straight for the rooftops, we’ll try to go as the crow flies.”

      I picked a building nearby, and Gabriel took the coilgun from off his shoulder to cover me as I crossed the plaza in front of the elevator doors. With my sensors off, I was spared the sight of all those glowing dots converging on my position. Though that was a relief, I could imagine the reality of it with some clarity. I moved quickly and made for the shelter of the nearest building, then turned and crouched, covering Gabe with my weapon so he could cross.

      He made it just in time, joining me in the doorway just as three androids came into the plaza from different directions and began to methodically conduct a grid search. With their swiveling heads and lifeless eyes, they scanned the area for their human prey. They didn’t move particularly fast, but it wouldn’t take them long to analyze our likely route and get the other androids after us too.

      Gabriel gave me the signal to get moving and I pushed on the door, relieved to find that it had been left unlocked. We went inside and found the room completely empty. It was some kind of lobby, with a marble floor and a central fountain. The water wasn’t flowing, but my night vision picked up the coins the visitors to this lobby had thrown in their wishing well.

      We ran past to the marble staircase and made the second story just as an android sentry pushed on the door and entered. Gabriel turned and fired, and a hole appeared in the android’s head. It staggered back and fell down, and we ran up the stairs as fast as we could.

      The building was home to several different types of businesses, including two banks, a shoe store, and a doctor’s office. On the fourth floor, there was a large conference room with a sign draped over it. Today Only: Mary Fujiwara. That’s where we found them—the first of the dead from Level 275. A tangled heap of lifeless bodies was sprawled out with arms and legs intertwined. From what I could see, the people in this building had been forced up to the fourth-floor conference room, lined up against a wall, and then machine-gunned from behind. The work of August Marcenn’s android death squads.

      We couldn’t stop. We had to get to the roof, so we spared the dead only the briefest glance and then kept on moving. Just past the conference room, there was a long corridor with a door at the end of it. As we reached the corridor, I heard the metallic feet of our pursuers behind us. I started to turn, but Gabe grabbed my arm and shook his head. The important thing was to keep moving, not to destroy every android we could.

      When we came out onto the roof we were slightly ahead, but from that point onward our advantage increased. We ran from one end of the roof to the other and then jumped across the gap, crossing to the nearest building before our pursuers even reached the rooftops. Gabriel turned and waited from cover until the door opened, then took both of the androids behind us with two quick shots from the coilgun.

      The first one took two lurching steps and then tumbled off the roof, crashing down onto the street below. The second one started shooting wildly and then spun in a circle, its synthetic brain destroyed by a bullet. It fell to its knees, then stopped moving at all. Gabriel watched it closely to make sure it was dead then slung the coilgun over his shoulder. We began our run, moving rapidly and in near silence from one rooftop to another. Although the android proxies knew our initial position, they had no way to track us with our scramblers running. All they could possibly do was to calculate our likely position from our last known location and then converge on that area. We made sure we were no longer in that area as quickly as we could and did everything possible to avoid being seen.

      For a time, it worked. Android proxies are smart, but they’re not as smart as a human being with tactical training. They’re effective in movement, but they’re not as adroit as a trained Arbiter. We crouched in hiding when there was movement below us, then crossed as soon as the streets were clear. When we reached a barrier such as a wide street, we descended long enough to move through the skyways. Then we slipped back up onto the rooftops and kept moving.

      I really thought we were going to make it, although whether that was ever anything more than hubris I really don’t know. Maybe hubris isn’t the right word exactly. Maybe it’s more like trust—the trust you feel in your own abilities and in the abilities of your partner. Whatever the reason, I actually thought we could evade the androids, slip past any Nightwatch patrol squads, and make it all the way to the maintenance stairway.

      When the proxies spotted us, the first indication that something was wrong was the rattle of heavy machine gun fire. We hit the deck when we heard it, and the bullets went flying off above our heads. It’s pretty hard not to duck when someone is shooting at you, especially when they’re using a machine gun. Unfortunately for us, the real goal was probably not to hit us. They just wanted us down, pinned in place on the top of a roof.

      It’s a bit like chess, where you use one of your own pieces to keep an opponent’s piece from moving—a knight that threatens the opponent’s bishop, until you get the chance to move your queen into place.

      The proxy that spotted us opened fire, even though it knew it didn’t have a clear shot. It used the attack to keep us from moving, then sent out the call for reinforcements. I figured out what was going on almost as soon as the shots had started, but by that time I was already down. Unable to move without being hit, there was nothing I could do about the approaching danger. There was nothing Gabe could do either. We were out of grenades; we had no way to force a path.

      I stuck my head out now and then, trying to get the android with the machine gun with a well-timed shot. Whenever it paused for a moment I popped back up, took my chance, then ducked back under cover. None of these pauses ever lasted long enough for me to properly aim, and I was always forced to duck back down. And then the rattle would start up again. My armor would stop a bullet from such a powerful gun, but it wouldn’t stop a stream of bullets.

      “This is no good,” said Gabriel over my dataspike. “We have to get out of here. They probably already have proxies in the building.”

      “I’m really hoping you have a brilliant plan, because I’m starting to think we’re really fucked here. When they get to the rooftop, we’ll be overrun.”

      “We need to get inside. If we can do that, we’ll at least have a fighting chance. Listen, Tycho, I’m going to cover you. I may take a few hits, but I’ll just count on my armor.”

      “This is a heavy machine gun, Gabriel, it’s not a sidearm. If you try to do this, you’ll take a hit. And we don’t have Ophelia Emmett to patch you up this time.”

      “Look, I’ll be careful, okay? This is what we need to do, and there’s no point in arguing it.”

      I didn’t want to hear him. “There’s got to be a better plan than this one. Just take another minute, give it a little thought.”

      “Barrett, this is an order. I’ll provide covering fire while you head into the building. Understood?”

      I swallowed my resistance. “Understood. I’ll head straight for the stairwell as soon as you start shooting.”

      Gabriel Anderson stood up, dropping the coilgun on the roof and raising his service weapon. He opened fire, and the clatter of the machine gun bullets came to a sudden stop. I ran for the doorway, and it started to open in front of me.

      It was another proxy, taking advantage of the fact that we’d been pinned down. Its monocular face poked through the door, so I leveled my weapon at it and pulled the trigger. Its head was shredded by my fire, but that’s when the android on the street below us finally showed its hand. Behind my back, I heard the roar of the rockets as they streaked toward Gabriel.

      What was that I said about human tactical experts? The proxies had tricked us, using the heavy machine gun fire to make us think that our only option was for one of us to draw fire. The proxy on the street below us was not a standard model, but a specialized heavy-weapons unit. Those units are armored, too powerful for our weapons to penetrate. I spun around when I heard the rockets, but I was already too late. When the barrage hit Gabriel, he was already turning to flee.

      He was too late, too.

      A trio of explosions shook his suit, and he stumbled from the multiple impacts. I ran back to help him, but it was like one of those dreams where you just can’t move fast enough. He flailed his arms as he lost his balance, then fell off the edge of the roof and disappeared.

      I ran for the edge as well, not even thinking about the danger. Gabriel wasn’t just my mentor; he was also my friend. I don’t even know what I thought I could do, but I just wanted to stop him, to catch him… though he had already fallen.

      When I reached the edge, I should have expected to get a face full of machine gun fire or a barrage of rockets. But that didn’t happen. The android below us was too distracted. Gabriel had fallen directly in front of it, and it was watching him with what looked like a malign curiosity. I know they don’t really think, not like a human, but you couldn’t tell that by looking at it.

      From the way it cocked its head, staring down at Gabe’s motionless body, you would have thought it was gloating. Gabe wasn’t moving, and I can only hope he was already dead. But I’d never know. As I looked on in horror, the heavy-weapons android pulled off Gabriel’s helmet to expose his head, then punched his face.

      The metal fist went through his jaw, and Gabriel’s whole head became a mess of bone and blood. I should have turned away, but I somehow couldn’t. The android pulled back, then punched again. I started shooting, and probably yelling something. It didn’t do any good. The android’s armor protected it completely, just like our armor had protected us in our firefight with the Nightwatch.

      Gabe was dead, but I just kept trying to rescue him. I held the trigger down, venting my rage and horror. The heavy weapons android finally noticed, and its head swiveled to look up at the rooftop. Once again, it gave the impression of a curious animal. Just at that moment, I heard the footsteps of proxies. Two more heavy weapons androids exactly like the first were approaching the building, and all three of them were completely impervious to any weapon I could muster.

      My head suddenly cleared, and I understood that I was about to die if I didn’t get out of the way. I threw myself flat as they opened fire, and the rockets exploded above my head. My friend was gone, and if I wanted to live, I had no choice. I had to escape.

      Like a beaten dog, I crawled away on my belly. The door into the building was so close I could almost have jumped for it, but the crawl seemed to take a thousand years. When I got there at last, I pulled myself in and curled up on the floor, shaking so hard I almost vomited. Gabriel was dead. That was a fact, but it didn’t feel like it. He’d been killed right in front of me, but my brain somehow refused to accept it. I couldn’t move for a minute, because part of me was waiting for Gabe to come back in the door so we could make our escape plan.

      And in a way, he did. Lying there on the floor, trying to get my head together, it was like I saw him. I knew what he’d do if he saw me there. I knew what he’d say. And it was almost real, like he was right there standing over me. “You need to get moving, Barrett. You need to move right now.”

      I don’t know if I could have moved on my own, but when I heard his voice, something moved my body for me. I got my feet underneath me and I got back up, just in time to hear the approaching footsteps. Not heavy-weapons androids like the ones outside, but the standard Nightwatch android proxies. They were closing in, knowing that I couldn’t retreat to the rooftop. If I intended to survive, I needed to do something. I didn’t intend to be caught napping, I intended to take every advantage I could possibly find. Fighting from ambush is always better, so I looked around for a good ambush spot.

      As the sound of android footsteps came closer, I ran down the stairs to the hall and tried the first door I came to. That one was locked, as was the one after it. The third door was not, and I ducked in through it just in time. The heavy footsteps passed, heading by on their way to the roof. When I was sure they’d gone by, I threw the door open and held the trigger down.

      Android proxies were dangerous, but they weren’t designed to be impregnable. Their main purpose is security in areas where you can’t have people patrolling at all times. In a normal living Tower, they would probably have been used to patrol the life support systems and industrial machinery on the lower levels or rented out as after-hours security for corporate clients. They weren’t normally used as a mercenary army.

      To prevent any inconvenient displays of nationalism, Nightwatch officers are armed with weapons and armor far inferior to those used by the Arbiters. The same is true of the android proxies, making them much more deadly to minor criminals and troublemakers than they would ever be to an armored Arbiter.

      Take this one, for example. When I threw the door open, it heard the noise and turned to deal with me. With its plastic and metal body, it looked like an evil mannequin. Frightening, right? But my shots ripped through it, and its sudden movement stopped just as suddenly. All its lights went out. The thing was dead, no longer a threat to me. That android could have killed me, but only by hitting a vulnerable spot. Under normal circumstances, I could absorb a hail of gunfire from these things and still win the battle, because the armor and weapons I use are so much better than theirs. Even without Gabe, I could handle a single android. I could handle several, as long as none of them got a lucky shot or overwhelmed me hand to hand. But those androids outside—they were another matter.

      They could ignore everything I threw at them and just keep going, making me as vulnerable to them as most androids would be to me. They were military hardware, just like the coilgun we took from that first Nightwatch officer who tried to kill us. I didn’t know how he’d done it, but August Marcenn had managed to get his hands-on weaponry capable of taking out a Sol Federation Arbiter without even needing a lucky shot.

      If I went back out on the rooftop, I’d be killed the same way Gabe was killed. If I went out on the street, they’d take me even easier. I had to keep moving, counting on my skills at escape and evasion. If this building had a skyway, I might even have a chance to get out unnoticed.

      I looked around the room and noticed for the first time that I was in someone’s living quarters. There was a bed and a bureau, and I could dimly see a kitchen. There was a poster from the New Visions exhibit down on Level 250, and another one for a popular movie. This was someone’s living space, and I had no idea whether they were alive or dead.

      I was in an apartment stack, and one that appeared to be completely deserted. The place was dark, with no exterior windows. Whoever had lived here, they had either escaped to a lower level or been killed in the massacres. There was at least a small chance I’d come across a survivor somewhere in this building, but there was nothing they could do for me even if I did, and nothing I could do for them. All I could do was get out quickly, assuming there was any way to do that. I had a look at the schematics, hoping for a skyway or any other clear escape route. I didn’t find a thing. The street outside was too wide to slip across, and there were no skyways leading to or from this building. There was only the street, or the equally deadly rooftop. I was trapped.
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      Of the 36 hours we’d originally had, I was now down to about 25. I couldn’t stay trapped here or the mission was lost, but I couldn’t escape either. I slipped out of the apartment and into the hallway, then cocked my head to the side to amplify sound. I needed to know who was coming after me. When Gabriel and I had been sneaking through Level 250, I had noticed something odd, but I hadn’t had the time to think about it. The Loyalist officers didn’t seem to talk, not even when they were conducting a search together. A lot can be done with standard hand signals, but not enough to replace speech completely.

      I wasn’t sure what it meant yet, but it seemed strange. And it seemed to be happening again. As I listened for any noise, I heard a door open on a lower floor. A pair of footsteps came through, lighter than the feet of an android. A Nightwatch Loyalist? It seemed likely, and that first pair of feet was followed by five more. An entire squad, coming in to clear the building.

      Just like before, they were not communicating, or they were doing so silently. I could hear them fan out, searching the stack by sections. That told me two things. The heavy androids weren’t used indoors, probably because they were less maneuverable, so they’d wait outside, making sure there was no escape. The second thing it told me was that they didn’t think the standard proxies could handle me. A squad of six human Loyalists might be enough, but only if they found me all at once. If they were fanning out to find me, the smart move on their part would be to make sure they had grenades.

      Which meant they did. To take them out, I had to avoid getting cornered and trapped. I had to be able to fight in silence.

      I had to get that coilgun.

      The heavy androids still waited on the street and could be counted on to barrage me with rockets and machine gun fire if they even caught a glimpse of me. On top of that, going back to the spot where it had happened would make it just about impossible not to face the truth.

      Well, what would Gabriel say? He’d say I thought too much, that I should keep my mind on the task at hand. And Gabe would be right. If I wanted to survive, and more importantly to complete my mission, I had to stop thinking and start acting.

      I pushed the thoughts from my mind—blanked out everything except the job in front of me. Get the coilgun. Stay alive.

      I went back to the stairs that led up to the roof, listened at the door for a moment, and heard a faint hint of movement. Something whirring, something humming… a drone, probably hovering right outside. I threw the door open and pivoted quickly, flattening myself against the wall. The drone opened fire, but I blasted the thing into a thousand splinters. Then I threw myself down and shuffled rapidly on elbows and knees.

      From the street below me, the heavy machine guns began to roar. From their position on the street, they couldn’t hit me unless I stuck my head up. I knew what would happen if I was dumb enough to do that, so I just kept crawling. One foot at a time, seeing my friend killed again and again, I dragged myself across that rooftop. When I reached the coilgun, I felt the temptation. Grab it and pop up, then spray the street, take my revenge on those bastards… but it wouldn’t work, and there was no point in even imagining it. I held it all in and pulled the coilgun close, then crawled back to the door the way I had come.

      It took twice as long on the way back, and I had no way of knowing whether the androids on the street could communicate with the Nightwatch Loyalists searching the building. If they knew I was on the roof they would all converge, then throw grenade after grenade through the door until one of them did the trick. It was mental torture not to be able to jump up and run, knowing that enemies could be closing in. But I stopped and listened. I didn’t hear anyone getting too close too quickly, which meant I could do this right. I kept on crawling and was through the door and back in the building before any of the search party even reached my floor.

      So far so good. I had a silent weapon, and my scramblers were functional. They didn’t know where I was, and I could pick my spot like a skillful hunter. I slipped into the hallway, moving as quietly as I possibly could.

      That’s when I noticed the other thing. As I said, they didn’t talk, communicating without speech somehow. But they were also clumsy, moving in a strange and ham-handed way. Their feet were noisy, like untrained civilians stomping around. Another strange detail I couldn’t quite make sense of was, without Arbiter training, Nightwatch officers would not be graceful. They wouldn’t be able to move like I could, but they ought to be better than a herd of civilians.

      It was like they had no sense of stealth at all, making it that much easier for me to set up my ambushes. I listened closely for those stomping footsteps, then made my way to the floor below. I tried the doors, found one that wasn’t locked, and slipped into another abandoned apartment. When an officer came by, moving in a graceless parody of how a law enforcement officer would normally move, I poked my head out and pulled the trigger.

      The coilgun fired, and the Loyalist officer slumped down dead. One down and five to go. I checked his belt for grenades and was pleased to see that he carried five of them—three concussion and two fragmentation, enough to even the odds even if they turned against me again.

      I listened again, determined the rough location of the officers tracking me, then changed positions. I couldn’t know where they were, not with any kind of certainty… but I was right again and took out a second Loyalist just as easily as the first.

      Five more grenades, and the odds in my favor were still improving. I listened again, but was displeased to find that they were closing in. It was like they knew where the last one had died and were all moving in toward the same location. I didn’t know why, but I felt like their silent speech was somehow the key. It had something to do with what was going on, although I couldn’t see the connection yet.

      I had to keep moving to ensure that the spot they converged on was not the right spot. This time it was tighter, and two of the Loyalist officers turned a corner before I could find a hiding place. They both snarled, that same strange facial expression I’d seen before. I started shooting, but so did they. The first one collapsed, but the second one kept shooting for two or three seconds before he also fell. The roar of his weapon was all the other two needed. When I listened in again, I heard them running… and there was no longer any time for me to hide.

      So much for stealth. I put the coilgun aside and primed a fragmentation grenade. As they approached my location, I backpedaled as fast as I could and ducked around a corner. They threw their own grenades first, but I was already too far down the hallway.

      The grenades exploded, ripping out a section of the wall and leaving beams exposed. They came in shooting behind the explosions, and I threw my grenade right under their feet. When the smoke had cleared, one of the two Nightwatch Loyalists had lost both his legs below the knee, while the other was staring at nothing with his whole body twisted up like it had just been swatted by a giant. As I watched in horror, the one who was still alive pulled out another grenade, ignoring his terrible wounds. He pulled the pin with his teeth, then tossed the weapon in my direction.

      I was so surprised, I almost failed to react at all. But a grenade flying in your direction has a strong tendency to sharpen your wits. I threw myself to the floor, and the grenade went off a few feet away from me. With my Arbiter armor on and my arms up around my head, I managed to survive the blast. When I put my head up, the last member of the search squad had finally died.

      The fight was over at last, but I was still in the same position. I was trapped in this building, and all they had to do was to keep sending Nightwatch officers in after me until I was finally overwhelmed. I didn’t know how long it would take them, and it turned out not long at all. When I listened again, I heard the sound of a door slamming open—and android after android pouring into the building.

      I ran away, of course. What else could I do? I could handle one android proxy without too much difficulty, but that didn’t mean I could handle a whole platoon of them. I turned and sprinted, burrowing into that apartment complex like a frightened rodent looking for a deeper hole to hide in.

      My first instinct was just to find some dark corner and crawl into it, same as anyone else would be feeling if they were being hunted by machines. I would have done it, too, but even as I ran up the staircase, I knew it wouldn’t work.

      They’d clear every apartment on every floor, knowing that I had no way to escape the building. Methodical and precise as only a machine can be, they would find me no matter where I hid. If I wanted to survive, I had to find a way to even the odds. With my exit blocked, that meant I had to use the space to my advantage somehow.

      I pushed on two or three doors, found one that was unlocked, then slipped inside. My initial plan was to look around, figure out a good to ambush from, and get in position—but the neon pink couch along one wall got my attention first. I stood there blinking at it for one long and startled second, then nodded to myself. If the proxies heard a loud noise, they’d stop going room to room and head straight for the source. If the stairwell was blocked, the proxies would have to remove whatever was blocking them. And that gave me an opportunity.

      I grabbed one end of the couch to test whether it was light enough to move quickly. I thought I could do it, so I grasped tight and started walking backwards, scraping the couch legs along the floor. I knew I didn’t have long, because the proxies would head in my direction as soon as they heard the sound. And sure enough, the sounds of their metal feet suddenly paused downstairs—then resumed all at once, heading for the stairwell and the top floor.

      I yanked that couch down the hall in a near panic, knowing that the proxies would soon be on me. When I got to the stairwell, they were already halfway up. I heard the echoes of their heavy feet, the whirring of their gears, the rattle of their weapons.

      I rocked the pink couch up on its end, perched it at the top of the stairs, then pushed it over with both hands as the synthetic leather was ripped apart by a sudden hail of bullets. It toppled end over end, knocking two of the proxies over with a tremendous clatter. When it lodged in the stairwell, trapped between the wall and the rail, I couldn’t help but smile. If I’d been moving into a new apartment, this would represent one hell of a logistical problem.

      The proxies adapted soon enough, swarming in from beneath to clear the obstruction. That’s the problem with artificial intelligence; you can always count on it to look for a solution. I primed a frag grenade, waited till there were as many of them down there as could possibly fit, then dropped it down the stairwell. I ducked out of the way to avoid any flying bits of shrapnel, and there was a loud BAM as the grenade went off. When I looked again, all I saw was severed android parts, shreds of pink upholstery, and a mangled staircase. That should slow them down, I thought.

      When you’re outnumbered, it’s usually good if your enemies don’t know where you are. But every now and then, it can become a big advantage to show them where you are for at least a moment, because then you know where they’re going to be. It’s like having long hair in a street fight. People say you shouldn’t do it, because the other guy will just grab your hair, and use it to move your head around while he takes his rage out on your face. That’s one way to look at it. But another way is that if he grabs a fistful of your hair you know exactly where his arm is. That’s something you normally can’t control, and now you have the opportunity for armbars, joint-locking techniques, pain-compliance holds… see? Sometimes you can get a lot by giving a little.

      So that was several androids down, but now they knew I was on the top floor. I retreated back into the corridor, found the apartment I’d previously hidden in, and crouched down low. I had three fragmentation grenades left and I had to use them wisely, but getting around my enemies without getting caught seemed like an intelligent use of my resources. I primed another grenade and set it down by my feet, ran back out into the corridor, then waited for the BANG.

      When the smoke had cleared, the floor panels were scattered all over the room, the support beams were splintered, and there was a hole leading down into the apartment below. An android head suddenly popped into view, and bullets started flying in my direction. I shot the android and it tumbled away from the hole, then I dropped down through and found myself on the floor beneath.

      That apartment was a strange one. Whoever had lived there, they didn’t seem to believe in furniture. Or color for that matter. This space was a probably a living room, but you couldn’t tell that anyone actually lived there from what I saw in there. No couch, no chairs, nothing… but it wasn’t vacant. The walls and floor were painted totally black, and there was a coffee maker in the kitchen next to a framed image of a Magritte painting.

      Not that any of this was actually important, but it just goes to show how different people can be from each other. Those people huddled down there in the dark on Level 250 were not paper dolls, but unique or even bizarre individuals. If the person responsible for that weird black living room was still alive, they were depending on me to keep them that way. Not that they’d thank me for the hole in their ceiling.

      I clenched my jaw and slipped out of the artsy apartment into the corridor beyond. The android proxies were still clustered by the stairwell door, but two of them were turning in my direction. I rolled a concussion grenade down the corridor toward them and could feel the pressure change through my armor as it went off with a loud bang and flash.

      Androids don’t feel pain, and they don’t get stunned by a loud noise. But the flash of bright light confuses their sensors for a moment—long enough for me to follow it up with a stream of gunfire. The first android’s chest exploded. It fell to its knees and then face-first to the floor. The second took a hit in the head and fell over the first. They staggered and dropped one by one, until the stairwell door was choked with broken androids.

      I loaded a fragmentation grenade into the launcher on my gun and waited till I heard more proxies approaching. When it sounded like they were close enough for maximum effect, I shot the grenade over the android bodies in the stairwell door, and it dropped right down on the heads of the approaching attackers. There was another explosion, and the stairwell collapsed completely. Now there was no easy way up or down, and my enemy’s problems were at least a little bit harder.

      Would there come a point where they stopped wasting proxies on me and just flooded the building with too many Nightwatch officers for me to fight? I could only assume that point was coming, and that they were probably on their way already. If I wanted to live, I couldn’t start playing a defensive game. I had to keep moving, keep thinking of ways to surprise and outwit them.

      I went back to the apartment with the strange black living room and used my mobility gear to shoot a grappling hook up into the apartment I’d dropped from. With my hook secured, I was able to pull myself up through the hole in the floor.

      If I had to guess, their next move would be to attack from above. I’d destroyed the staircase, so coming up from below would be more of a hassle. They could send androids up a fire escape and then down from the roof, which meant that my most vulnerable spot in tactical terms was now the roof access door.

      I ran up to that door, then set the last of my fragmentation grenades in motion sensor mode and set it down in front. If the door opened, the grenade would trip and explode at their feet. I moved down the hall until I was past its kill-radius, then crouched and waited for the attack to come. It took longer than I expected, or maybe it just felt like it took longer because the situation was so tense. Being under siege can certainly distort your sense of time; I’ve heard guys describe a single hour as “all day” and several hours as “a few minutes.”

      When the door pushed open, the frag grenade ripped it off its hinges and slammed it through the body of the android trying to come through it. Between the dead droid and the broken door, the other proxies were once again delayed.

      One of them tried to reach in to push the debris out of the way, but I shot it through the head, and it became part of the pile blocking the doorway. The same thing happened to the next one, and the one after that. At some point their Tactical AI figured out that it wouldn’t help to just keep sending more droids through one after another and they stopped coming.

      I pulled back even further, knowing they would probably use a grenade next. They ended up throwing three of them, leaving the hallway below the roof access door a mangled mess. They went with smoke grenades after that and came in shooting behind the smoke. As far down the hallway as I’d been forced to retreat, I was no longer in a position to take them all one by one. Instead I fell back on the old Arbiter standby—rely on your armor and shoot everything in sight.

      That kind of approach can’t work forever, but it did the trick for the time being. I lit them up, holding down the trigger and firing blind into the cloud of smoke. I worked a zig-zag pattern, up and down along diagonal lines. They just kept marching forward, shooting continuously. One by one the androids fell, and their AI system was once again forced to conclude that it couldn’t overwhelm my position—at least not yet.

      With a dozen dead androids on the floor in front of me, the smoke finally cleared enough to see what was going on.

      The android proxies were holding back on the roof, waiting for something. Most likely more Nightwatch.

      I was out of fragmentation grenades now, and although I did still have a supply of concussion grenades, those were of limited used against androids. The roof was swarming with more proxies, and those heavy weapon androids were still waiting on the street to blast me to pieces—or just to punch a hole right through my face as they had done with Gabe.

      On the floors below me, the androids were presumably figuring out a way to climb up the stairwell or just blocking my escape route until human reinforcements arrived. I was winning the fight, but only if you were keeping score. That’s not really how fights work, and the only score that matters in the end is whether you live or die.

      My time was running out.
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      So, there I was, trapped in an apartment complex and surrounded by an army of android proxies. If I stayed where I was, they would either get me with a lucky shot or work their way close enough to rip my limbs off one by one. If I tried to escape, I’d make it less than a block before the heavy weapon droids gunned me down.

      What do you do in that situation? It’s a question of strategy, and strategy is something they teach at the Arbiter Academy. It may not be something they give a huge amount of attention to, but they do give us the basic principles.

      As I sat there waiting, I ran back through my memories of those long-ago classes, which had seemed so abstract and hypothetical at the time. I could hear the instructor’s drawling voice as if she was right in front of me, with her dyed-white hair and steely blue eyes.

      “Whenever you’re in a conflict,” she said, “you’ll find it hard to accomplish your objectives. The question you have to ask yourself is why? It happens every time, but it doesn’t always happen for the same reason. When you find yourself stuck, ask yourself what the hold-up is. Whatever’s getting in your way, that’s your opponent’s Center of Gravity. Knock out the CoG, and the opponent’s resistance will collapse… like that!”

      When she said, “like that,” she snapped her fingers and stomped her foot. And just like magic, I could see the CoG in this situation. My objective was to move, to get to that utility staircase and keep going up to the top floor of Tower 7. The reason I couldn’t move was because the heavy droids would kill me, and the reason for that was because I couldn’t kill them first.

      The thick armor of the heavy androids was the Center of Gravity in this situation, and I could “knock out the CoG” by breaching that armor. So how could I breach it?

      My service rifle wouldn’t do the job; that had already been established in the firefight where Gabriel died. The coilgun wouldn’t do it either, it just wasn’t powerful enough.

      But you can make a coilgun more powerful by increasing the capacitance. How strong can you make it? As strong as your weapon can handle, and no stronger than that. You don’t want it to fall apart under the stronger repulsive firing force.

      Keeping half an eye on the roof access door, I slid the coilgun off my shoulder and examined the weapon’s frame. This model could probably handle a little more power. Maybe even a lot more. But not enough to breach that armor.

      If I wanted to kill those heavy weapon droids, I needed to rebuild this portable Gauss rifle into a rooftop cannon, a homemade artillery piece capable of piercing the thickest armor. And I knew how to do it, even if my knowledge of coilguns was mostly theory. I could strip the parts I needed from the dead androids and build a new weapon on the frame of the old. More layers of coil, a larger capacitor, and something to absorb the extra energy.

      I backed down the corridor, went into the apartment with the hole in the floor, and dropped down into the black room. Of course, that meant the android proxies would probably start to move into the building as soon as they realized I was gone. This was unavoidable, but it meant I would have to move as fast as possible. It also meant I needed a hiding place, somewhere to work on the gun.

      One thing at a time. Like Gabriel once told me, you don’t try to solve big problems all at once. You whittle them down, shaving bits off until the problem is gone. I went out to the stairwell, glanced down to make sure there were no enemies waiting, then used my mobility gear to rappel down.

      The bottom of the stairwell was filled with android parts—everything from hands to legs to severed heads. I got to work right away, stripping out copper wire and removing capacitors. It felt somewhat ghoulish, like making a weapon out of butchered body parts. After all, android arms and legs do look like real arms and legs even though they aren’t made of flesh and blood.

      But it had to be done, and it was while I was stripping the droids for parts that I had a brainstorm. I could wrap the rifle barrel in the android’s nanofiber muscle tissue for reinforcement against the added shock, giving my weapon enough resilience to handle the extra power I was going to give it.

      Just as I was stripping the muscle tissue from an android’s arm, I heard something moving in the hall outside. A grenade in this enclosed space would be impossible to hide from, and the odds that it would pierce my armor were much higher than usual. I didn’t want to get caught in there, so I flicked the switch on my mobility gear and let it pull me rapidly back upstairs with my arms full of android parts.

      Sure enough, whoever was downstairs threw a grenade in that stairwell, and it went off just as I reached the corridor. I didn’t quite make it out in time, and I winced in pain. Something sharp had gone into my left foot, and it felt like getting shot with a white-hot needle.

      I dragged all the parts I’d gathered back to the black room on a limping leg, then wrestled my boot off. There it was, a grenade fragment stuck in the side of my boot. It had pierced my heel, which was now slick with fresh blood. For whatever reason, this relatively minor injury almost threw me. Things had been desperate ever since Gabriel died, and I had been pushed as close to my limit as I had ever been. Surrounded and outgunned, I had somehow come up with a solution… and now here I was, bleeding all over the floor while the androids were probably getting closer and closer. I started shaking, and everything I saw in front of me looked blurred and distant.

      I felt a wave of nausea and had to put my head down in my arms for a moment. If they’d come for me then, the androids would have taken me without any difficulty. As I fought back the dizziness, I suddenly wondered why they hadn’t come yet. It seemed a little strange, so I deactivated my scrambling gear and checked for myself.

      Sure enough, there were a few android proxies on the lower levels, probably just to keep me from trying to leave the building. There were also a few on the roof, most likely for the same reason. And outside on the street were the heavy weapon droids.

      All of a sudden, none of those things were my biggest problem. My biggest problem was a block away from here, where thermal scans showed a large concentration of humans in a combat formation. The Nightwatch reinforcements had arrived at last, and they were staging to storm the building.

      I braced myself on a doorjamb and pulled myself up with sheer willpower. I had to fix my foot, at least as far as it could be fixed. Otherwise I didn’t have a chance.

      I hopped on one foot to the apartment’s bathroom, found the first-aid kit, and staunched the bleeding. I cleaned the wound and patched myself up as well as possible. Then I limped back out to the black room and wrestled my boot back on, prepared for my final battle.

      Now that I’d turned on my scanners, the Nightwatch knew exactly where to find me. This would be a frontal assault, and as things stood now, I had no chance of stopping it. Or so I thought.

      With the reinforcements here, I assumed they’d storm the building as soon as possible. But it didn’t happen, not even when my scanners showed them fanning out. They surrounded the building, but they made no move to come any closer.

      They didn’t intend to overrun me, but to make it impossible for me to escape. That’s all they needed to do, because the air would run out anyway. They didn’t need to kill me; they just needed to keep me pinned down. I’d killed enough of them already that they weren’t sure they could hold me, so they’d brought up the reinforcements just to keep me where I was. If they just left me under siege, the clock would run out and I would die without any further effort on their part.

      This was a huge mistake. What they should have done was to use waves of attackers, spending every life they could afford to spend. I would have died eventually, and on top of that I wouldn’t have been able to spare any time to work on my coilgun rebuild. It was a bit like Dunkirk, when the Germans held back and waited too long. The British Expeditionary Force slipped between their fingers, and they never got the chance to destroy them again.

      When I realized they weren’t going to storm the building, I shook my head then sat down on the floor in the black room and rebuilt my Gauss rifle. Over the next few hours, I modified it from a portable weapon into a small artillery piece. By the time I was done, I wasn’t exactly sure that I had a weapon capable of piercing the heavy android’s armor—but I was at least sure it made sense to try.

      The moment I went dark again they’d know I was on the move, which meant they would know to prepare for attack. They’d expect me to try to break out of the trap one way or the other—across the roof or through the front door downstairs. One thing they wouldn’t know was that I’d modified the Gauss rifle, so they wouldn’t know how much power I could bring to bear. If they were normal opponents, the first shot from a weapon that could punch through armor would probably send the Nightwatch running, but I had no confidence that this was what they would actually do.

      I think that was when I first realized that I was no longer thinking of them as people, although I couldn’t explain it or make any sense of it. With their creepy silence and their commitment to Marcenn’s murderous plans, they just didn’t seem human—regardless of what Gabriel had tried to tell me about the human capacity for evil. A human will run or hide when you start to shoot at him, especially if your weapon can go right through armor. A human will also refuse to do what you say if what you say doesn’t make any sense. Since these Nightwatch officers had already shown that they could not be trusted to act like people, I could hardly assume they would act like people when I opened up on them.

      Good thing the Gauss rifle is such a quiet weapon. I switched on my scramblers, going dark so I could move undetected. Then I picked up the coilgun, much larger and heavier now, and pushed it up through the hole in the ceiling. I used my mobility gear to ascend to the apartment above, then crawled along the floor till I reached one of the external windows.

      One single shot, that was all I’d get from this location. Then I’d have to move and hope I could do so before the return fire tore the whole apartment up. I lifted up the edge of the curtain just a tiny bit and glanced out into the street below.

      There it was, almost directly below me. A heavy weapon droid, watching the roof as if I’d never left. It was turned away from me, but its systems would calculate my location almost instantly once I opened fire. If I didn’t want to be killed immediately, I’d have to take the first one with a single shot.

      Of course, droids don’t fidget the way humans do. They don’t fall asleep on guard duty either, nor do they wander off to throw dice with their fellow soldiers. If you tell an android to watch a roof, it will watch that roof. As long as I didn’t give away my position by making a sound, it wouldn’t turn in my direction.

      I settled slowly into place, letting my weight sink bit by bit into my legs and elbows. I lined up the coilgun, sighting carefully along the barrel. The spot I wanted was in the back of the droid’s armored head, where its higher mental functions would all be located. If I could pierce that spot, I stood a good chance of shutting the thing off instantly.

      Of course, there was also the possibility that the droid would just go on a rampage and start shooting everything indiscriminately, but considering I was surrounded by enemies that would probably be fine.

      Breathing as slowly and quietly as I could manage, I positioned my finger above the trigger in preparation for the kill-shot. When the moment came, I breathed out and squeezed the trigger—just a little too hard. The gun barrel tapped against the window glass before the trigger engaged, and the android’s head swiveled. Its lifeless eyes looked straight into my face from down below, then it swung its heavy machine gun up and pulled the trigger just as a hole appeared in the center of its forehead.

      It staggered backward, and glass exploded from all the windows as its shots went wide. I fired again and took the android below the jaw. The Gauss rifle’s projectile went through its face and came out from the top of its head. It backed up into a wall, and I finally killed it with my third shot.

      I saw its lights go out and was moving before it even hit the ground. I was out of that apartment in a second and a half, but heavy machine gun bullets flew all around me, blasting fist-sized holes in the corridor walls. One of the other androids must have come up to help the first, which meant they knew that I could kill them now.

      So much for waiting.

      I didn’t even have to check my scanners; I could hear the Nightwatch coming into the building. I ran up to the roof access door just as the androids threw it open, then fired a shot that went straight through two of them. They dropped to the floor, and my next shot took out a hovering drone. I ran out to the roof, throwing myself flat as I came through the door.

      There were other androids, but the two surviving heavy weapon droids down on the street must have decided that the standard-model proxies were expendable under the circumstances. As I hit the deck, an extended burst of heavy machine gun fire destroyed all the proxies remaining on the rooftop. Their bodies were literally shot to pieces, clattering down around me as I cowered and covered my head.

      The roof went silent, but that didn’t mean the fight was over. If I stuck my head up, I’d be killed before I could even set up a shot—unless I distracted the droids first. Luckily, I still had a few of those concussion grenades left. With my face and shoulder pressed against the roof, I loaded my service weapon with a flash-bang then fired it across the rooftop.

      As it arced through the air, a storm of machine gun bullets burst all around it. My window for taking a shot was less than a second, but the only hope I had was to take the chance. I grabbed the coilgun and popped up from the roof, aiming for the first droid I saw.

      I didn’t get a clean shot, but under the circumstances it wasn’t a bad one. I hit the thing behind the neck, then ducked under cover again. It kept right on shooting, but it was no longer aiming at anything. I heard windows shattering, the sound of bullets as they went through metal… then total silence for a couple of seconds, before the Nightwatch came pouring out the rooftop door.

      Having no choice at all, I rolled onto my back and opened fire from a prone position. The powerful coilgun killed the first man instantly and sent the second one reeling with blood pouring out of him. I fired again and killed the man who was in the doorway.

      Without even thinking, knowing that all my options were probably equally suicidal, I jumped up and ran for the roof edge. I fully expected to be cut down instantly, ripped apart by heavy machine guns. When I cleared the roof and soared across to the rooftop opposite, I never expected to feel the impact.

      But I landed safely and rolled to a stop. I couldn’t believe it or understand it, so I turned in amazement to see what the droids were up to. When I saw them standing there, lights out and weapons silent, it took me a moment to get it. In the narrow street, with one of the droids firing aimlessly after I damaged its AI system, the two heavy weapon androids had killed each other.

      There was no time to marvel at my good fortune. I had to get moving, and I had to do it before the trap closed in around me. I didn’t even think about what direction I was going; I just left the area as quickly as I could. This might be what saved me, because it turned out I was headed in the exact opposite direction from that all-important utility staircase.

      By running off in a direction that made no sense, I did something the pursuing androids couldn’t possibly anticipate. If not for that, they would have caught me in the open and overwhelmed me within a few minutes. As things turned out, it was touch and go, but by moving rapidly from roof to roof I was able to escape the area quickly.

      When I finally descended to the street, I checked my schematic. I was in a residential area, but there was no hint of life in those darkened streets. The buildings loomed above me as I slipped silently from place to place, like a ghost wandering through an abandoned town.

      It took much longer than I would have liked, because I had to move in a huge circle. I had no way of knowing whether they had guessed my objective, but it was safer to assume that they had. I went up and around, hoping to flank any traps they might have set.

      When I think back on that run, all I get is a series of images: a blacked-out restaurant called Norman’s, with a special on clam chowder or something textured to resemble it. An abandoned art-show, with paintings of the Venusian living towers framed by colorful sunsets or wreathed in clouds. A bank with most of the windows shattered, and dead bodies impaled on huge shards of broken glass.

      It felt like hours, because I had to move like a frightened animal in a world of predators—going from hiding place to hiding place, as silently as possible, with no one to cover me if I should happen to be spotted.

      But I wasn’t spotted. Arbiter escape and evasion training is the best available, or so I thought—and beyond the training, I had Gabriel’s memory with me. When I crossed an open space, I heard his voice telling me to move quickly and quietly. When I looked up and down a street, scanning the options for potential hiding places, I would hear his voice again. See that recycling unit over there? You could fade into the shadows behind it. But that fire escape is even better, there isn’t a hint of light under there.

      I slipped through the dead city without being seen and worked my way around by degrees until I was near my goal. Just a few blocks away from the staircase, I found them still searching for me. A squad of android proxies had the intersection barricaded, and Nightwatch officers were going door to door.

      I was in the doorway of a small apartment complex, so I dropped back into the building and headed upward. On the second floor, I found the aftermath of another massacre. No one in the building had made it out, as far as I could tell from the tangled bodies. Old ladies, young couples, little children… gunned down and left where they fell.

      I stepped over the bodies, but it was more of the same throughout the building. Between there and the roof, every floor was choked with the dead. By the time I was done, I had stopped even trying to avoid stepping on the bodies.

      When I reached the rooftop, I slid the coilgun off my shoulder and took aim at the androids on the barricade. There were six of them down there, but none of them were heavy weapon droids. As soon as I started shooting, they’d be able to calculate my last location. To take down all six of them before they could muster an effective response, I would have to shoot fast and straight.

      The first one fell silently, dropping to its knees and then flat on its face. The other five turned together, but before they responded I took the second one. They zeroed in on me quickly, but I killed the third as it raised its weapon. The other two started shooting, and I felt the impact of bullets against my armor. I killed the fourth and fifth a moment later, and the sixth one started running in my direction. I took that one on the street.

      As if on cue, Nightwatch officers started pouring out from the nearby buildings. I killed three of them from my rooftop vantage point, then ran and jumped. Just like what had happened on Level 250, the gap in the enemy lines was small and shrinking. I crossed from one roof to another until I reached that intersection, then ran down the fire escape. As I was nearing the bottom, a Nightwatch officer appeared at the corner. I expected gunfire, but instead a round black object came flying through the air—he had thrown a grenade.

      The thing exploded with a blinding flash and a deafening roar. The fire escape collapsed underneath me. I tried to jump clear when I felt it buckle, but my ankle twisted when I hit the street. The coilgun skidded away from me, its barrel bent. As the Nightwatch officer primed another grenade, I aimed my own weapon at him and pulled the trigger. He collapsed in the street, and I covered my head as the grenade went off. It killed him instantly and after, as I tried to jump to my feet on an injured ankle, I was forced to limp from there to the intersection.

      As I finally reached the utility staircase, the Nightwatch officers were pouring into the area, responding to the ambush at the barricade. I ran over to the door in the wall as quickly as I could with through the stabbing pain, slid it open, and slammed it behind me. Staring up at the steep metal staircase it had cost me so much to reach, all I could think was that I had a long, long way to go.
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      A few hours later, with only seventeen hours to go until everyone died, and just like we’d anticipated, there was another riot control grenade boobytrap near the middle of the utility staircase—but only one. I successfully disabled it, then snuck out through an almost entirely abandoned level and made it back to the elevator shaft above the grenades that had stopped Gabriel and me from getting this far before now. Going up such a short distance had cost us dearly, but there was no point in thinking about that now.

      I put all the loss and regret behind me and finished climbing the rest of the way up to the living tower’s second highest level. There was no one waiting for me when I came out, which made me think that Marcenn must be badly distracted. The androids and Nightwatch officers down below had lost my trail. They were probably still looking for me down there in the dark.

      Much of this level was a shopping district for Tower 7’s elite, and I met quite a few Venusian bluebloods as I roamed around. I didn’t meet them at their best, though. Nobody I ran into was sipping a cocktail, or dancing to some artistically monotonous nightclub beat. They were all just lying there, having been lined up against the walls and executed some hours before. Their bodies looked pretty much the same as those I’d seen on the lower levels, despite the real Earth jewels and furs they wore. The sad look of surprise on most of the faces was exactly the same.

      From my hiding place in the abandoned clothing store on Level 299, I glanced out the window at the clouds of Venus. After so many hours in the dark center of Tower 7, the natural light near the external windows was both welcome and disorienting. I don’t know what I was expecting to see—blue skies and a soaring flock of birds maybe, although I certainly knew better.

      What I saw instead were clouds of poisonous gas, sparkling with raindrops of sulfuric acid. Somewhere far in the distance, a bolt of lighting forked through the whirling spirals of sulfur dioxide. When I looked down, the walls of the colossal living tower disappeared far below me in the cloudbanks.

      Off the top of my head, I didn’t know how high up we were—but it was a long way down, and a reminder of just how fragile life on Venus really was. In the colossal living towers that made life on this planet possible, the colonists were never far from the hell outside. I understood why people wanted natural light, but I did wonder why the people who lived here would ever just stand there looking out the window. Everything you could see out there would kill you horribly, and some of it would melt you down into something more like liquid than flesh.

      I turned away from the window and crept on the balls of my feet to the front of the store. This close to the center of whatever Marcenn was up to, everything was silent. As silent as if everyone in Tower 7 was already dead. The faintest sound would draw attention, and attention was something I couldn’t expect to survive for long.

      If I made a mistake, like knocking over a mannequin or kicking an empty bottle across the floor, they’d be all over me like a swarm of nanobots. And even if I survived that, it would only be a matter of time before everyone and everything in service to August Marcenn started heading rapidly in my direction.

      According to the brief glance I’d stolen at my scanners, there were two dozen men on the floors above and below. That wasn’t anywhere near as bad as what I’d already dealt with, but it wouldn’t be all I had to deal with if things went bad. Across all the inhabited floors of Tower 7, Marcenn could rely on tens of thousands of Nightwatch loyalists and android security guards. I was forty-nine levels above my nearest allies, with an enemy army between me and them. I had my armor and my weapons, and I had two other advantages: silence and speed. I didn’t know if all those things together would be enough to keep me alive long enough to complete my mission. As for the possibility of living beyond that, it didn’t seem real enough to be worth thinking about.

      With the coilgun gone, I could no longer shoot and kill without making any sound. My rifle, as powerful as it was, was not the ideal choice under the circumstances. I needed something more agile, something I could use effectively while running. From the moment I took my shot, I would have to move and move quickly.

      I crouched down behind a perfume counter and eased my sidearm out of its holster, counting my breaths as I did so. I armed the weapon, and lights flashed along the side as it powered up. Breathing slowly and deeply, I prepared myself for the task at hand. To kill without warning and disappear without a trace.

      Vengeance for Gabriel Anderson? Only a little. Getting my hands on that dataspike was the real goal, and any price was worth paying if I could do it. Even so, I didn’t mind dedicating Marcenn’s death to Gabriel’s memory—even if Gabriel himself would say that the mission was the only thing that really mattered.

      How did I know that Marcenn was near? I’d already seen him once, making the rounds with a retinue of bodyguards. I didn’t know what he was doing, but his elegantly sinister face was exactly like I’d seen at the briefing before our jump. He still had the same look of predatory contempt, the same aristocratic disdain.

      I’d barely succeeded in staying hidden by ducking down behind a store display, but as soon as their footsteps faded, I snuck out and shadowed them quietly. When I saw an opportunity, I cut across a few streets and slipped out ahead of them so I could set up my ambush.

      In the quiet stillness of that store, the click of footsteps stood out clearly. The target was approaching. Nightwatch Commander August Marcenn, flanked by four heavily armed bodyguards. Just like the heavy-weapon androids I’d destroyed down below, the guards were carrying military hardware. Any one of them could kill me, but I didn’t intend to give them the chance.

      My plan was simple. I’d let the group pass my hiding place, then pop up like a jack-in-the-box and open fire from behind. With any luck, I’d take out Marcenn and all four of his lackeys without any of them getting a shot off or sounding an alarm.

      If I could even do it, that would be the easy part. Getting away again afterward would be a little more challenging.

      The sound of footsteps came closer. Marcenn and his guards were walking slowly and deliberately, and no words exchanged between them—not even small talk. On a day like this one, the shopping district would normally have been swarmed with people. The silence was eerie here, and the footsteps echoed. I visualized the approaching group, trying to get a sense of where they were without exposing my presence. As far as I could tell, they were directly in front of me—and that’s where they stopped, waiting for no apparent reason.

      Did they know I was here? How could they possibly tell? My heart started pounding, and I was tempted to just come out shooting. They would have killed me immediately, but anything was better than just waiting to be hunted.

      The footsteps resumed, and a moment later they were past the storefront. From prey to predator, just like that. I slipped out from behind the perfume counter, darted through the front door, and raised my weapon.

      They heard my footsteps and were already turning when I opened fire. The two bodyguards in the rear were the first to drop. The first guard stumbled, then dropped to the floor with his arms splayed out. The second guard gasped, and his right hand flew up to his throat as his eyes opened wide. Blood poured out between his fingers, and he dropped to his knees before hitting the floor face-first.

      Marcenn was turning, drawing his own weapon. We had never even exchanged a single word, but I had the strangest feeling when he turned and looked at me. He smiled just a little, this smug little grin, and it was as though he’d known me my whole life—and that he had never been impressed. Something about him seemed almost ageless, and as cold and remorseless as a black hole. I had planned to kill him since we made the decision, but that moment was when I actually wanted it.

      I aimed at the Commander’s sternum and pulled the trigger twice, and the man grunted and stumbled back a little. He must have been wearing an armored jacket, but the impact still stunned him long enough to give me another chance to complete the mission.

      The two guards in front were returning fire, but I held my ground just long enough to aim directly at the Commander’s face. The man opened his mouth as if he wanted to say something, and the shot took him in the jaw. A spray of blood and shattered teeth, and August Marcenn was forever silenced. I was sure of it.

      That’s for you, Gabe.

      Marcenn was dead, but I wasn’t able to get to his dataspike right away. The guards were running at me, and unlike most of the Nightwatch they were carrying weapons powerful enough to pierce my armor. My only chance was to run, draw them away from Marcenn, then circle back.

      I took off running in the other direction in a zig-zag pattern, hoping to avoid return fire. The two surviving bodyguards were close behind, determined on vengeance. They hit a plate-glass storefront with one of their shots, and shards exploded in all directions.

      I had to get under cover and do it quickly, or these two would get me from behind eventually if only by chance—they weren’t accurate shots, but they were nothing if not enthusiastic.

      I turned a corner and ducked into a store that sold exotic Earth products. My eyes scanned briefly across the room, but I didn’t take in what I was looking at. It all seemed alien and a bit ridiculous—aged cheddar cheese and “Genuine Cola,” more colonial nostalgia for things that were long gone and almost forgotten. The out-of-context fragments of a completely different way of life.

      The guards cleared the corner and fanned out, scanning the area in every direction. Up until that moment, I had not heard a Nightwatch Loyalist make a single sound. Even when they were hunting, they coordinated their actions without ever speaking. Now one of them finally spoke, and when I heard the voice it sounded horribly familiar.

      “You haven’t killed me. No more than a teacup can hold the ocean.”

      My skin crawled when I heard that voice. It was August Marcenn, or a voice so similar as to make no difference. I recognized it from the briefing, when he’d been ranting on about dying with dignity. The pacing was the same, the hint of a patrician accent…

      And he wasn’t saying, “You haven’t killed my boss,” or “you haven’t killed our movement,” or any of the things you might have expected him to say. “You haven’t killed me,” that’s what he was saying, and from the sound of it, “me” was August Marcenn.

      What the hell was this? I knew I had killed Marcenn. That was beyond any doubt. So, what was going on here? A body double?

      No time to think about it. No time for anything, other than the simple logic of kill or be killed. I would think about it later, with a cigar and a brandy, when I was somewhere safe and private and there was no one trying to kill me. When I had time to wonder and time to mourn.

      One of the guards came through the door, still speaking as if he was Marcenn. “You haven’t killed me…”

      I shot him in the stomach twice, and the man doubled over. Then I grabbed him by the back of the neck and stuck the gun up under his chin, intending to make sure with a shot to the brain from below. No more channeling dead men for this Nightwatch officer. Before I could pull the trigger, the store exploded with gunfire, as the second guard came in at me shooting. The light fixture in the ceiling exploded, and the guard I was about to shoot took at least two heavy rounds through the body, leaving gaping exit wounds as they flew past me on each side. I let the wounded man fall, knowing that no one could survive what had just happened to him.

      The other guard was across the courtyard, running in my direction. I aimed quickly and fired but my shots went a little low, shattering the man’s right kneecap. The guard’s leg twisted out from under him and he fell with a snarl, dropping his weapon on the floor. I jumped over the body of the guard in the store, then ran over and kicked the gun away before my wounded opponent could scoop it up.

      The man sneered up at me, and I aimed down at his head to finish the fight. Before I could pull the trigger, the guard opened his mouth to speak. At the exact same moment, the guard I’d shot in the stomach spoke from behind me.

      “You haven’t killed me,” they said as they died, speaking as if with one voice. “You cannot kill me. We are legion.”

      I pulled the trigger until the gun was empty. The man’s face was gone, reduced to something more liquid than solid. I didn’t know what I was thinking, I probably just wanted to get that voice out of my head. But it didn’t work. They were no longer speaking, but their words hung in the air like a cobweb.

      I started to ask myself the obvious questions—how had they done that, speaking the exact same words at the exact same pace? How had they imitated Marcenn’s voice? What did they mean about being “legion,” something you couldn’t kill?

      My mind shied away from it, like a hand jerking back from a hot surface. When it came right down to it, I didn’t want to know.

      I turned away mechanically, changed magazines in my sidearm, and slipped it back into its holster. I swung my rifle down off my shoulder and walked back toward Marcenn’s body. There it was, my first assassination—and I fervently wanted it to be my last. This was not what I signed up for, but you do whatever you have to do.

      Gabriel had died so Marcenn could die, so a lot of people I didn’t know would have a chance at life. Now all I needed to do was get that dataspike, find this cyber warfare expert Emmet had told me about, and get the lights back on. One thing I didn’t need to do was to think too much, to work out what was going on. I was done with all that. Behind that door, there was nothing that made any sense to me.

      Keep your eyes on the mission; that’s what Gabriel had always said. Of course, he might have made an exception here. But I wasn’t going to, not when it meant entertaining the possibility that August Marcenn wasn’t really dead.

      That was his body right in front of me, his arrogant facial expression as fixed as a statue’s. With his lower jaw missing, he looked more like some kind of undead creature than the blueblood he preferred to seem. I shuddered silently, still in the grip of that eerie memory. Two men with the same voice. The voice of a dead man.

      No. It hadn’t happened in the first place; my mind was only playing tricks on me. Too much stress and too little sleep, too much death all around me. I’d lost my bearings, but I could find them again as long as I didn’t think too much. My only job was to get the dataspike, and as soon as I did that I could head back downstairs.

      I leaned over the body and checked. Most people keep their dataspikes behind the left ear, and Marcenn turned out to be no exception. My fingers found it right away, and I yanked it off, closed my palm around it, and stood up again immediately.

      Such a simple little thing, retrieving a dataspike. A moment’s work, but a moment for which so many had already died. It made me so sick thinking about it, I considered just throwing the dataspike down the elevator shaft and forgetting I’d ever heard about it. An irrational moment, but it just shows you how much these things can get to you. I closed my hand around the dataspike and slipped it into my pocket instead. I wasn’t losing it, just overwhelmed by circumstances.

      August Marcenn was really dead.
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      Getting back down to Level 250 was not an easy task, although it was quicker than on the way up. With my mobility gear, I could have rappelled down—now that I had the dataspike, it might have been worth the risk that someone would intentionally cut the line. The only problem was those riot control grenades, which would most likely shake the hook loose and send me tumbling through the shaft to my death. I still had no choice but to go around them and use the mobility gear only after I had done so.

      I used the utility staircase to get back to the floor where Gabe had died, then moved across the level as rapidly and quietly as I could. I didn’t run into any opposition, and after a little while I started to wonder why. At first, I didn’t dare to move any faster, fearing that I might walk into an ambush. After a while, it became obvious that there just wasn’t anyone here. So, what were they doing?

      August Marcenn was dead, so there was at least a possibility that all his followers had surrendered. They could have laid down their arms, handed themselves over to the custody of the Nightwatch Defectors.

      It wasn’t impossible, but something told me it wasn’t true either. It didn’t feel like reality, and there was another and far worse possibility. The more I thought about it, the more likely it seemed that they might have begun their final assault on the survivors. I started to move faster, to pay less attention to how much noise I was making. Then I started to run, just trying to get there in time.

      If everyone was dead by the time I arrived, it would no longer matter that I had the dataspike. I would have saved a building—a vast and still useful building, but just a building. It could be resettled eventually by other colonists, when the cleanup and the investigations were done. I didn’t care. The only thing I cared about was helping the people, and that meant it was no longer possible to be as cautious as I would like to.

      I reached the elevator shaft, still uninterrupted and free from pursuit. I came out on the staircase, where Gabriel had talked to me about human evil. I didn’t pause, although part of me wanted to stop and remember. I just fired my grappling hook, felt it bite in the walls of the shaft, and jumped off into the void.
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      When I came back through the doors of Level 250, I heard the sounds of battle. Gunfire raged in every direction, explosions flared, and flames burned. It had never occurred to me before, but an uncontrolled fire in a living tower like this one was an even more horrific prospect than everyone simply running out of air. The fire-control systems would all be automated, so none of them would be in operation until I got this dataspike to Emmet’s friend.

      No time for stealth, then. I ran out across the street, heading for Emmet’s by the most direct route I could manage. I activated all my scanners, knowing that there would be no way to tell me apart from anyone else in the middle of a firefight. With my backscatter radiation scanners and thermal imaging sensors activated, I would at least have a sense of where people were and how many I was dealing with.

      Someone shot in my direction. I returned fire as I ran, but never even knew if I hit them or not. I reached Big Bob’s Bold Breakfast and ran through it once again, skipping over the bodies of the men I’d killed. The breakfast buffet had been toppled over, and the synthetic eggs and meat were splattered everywhere. It was an unpleasant sight, the food slime pasted all over the face of a man whose throat I had slit myself. I almost vomited, but I held it down and just kept going.

      My sensors showed people in the area, but I expected them to be Nightwatch, so I nearly shot the first one I ran into. He turned out to be an unarmed civilian, running into Big Bob’s for a place to hide. He gasped when he saw me, then turned and ran but stumbled and fell dead just a few seconds later. He’d been shot in the back.

      A Nightwatch officer stood a few feet away, still pointing the sidearm with which he’d killed the poor man. I shot the officer as I ran by but didn’t stop to see if there were others. They were all around me, and there was no point in killing any one of them when there were so many of them to kill or be killed by. I just kept running, shooting when I was shot at or when I thought it might matter.

      I came across an officer with a dozen or so prisoners lined up against a wall and getting ready to be executed. I shot the officer and ran, leaving the survivors to wonder what the hell had just happened. I shot another Nighwatch officer who was standing in the street, firing up into the windows of an apartment building. I don’t know who was up there, but they cheered raggedly as I ran on by.

      Most of the time, I was just too late. I found bodies everywhere, sometimes in ones and twos—a young man lying on the sidewalk, two little girls, sisters maybe, still holding hands—but more often in clusters, piles of bodies heaped up and tangled.

      The Nightwatch was killing everyone, that much was clear. They had crossed the boundary, breached the defenses of the Defector faction, and started going door to door. The remaining civilians, in desperate panic, were running in all directions. Many seemed to be trying to make it to the elevators but were running straight into Nightwatch death squads instead.

      Emmet and Ophelia lived right next to the boundary, the dividing line between Defector and Loyalist. That boundary no longer seemed to matter, which meant that both of them could already be dead. With despair tugging at my heart, I sped up and ran for their home.

      As much as I tried, I was unable to follow a straight line. I was constantly forced to seek cover from a hail of gunfire or drawn aside to help someone who was about to be murdered. I found my way blocked by fire, by mounds of bodies, by toppled structures. I would go through buildings, but find the way blocked in one way or another and be forced to take a detour. I was forced to make my way to Emmet and Ophelia’s by a circuitous route. It cost me time I didn’t have, time no one in Tower 7 had. It cost lives that I might otherwise have saved.

      I came out of an office building into a plaza at one point in my run and was relieved to find a large group of civilians moving away from the fighting. They were frightened and confused, but they had a number of Nightwatch officers with them. I could only assume these were the Defectors, since they seemed to be escorting the people to safety. They moved along the side of the group with weapons at the ready, gesturing for people to keep moving.

      I ran up to the group and started shouting, “Emmet,” thinking he might have been evacuated. I shouted, “Ophelia,” looking at every face that passed. I saw every sort of person you can think of, from children to grandparents. They looked confused and terrified, but they didn’t look anything like Emmet or Ophelia.

      When the killing started, it happened without any warning at all. The Nightwatch officers just started shooting, firing point-blank into the helpless crowd. The person I was looking at—an old man with white hair, his yellow eyes as wide and terrified as a small child’s—jerked suddenly and fell down, blood pouring from a hole in his neck.

      The people all around him started screaming or running, or screaming and running at the same time. I saw another one fall, a middle-aged blonde woman with a bag in her hands. She hit the ground, and an assortment of random belongings went spilling out across the plaza. In the last moment of her life, everything she had considered important enough to leave with was scattered out all over the blood-slick pavement.

      In a flash of rage, I turned and started firing on the Nightwatch officers. Were these men and women really Defectors, or had they only pretended until they could gather their victims? And if they were Defectors, why had they picked this moment to switch sides at last?

      I didn’t care at that point; the only thing I cared about was killing as many of them as possible. I shot one in the chest, another one in the head, and yet another in the stomach. They didn’t run; they didn’t even fight back. They just kept gunning people down, so I went down the line methodically and slaughtered them all. A bullet in the back of the head for every last one of them, while they ignored what I was doing completely and just held their triggers down. Despite my efforts, by the time I’d killed all of them, they had killed or wounded dozens of people. The survivors were scattering, not knowing who to trust or what to do. As they ran down the street, androids saw them and gave pursuit.

      People always say that Venus is Hell. I’ve said it myself, and I meant what I said. But I was talking about the planet, not the life people live there. Now something had changed. Everywhere I turned, I saw nothing but murder and fire. Murder and fire on every corner, in every interaction, in every face.

      No, that wasn’t all. No matter how bad things can get, the worst is never all there is. It was all I saw at first, especially during the massacre and just afterward. But then I came across a barricade, a makeshift fortification with two men and a woman behind it. They all had guns, and the woman gasped and raised hers when she saw me.

      One of the men grabbed her arm. “He’s not Nightwatch.”

      “I’m a Sol Federation Arbiter,” I said. “When did all this start?”

      The three of them looked at me, not sure what to make of me. Arbiters are not exactly loved, but I probably rated higher at that moment than their own murderous Nightwatch. Or at least I hoped so. The woman spoke first. “Maybe an hour? Some of the Defectors started turning on us, killing everyone they saw. Our lines broke. Everyone’s just trying to stay alive now; there’s nothing left.”

      “I need to get across this level. I have something that may make it possible to turn the lights back on.”

      One of the men laughed. “What does it even matter now? It’s all over, Arbiter. You can’t stop what’s happening here. Everyone in Tower 7 is as good as dead, lights or no lights.”

      Three androids came into view, and the three civilians turned and opened fire with snarls of rage on their faces. Since they were trying to defend themselves, I wanted to give them the best chance possible. I turned and fired, killing all three androids with three shots of my weapon. The man who’d been talking to me yelled “fuck off!” I assumed he was talking to the androids at first before figuring out that he was talking to me.

      I didn’t get it; these people didn’t seem to want my help. They didn’t even seem to welcome it. I just stood there looking at them, then raised my hand in salute before moving off. They all stared at me silently, not understanding my respectful gesture. In their own minds, all three were already dead. They weren’t even defending themselves, just looking for some kind of revenge. I didn’t have anything they would even want.

      I kept moving, working my way back toward Emmet and Ophelia’s. There was fighting or killing on every block I passed. The only difference between blocks that fought and blocks that let themselves be killed without resistance seemed to be the personalities of the people who had ended up there. Access to weapons was not the only factor. Some blocks with a few guns were overrun and slaughtered anyway, while others with no guns at all had still constructed barricades. The defenders of these makeshift forts were armed with everything from slingshots to kitchen knives, and they stared out into the shadowy streets with faces as grimly determined as any Marine’s.

      No matter how determined they were, it couldn’t save them. They were armed civilians at best, and often they weren’t really armed at all. The Nightwatch and its android proxies were an organized force, acting together with military discipline. They advanced steadily street by street, killing everyone who didn’t fight back and taking a little bit longer to kill everyone who did. If you didn’t resist, you’d be shot and left on the street. If you did resist, you’d still be shot and left on the street.

      I fought as I ran, helping the hopeless defenders of the barricades whenever I could. It wasn’t enough, and maybe it wasn’t even any help at all. I had a place to get to, and I didn’t have time to stop and fight. With my Arbiter gear, I was able to attack and breach the Nightwatch formations. I used it to help the defenders whenever I could, but in the end there wasn’t much I could do. They were pushed back steadily when they let themselves retreat—and overrun and massacred wherever they didn’t.

      This was a losing battle, and I had nothing to gain by getting involved. I stopped interfering, stopped pausing at the barricades to get a few shots in. Like the first few defenders I had come across, many of them didn’t even seem to want the help. I just ran through the dimly lit streets, killing anything that got in my way. It was a bad day in Tower 7.
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      By the time I got back to Emmet’s neighborhood, I smelled the smoke. Like I mentioned before, I’d been forced to take a series of detours. I didn’t realize at first how bad it really was, but I had actually drifted far into the residential area by the time I got moving in roughly the right direction. While I was wandering around the level, occasionally assisting the defenders, the Nightwatch kill squads had been through this neighborhood.

      There were bodies discarded all along the streets, lying silent and broken. In a number of cases, they looked like they had been pushed from far above—or maybe they had jumped, desperate to escape whatever was behind them. I saw a man stumble by, grasping at his throat with one hand. There was smoke in the air, which meant that at least one of the buildings was already on fire.

      I checked the oxygen level on my scanner and found that it was well below normal. As huge as it was, the tower was already filling up with carbon dioxide. And if there was one thing that wouldn’t help, it was sections of the tower to filling up with smoke. From this point onward, lack of oxygen would affect everything. It would make any survivors lethargic and dizzy, interfering with our thought processes.

      An android appeared, moving from body to body. When it found signs of life, it would fire a shot at point-blank range into the victim’s head. Then it would move on to the next, determined to kill every last human being. I stepped out and shot it, and it stopped in its tracks and tumbled over. Another android stepped out and began methodically fulfilling the exact same task.

      Disgusted with the futility of it all, I left the android to its work. It didn’t even try to stop me as I ran on by, it just went about its task of killing the wounded. It was the same thing I’d seen in the plaza, as if Marcenn’s forces had made a decision. They were so determined to kill everyone in Tower 7 that they had stopped even trying to defend themselves—just as long as they could go on killing.

      I ran down the street and came at last to Emmet’s building. I didn’t know what I’d find—a burned-out shell, a blood-soaked mountain of bodies—but the building itself seemed to be intact, although black smoke was pouring from one of the upper windows and an orange light glowed from deep inside.

      Even though I no longer trusted the Nightwatch Defectors, I still looked up on the rooftop for any sign of them. I wasn’t surprised when I didn’t see anything, although I was disappointed. The men on that rooftop had saved my life, and I wanted to believe they were still with the good guys.

      I ran up to the entrance and saw three of them coming down the hallway. They were done in the building and coming outside to join the others. Their Nightwatch uniforms were soaked with blood to the elbows and splattered with red droplets from helmet to boot. When I threw the door open, they paused and looked at me—and then opened their mouths simultaneously as if to speak.

      I don’t know what they were going to say, because the last thing I wanted to do was give them a chance to say it. I opened fire, aiming right at their open mouths. I erased their faces one after the other as if to shut them up. They didn’t try to stop me, they just collapsed and died, and I glared down at the bodies with disgust.

      Then I ran down the hallway and up the smoke-filled staircase, into the heart of the burning building. I had no reason for hope, but I wasn’t going to leave without knowing for sure. If Emmet and Ophelia were still inside, I would get them out alive or die trying.

      It’s not because I knew them. I had met them exactly once. It was just that they’d helped me, and I wanted it all to mean something. To have been for something.

      That building was a nightmare. If any part of me regretted killing the three men I’d just gunned down, that part was washed away. The things I saw there in those hallways will be with me forever.

      As I climbed the staircase, I found the first of the bodies—a woman in a nightgown, blood running down her arm and dripping from her fingers. On the landing above her was a man with a cracked skull, his head like the reflection in a broken mirror. As far as I could tell, they hadn’t even shot him. Why waste a bullet when you have a wall? They had smashed him into it face-first and continued doing so until his skull split.

      The smoke grew thicker by the minute, a black choking cloud that made it hard to see and harder to breathe. As I passed through it, I expected to come across a survivor or two, huddling in some corner too scared to move or running from the building in a panic like frightened rats. But there was no one alive in the halls I passed through, only broken bodies. The luckiest among them had simply been shot, but many of the dead had not been so lucky. Whether to conserve ammunition for the final battle or from simple cruelty, the Nightwatch had beaten many of the inhabitants to death. I saw the young and the old, the strong and the feeble, all slaughtered in the crudest and most violent ways possible.

      I didn’t know why, but I couldn’t help feeling that it was all a punishment and that I was the person who was meant to be punished by it. The dead were a means, but the end was to torture me for what I had done. For my insolence in killing the great August Marcenn.

      I knew at the time that I wasn’t really being rational, but I still couldn’t shake that feeling. Every brutalized body, every blank pair of staring eyes, felt like a message with my name and address on it.

      But who was the message from? That was the question, the one I didn’t want to answer. I stepped over the corpses and tried not to look in the lifeless faces. I kept moving forward, ducking my head to keep the smoke above me as much as possible.

      By the time I got to Emmet’s apartment, I no longer had any hope left. I was near the fires now, and if the death squad hadn’t killed Emmet and Ophelia then the flames almost certainly would have. I didn’t expect to find them alive, but I still felt like I had to check. For whatever it was worth.

      The door to their apartment had been knocked off its hinges and hung there like a loose tooth. I poked my head in but didn’t see any sign of their bodies. I didn’t see the shotgun either, but the soup pot had been knocked to the floor. The Nightwatch had forced their way in here, and that could only mean one thing.

      I pushed my way in past the broken door, walked through into their living room, and looked around. There were no signs of a struggle past the kitchen entryway—no books on the floor or overturned tables.

      The first time I’d been here, I’d wondered where the two of them slept. I checked what I had assumed was a closet door, and it turned out to be the door to a tiny bedroom. There was a mattress on the floor, flush with the wall on either side. It was like a berth on a ship, something the old military man would have been perfectly comfortable with. He wasn’t in it, and neither was Ophelia.

      Could I be wrong? Could this have ended in some other way than what I’d assumed? Maybe by the time the Nightwatch got here they were already gone. Maybe they were still alive—but if so, then where were they?

      I left the apartment and started to walk down the corridor. I was heading for the street outside—but something stopped me. Call it instinct, or whatever you want, but something told me they were in the building. I paused in place, reviewed the building schematics, and noticed something I hadn’t seen before.

      If I went in, toward the flames that raged somewhere deep inside, I’d cross a common area called the Residential Lounge. On the other side of the Residential Lounge, I’d find another staircase. At the bottom of that staircase, I’d find a room—a room that was marked Emergency Shelter.

      Could they be in there? Would Franklin Emmet have ever trusted in the safety offered by such a place? Perhaps he wouldn’t; the old man was cranky and didn’t seem like the type to rely on anything but himself. Ophelia, on the other hand…

      She could have talked him into it. If she wanted to go there, Emmet would have taken her whether he wanted to or not. He’d do anything for her, and he trusted her judgment better than his own.

      I made my decision, but just as I turned the whole building shook. It was like an earthquake, and I stumbled into the wall and had to catch myself. I saw plaster raining down and realized that part of the building had collapsed somewhere. Down the hallway in front of me, I saw the flicker of flames.

      I started to run, but not for the stairwell. I ran down the corridor, past smoke and ash and fire. I ran through the Lounge, and somehow noticed through a cloud of smoke that the residents had been hosting a chess tournament before the crisis interrupted them. I saw a few of the boards, the pieces scattered here and there. I saw the scoreboard, where the names of the players were listed. Franklin Emmet’s name was near the top.

      On the other side of the Residential Lounge, the fires were roaring. It’s such a basic, elemental fear. The dullest animal knows to run from fire, though some people say a horse will run into a burning barn because it’s always felt safe there. Just as foolish as a panicked horse, I ran toward the flames instead of away from them. I bolted straight through, counting on my armor for whatever protection it could give me.

      The heat was incredible, I remember that. It made me gasp, and the act of taking breath in made my throat burn.

      But I kept going, and was past the worst of the flames surprisingly quickly. The part of the building that had collapsed was right in front of me. The floor dropped away into a heap of rubble, and among the ruins down below I heard someone shouting. “Ophelia! Ophelia, honey! I’ll get you out of there”

      It was Franklin Emmet.

      I activated my mobility gear and fired a hook, then used it to swing down from where I stood. I landed in the rubble and paused just long enough to listen for his voice.

      “Hang on, Ophelia! Somebody HELP!”

      I glanced at my screen, figured out where the voice was coming from, and headed in his direction. “I’m coming, Frank!”

      He heard my voice. “Is that you, Arbiters?”

      “It’s one of us,” I called out. “The younger one.”

      “Get over here, Barrett, I need your help!”

      Addressing me by my last name was a military habit, which made me think the two of them must be in real danger. And sure enough, when I found the partially collapsed remains of the emergency shelter, I found Ophelia in serious trouble. I heard rushing water and realized the pipes must have burst. Water was gushing out, and the floor was dark with it. Frank was up to his ankles, and the water was rising with every passing second. He was trying to prop something up with his legs, and I couldn’t see what at first—but then I realized it was Ophelia’s face.

      The shelter roof had been reinforced, so it had largely held up when the building came down. One of the walls, however, had fallen in—and Ophelia was under it. There was Franklin Emmet, digging at the rubble frantically, and there was Ophelia. She was breathing shallowly, in little gasps, and her eyes were closed. As he pulled chunks of debris off his wife and cast them aside, Emmet was trying to prop her face up out of the water at the same time.

      I ran over to him, yelling, “I’ll get the rubble off her! You just hold her head up!”

      He heard what I said and put his hands underneath her neck. But the water was rising, and there was only so far he could push her head up. The weight of the fallen wall was on her chest, and the water was only getting deeper.

      I reached the debris pile and started throwing chunks of plasticrete. Back in training at the Arbiter Academy, they had made us pile up a lot of sandbags. We were supposed to be learning how to build rough and ready fortifications, but it’s one of those things most Arbiters won’t ever have any use for. It’s a simple process when you’re moving sandbags—grab, turn, and throw, repeat ad nauseum. But the simple act of repeating it about a thousand times has an interesting effect, it teaches your body how to do that set of movements with the maximum possible efficiency.

      I tore through that rubble, moving more like a machine than a man. I threw one piece after another, pieces I wouldn’t even have thought I could lift. But the water kept rising, and there was just so much of it. By the time I heard Emmet yelling, the water was already almost to my knees.

      And if it was up to my knees, what did that mean for Ophelia?

      I didn’t dare look down, but one glance at Emmet’s face told me everything I needed to know. The man was staring up at the ceiling, but I had the impression he was looking much higher. His eyes were desperate, blazing with rage and sorrow. Tears were streaming down his cheeks, and his fists were balled up in fury.

      He was no longer holding Ophelia’s head. His wife had already drowned.

      I grabbed his shoulders and shouted. “We have to go, Emmet! We have to get out of here!”

      He didn’t hear me at first. He kept staring at the ceiling, as if he could bring it down around our heads by sheer force of will. If he could have pulled down the sky, I believe he would have.

      “Emmet, come on! We need to get out of here!”

      The rest of the building was still burning behind us and could land on our heads at any moment. With all the systems off-line, the whole level was likely to burn now—but we had to try. Anything we could do to move away from the flames would at least buy us a little time.

      “Emmet, let’s go!”

      He suddenly saw me, and his eyes were murderous. He raised one of his hands and opened his mouth to say something. Then he slumped in defeat, and said, “alright, Arbiter.”

      He let me lead him away, with the body of his wife still buried behind us. If they ever found her, it would look like she’d died alone. Trapped beneath rubble, and unconscious until the waters took her. But she wasn’t alone. Her husband Frank was right there beside her, until there was no longer anything to be done.

      I said nothing, letting the silence loom over us. What do you say to a man who has just lost everything? Words are useless in that situation, so I kept my mouth shut and just led him out of there.

      We still had at best just a shadow of a possible chance. But I did have a plan, and it all depended on one thing: getting Franklin Emmet to set aside his grief and tell me about this cyber warfare expert.
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      From where we stood, the death of Frank’s home was oddly fascinating to watch. The flames grew and spread, crawling out from the center of the building until every window roared with fire like the mouths of dragons. If the surrounding buildings had been a little bit closer, they would have gone up too. As it was, burning embers drifted down in all directions, risking an uncontrollable conflagration.

      I wanted to get out of there but getting Frank to open up was mission critical. He wouldn’t talk till he was ready, and he had to get ready in his own way. We stood in the shadows, and the light from the flames played across his face. He looked so desolate, the last thing I wanted to do was intrude on his grief. But I had no choice, and the only reason I hadn’t done it yet is because I didn’t want to spook him.

      He stood there watching, and I could imagine what he was thinking as the flames scoured every inch of his life away. Ophelia was dead, but it wasn’t just Ophelia. It was all their memories, every memento of their life together. Every souvenir and every scrapbook, every book in his library, everything she’d ever touched.

      The building shuddered, and a high-pitched squealing sound suddenly filled the street. It was like the sound a man might make if he was burning alive, just before he fell down for the last time.

      And that was close enough, because the part of the building that was still standing had only seconds to live. The plasticrete walls suddenly sagged and buckled, and the top half of the structure plunged into the collapsing bottom. I stepped back instinctively into the relative safety of the alley, but Emmet didn’t budge an inch. He stood there staring at it, and the rubble poured out into the street like some kind of strange liquid. It rolled out almost as far as his toes, and if he’d been even a foot closer to the falling building it would have bowled him over.

      And maybe he would have been happier if that had happened. As it was, he just looked down at the wreckage for a moment and then turned to me. “Let’s go. I know a place where we can take cover.”

      Emmet liked to be in charge, so I let him lead me. Before we crawled out of the emergency shelter room, he had retrieved his shotgun from the shelf where he’d left it. Now he held it comfortably and scanned the street with his eyes, looking for cover in the deepest shadows. When he found a place he approved of, he melted into concealment like a predator sinking down into the tall grass. When he saw another place to move to, he crossed so quickly and quietly it was like he wasn’t even there.

      It was probably the first time in many years that he had used these skills, but they were still there when he needed them. We weren’t outside for long. Frank just took us from the ruins of his building to a neighborhood senior center two blocks away. It was a smart choice. The Nightwatch had already been through this area; they had no reason to come back.

      When we reached the door, Frank cursed to find it locked.

      “Hold on,” I said. “I’ve got this.”

      I shot the door lock, and the door swung open and let us in. We cleared the room as we’d both been trained, although we knew we wouldn’t find anyone there. It was just a social center, a place for the neighborhood seniors to play cards and board games. There weren’t even any bodies, a refreshing change considering what I had just seen in Emmet’s building.

      He pulled out a chair and sat down with a sigh. I sat down beside him, wondering if he would finally start talking now. Instead, he listened. The sounds of war still raged outside. From the way it sounded, the barricades were still defended.

      “Those bastards tricked us,” said Emmet.

      “The Nightwatch Defectors?” I asked.

      He nodded, but he looked like he wanted to spit. “Defectors my ass. They got us to trust them, then they came down from the roof and just started killing everyone. I wanted to fight them, but she…”

      He ducked his head, not wanting me to see the tears in his eyes. He tried to say more, but he couldn’t seem to be able to get the words out.

      “I don’t know if they tricked you,” I blurted out without thinking. Some of the things I didn’t want to think about came welling up. “This is like a contagion. I don’t know how, but… I think it spreads.”

      Emmet’s eyes looked half-crazy for just a moment, but then he shrugged. “It just doesn’t matter, Tycho. It doesn’t matter for shit.”

      He sighed again and spread both his prosthetic hands on the table. “You see these arms? Just metal and plastic, not flesh and bone. It wasn’t supposed to be like this; this is not what they sold me. But I’m not the first guy they lied to, and I won’t be the last. I did my bit for them, and I lost good friends on the way. You know what that’s like, don’t you?”

      He nodded at the empty seat next to me as if it had been reserved for Gabriel. I nodded in response, appreciating his willingness to acknowledge my loss.

      I don’t think he even noticed, though. “So, I lost my arms. Blown off by the same bomb that killed my friend Andy. I got my pension, and from that point on I thought that was it for me. I thought it was over, that I had no future, no life ahead of me. Ophelia didn’t think so. She didn’t see me as two missing arms. She saw a man who would love her, a man who would stick with her… and she never let me down. Not once did that woman ever let me down. Now all that’s gone.”

      “I’m sorry, Emmet.”

      His voice was brutal. “It’s got nothing to do with you!”

      I didn’t try to reply. He had to feel what he felt, and there was really nothing I could do for him. But when he glanced in my direction his face softened a little.

      “I didn’t mean to snap at you. This is mine, I don’t need anyone to do anything about it. She deserves that much. She deserves for me to lose my shit over her.” He closed his eyes, as if trying to remember something. “She deserved a hell of a lot more than that.”

      He needed someone to hear him, but he didn’t need anyone to add any commentary. I kept my mouth shut and just listened to the sounds of war outside—a long rattle of automatic gunfire, a distant explosion.

      He opened his eyes again and looked away, like he didn’t want to look me in the face.

      “I’m asking you this, Tycho. I need you to tell me this.”

      I waited, knowing that this was what he needed—and what I needed too. The whole conversation was a contradiction; on the one hand I was helping a man cope with the death of his wife, and on the other hand I was softening him up so I could get the information I needed.

      His face got cold again. “I know what you’re doing. I know what you want from me. But you’re going to hear me first, and you’re going to answer my question. And then I’ll decide if I want to help, or if I’d rather just see the whole world burn. Are we clear on that?”

      I nodded, feeling like I was standing on the thinnest ice over the darkest water.

      He watched me closely, then clenched his jaw. “I lost my friends and my arms for the Sol Federation, because I believed in what they were doing. I believed in the project, the colonization of the solar system. But when I needed those people, where were they?  They didn’t save my wife. They didn’t save my home. They sent two guys in here—two guys!—and one of those guys is already dead. They don’t give a shit, Tycho. Or if they did, it doesn’t matter because they didn’t use the resources they needed to get the situation dealt with. So, what good is any of this?”

      “What good is…?”

      “Don’t fuck with me, man, you know what I mean. What good is the Sol Federation? What good is any of it? Why should I even help you?”

      I had to pick my words carefully. If I said the wrong thing, there was every possibility he would just tell me to fuck off. He’d regret it later; I was sure of that. Franklin Emmet was a decent man, even if he was a little crazy from grief and loss. But later was too late. I had to get him to help me now.

      “I’m not going to give you a speech about the Sol Federation, Frank. Patriotism is for politicians, right? Whatever I believe, it doesn’t really matter anyway. The Federation fucks up sometimes, just like every government has ever fucked up. That’s not why I’m doing this, and you know it. There are still people alive out there, and I don’t want anyone to die when they don’t have to.”

      His face twisted up. “Too fucking late for that, Arbiter. Too fucking late!”

      But then he lowered his head and reached out one hand to touch my arm. “Okay. You got it. Just tell me what you need me to do.”

      Here it was. I knew Emmet would come through for me, as long as I was patient.

      “I have August Marcenn’s dataspike. With the usual backdoors disabled, I can’t just get into the computer systems with my skeleton key and get the system back on. This dataspike can; his network permissions must be stored inside. But I don’t know how to access them. We’re not really hackers. They just give us a few tools, and they work in 99% of the situations we’re ever going to run into. This isn’t one of those situations. I need a cyber warfare expert, and you said that you know one.”

      “Yeah. I do. But you’re not going to find it easy to get to this guy, assuming he’s even still alive. He lives over on the other side of the central hub.”

      Shit. “One thing at a time. What can you tell me about him?”

      “He’s an information security consultant. I don’t think he’s active military, but there’s something about him. He carries himself a certain way, if you know what I mean. A bit spooky, you know?”

      I did. There’s a type of person, you don’t run into them often, but you know them when you see them. In my line of work, I usually run into this type when I’m investigating an interplanetary crime syndicate or maybe a corporate espionage case. And sometimes you can’t even tell who these guys really are, or who they really work for.

      Frank stood up. “Hold on a sec. I can send you everything you need to find him.”

      He turned and looked directly at me, and I realized he was talking about a dataspike transfer. All the information I see on my personal feed is stored on my dataspike, which communicates wirelessly with my holographic contacts. If I agreed to the transfer, he could send the information from his dataspike to mine just by holding my gaze for a few seconds.

      I looked into his eyes, and the information transferred over. It popped up in my field of view, hovering in front of my eyes. Andrew Jones was a sharp young man, clean-shaven and dressed like a businessman. He had a fashionable haircut, but his furrowed brow gave an intense impression. That serious look on his face was the only clue to his personality. Other than that, the face looked bland, like he could be any one of a million guys—good looking, successful, and superficial.

      The perfect cover for a spook? Perhaps. His listed title was Information Security Consultant, but he didn’t look the part. There was no slovenly brilliance here. He looked more like a stockbroker, or perhaps an assassin.

      I checked the address against my schematics, and sure enough it was a long way off. I’d have to cross the war zone, get past the central hub, and then on into who-knows-what.

      “How did you meet this guy?” I asked.

      Emmet sighed. “He came to me. Because I’m ex-military. Thought maybe I might have some interesting contacts that would help his business, or that’s what he said anyway. To tell you the truth, I never really believed him. He asked a lot of questions.”

      “What sort of questions?”

      “A lot of stuff. How government works here, who he should talk to about information security, good contacts for contract work… he circled around a lot, but I picked up the gist, you know? He was interested in the government, but especially in August Marcenn.”

      I was intrigued. If someone was looking into August Marcenn before the crisis started, that raised a lot of questions. Who would it be? Some kind of law enforcement other than the Arbiter Force? Military intelligence? A criminal syndicate?

      “I think your instinct was on the money, Frank. The guy sounds like a spook.”

      He nodded. “Yeah. So, you gonna go find him?”

      “I am. Do you want to come with me?”

      He thought about it for a minute, then shook his head. “It sounds like the people here are starting to fight back. I have the experience. I can probably help more here than I could if I tagged along with you. I’d only slow you down.”

      He was right, of course—but I was relieved that he said it. “I’ll team up with you till we get to a barricade then leave you there and get this dealt with.”

      “Don’t lose any time, Tycho. We need the lights back on. That’s a lot more important than getting me where I’m going. I don’t need a damn babysitter!”

      “Of course you don’t. But some of the worst fighting is right near here. I’ll have a better chance of getting out of the neighborhood alive if I stick close to you.”

      His only response was a dismissive grunt, but he didn’t argue with me. He just grabbed his shotgun, stood up from the chair, and headed for the door. I followed right behind him, confident enough in his evasion skills to let him take the lead.

      When we got outside, he stopped for a moment and listened for the sounds of fighting. We had to pick a direction that would lead us to a barricade, but without delaying me from my crucial mission. When Frank was satisfied, he pointed toward a burning building in the near distance. There was a lot of shooting from that direction, and the pattern of shots sounded more like a firefight than a massacre. According to my schematic, it would take me only about two blocks out of my way. I nodded in agreement, and we set off.

      When I had first arrived here, Tower 7 was already wounded. Gabriel and I had passed though empty restaurants and abandoned office buildings, always with a quota of bodies. But it still looked like a city; I felt like I could have said what Tower 7 was like before it went dark. Now this level was changing, becoming less like itself and more like some strange new thing.

      A few of the buildings were on fire, and a few had collapsed. That was only a small part of it. There were broken windows, bodies everywhere, splatters of blood on the walls and streets. Those things were only a part of it too. It wasn’t anything I could explain, but the place was starting to feel like it was no longer real.

      Maybe it was the shadows flickering across the shattered windows, or the light from the fires reflecting in the puddles of blood. Maybe it was the ongoing clap of gunfire, the thump of explosions, the occasional desperate scream. Whatever it was, Tower 7 didn’t feel like civilization anymore. It felt like an apocalypse. I supposed that’s what it was, all things considered.

      We moved as rapidly as we could without exposing ourselves and came up behind a mixed unit of Nightwatch officers and android proxies assaulting a barricade. From where we were, we couldn’t see how many defenders were still alive. But they were holding on. I saw a Nightwatch officer come running in at them, only to be dropped by a volley of shots.

      It couldn’t last, though. With their suicide attack approach, the Nightwatch were basically unstoppable unless you killed them all. As Frank and I emerged behind them, Marcenn’s forces charged all at once.

      I aimed for the head, going for the quick kill. One man fell almost as soon as he stood up, the next one halfway to the barricade, and the next one just as he was reaching it. Frank had no choice but to get in close, because his shotgun didn’t have the range of my rifle. He fired as he advanced, trying to make sure that our enemies would keep their heads down rather than taking a shot at him. The Nightwatch didn’t care; they were solely focused on overrunning that barricade. As Frank’s shots started to have an effect, an android stepped out of the dark behind him. I blew its head clean off, and the fight ended with a last few shots as the defenders killed everyone who was still standing.

      “We’re friendlies!” I called out. “Let us come over!”

      There was a pause, and then a voice called out to us. “We saw what you did there. Come on up!”

      When we got to the barricade, we found a determined little band of fighters armed with everything from rifles to a homemade flamethrower. The leader seemed to be a young woman with long dark hair and serious eyes. “I’m Marissa,” she said. “Are you… are you an Arbiter?”

      “I am. And this is Franklin Emmet. He has military training.”

      Frank spoke up. “If it’s alright with you, I’d like to help you defend this barricade.”

      Marissa turned to Emmet. “Of course. Just pick a spot anywhere that makes sense to you. We have some food and water, so help yourself.” Then she turned back to me. “Are you staying with us too?”

      I shook my head. “I can’t. I might be able to get the lights back on, but I need to go find a guy on the other side of the level.”

      “Are you sure? If we’re all dead, it won’t make any difference whether the lights are on or not. We could use you here.”

      “I’m sure. The oxygen is already running low. If that runs out, it won’t matter if you managed to defend this barricade.”

      “Okay, then. Best of luck, Arbiter.” She turned away having already dismissed me.

      I turned to Emmet. “You okay here, Frank?”

      He looked me right in the face. “I’m a long way from okay. Go do what you gotta do, buddy. I’ll do my bit here.”

      There didn’t seem to be much else to say, so I just saluted him. He returned the salute, and I faded into the shadows.
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      As I crossed the city, the Nightwatch strategy changed right in front of me. Their suicide death squad approach had resulted in many casualties, and at some point, the math must have made the decision for them. If you want to kill everyone, you need to have an army—and they were losing people too quickly.

      As I snuck from place to place as quickly and quietly as I could, I noticed that they were no longer launching those reckless human wave attacks. Instead, the Nightwatch officers were moving in formation from place to place, using androids as scouts and flankers.

      Fighting like this might be a little bit slower, but it would virtually guarantee that they could destroy the barricades. None of the barricades I had been to so far had looked capable of holding off a combined force of the size the Loyalists were now using.

      On the other hand, the civilians on this level were no longer restricting themselves to static defense from behind barricades. Many of them, after being driven away from whatever spot they were defending, switched over to guerrilla warfare.

      I saw a young man throw a Molotov cocktail from a window then duck back into the dark apartment when the Nightwatch returned fire. He got away and reemerged about ten minutes later further up the street to shoot one of the Nightwatch officers in the back. This time, they killed him—but then a teenage girl came running in, throwing another Molotov overhand. It set one of the Nightwatch officers on fire, and he stumbled around blindly as the flames consumed him. He didn’t scream, but the Nightwatch filled that girl with so many bullets I could only wish she’d picked her moment better.

      Many of the attacks did not succeed, but some of them did. Marcenn’s forces continued to take casualties one man at a time, and when they came to one of the remaining barricades they still had to pause and fight their way through it. I don’t know if you can say the guerrillas had a strategy, but the effect of what they were doing—whether intentional or not—was to slow the Nightwatch down. They didn’t know I was out there, but in fighting for every minute of life they were buying me the time I needed to get across the city.

      I reached the central hub, but then had to work my way around it to the other side. The enemy now had a large number of androids guarding the elevator shafts, and I didn’t want to be delayed even further trying to deal with them.

      As I moved around the hub, I started to move out of the area that was actively contested and into a zone where the massacres were still going on without much resistance. I knew I should just keep moving forward, since I couldn’t save everyone no matter what I did. But I just couldn’t do it. Every now and then, I would run into a situation that I just couldn’t ignore.

      The streets near the hub were completely dark, unlike the twilight streets near the external wall. As I was running in a crouch down one of these black streets, something on my backscatter scan caught my attention. Two streets over from where I was, a small group of people were running away from a much larger force of pursuers. The Nightwatch wouldn’t be fleeing, so the people on my scanner must be civilians. I hesitated, knowing how vital it was for me to get where I was going. In the end, I just couldn’t abandon them.

      I diverted from my course, ran over to a side street along their route, and waited for them to run by. A few seconds later, they passed me—a group of teenage friends, running for all they were worth. One of them stumbled, a girl maybe sixteen years old. Her friends turned and grabbed her, hauling her up by the elbows and moving her again.

      These kids weren’t going to die if I could help it. Soon after they’d passed, the pursuing androids and Nightwatch officers came up behind them. They could see me on their scanners, so they didn’t run right into the ambush. Instead, they held back, giving those kids the chance to escape. They fanned out through the streets, but when I took an android and two Nightwatch officers with three shots, they all stopped in place.

      Speaking simultaneously, they called out to me at once with August Marcenn’s voice. “Is that you, Arbiter? You haven’t killed me.”

      I came out shooting in a blind fury, and in a short firefight lasting no more than a minute or so I killed them all. Pausing just long enough to strip their bodies of grenades, I tried to put what I’d just heard out of my mind before it drove me nuts. I wasn’t myself, I wasn’t in the right frame of mind, I had to be hallucinating. That’s what I told myself, because the alternative was even more upsetting.

      When I came out around the other side of the central hub, I found the first of the gassed buildings. It wasn’t burning, and there were no Nightwatch officers in it or near it, but a single glance through the window as I ran by showed me that everyone inside was lying dead. There were a few bodies on the street in front of the building too, implying that a handful of people had made it out only to be gunned down.

      When I figured out that they were using gas, the hair stood up on the back of my neck. I didn’t know how they’d managed to get their hands on chemical weapons, but they obviously didn’t have enough for the whole tower or they wouldn’t have had any need for the death squads.

      That building was only the first, though. I found others soon enough, including a huge office building with broken windows on the tenth floor, where people had actually smashed through the windows trying to escape the deadly gas. I could still see their bodies, stretched out across the jagged glass shards. They died gasping for air to breathe.

      I caught up with the gas squad a few minutes later, coming out behind them as they were gassing another building. The android proxies ran up and threw grenades through the windows, and then a handful of people ran out of the building choking. The Nightwatch shot them as they stumbled out.

      I had to stop them, but I didn’t want any of those gas grenades thrown in my direction. As soon as I saw what they were doing, I turned on my scramblers. The Nightwatch officers stopped and looked around, realizing that someone in the area had just gone dark. But they could no longer track me, and I took one of them a moment later. Reaching out of an alley when none of his friends were watching, I cut his throat from ear to ear with my knife.

      They all starting shooting down the alley immediately, but I had already ducked into the building through a delivery entrance. And a good thing, too, because they followed up with one of those gas grenades. If I had still been in the alley, I would have died the same horrible death as the people in those buildings. As it was, I went out of the building on the other side and snuck around, then stabbed another officer in the back.

      I escaped again and kept taking them one by one until they circled up for protection. Now that they were all in the same spot, I primed a grenade, and threw it just as they all started speaking.

      “Is that you?”

      My grenade exploded, and the Nightwatch gas squad was all but wiped out. Again I ran, compelled by some urge to get as far away from them as I possibly could.

      The destruction on this side of the hub seemed more uneven, with some streets choked with bodies while others didn’t seem to have been touched at all. On my backscatter scans, I could see the survivors huddling in fear behind the walls of their buildings.

      They didn’t seem to understand, but if they didn’t get out there and join the defenders soon, they would all be slaughtered eventually. This was not a situation for sitting tight and riding things out, as understandable as the urge to do so might be. Cut off from any means of communication, they probably just didn’t realize that their neighbors not far away were fighting back.

      It’s always like that. Anytime there’s an uprising, the majority sits back and waits on events while a much smaller number fights it out. If that wasn’t the case, not even an army of men like me could control a population that wasn’t willing to be controlled. The truth is, we count on that—but right now I was wishing the majority would show a little more spirit.

      According to my schematics, I was finally getting close to the address Franklin Emmet had given me. I slowed down a little, gripped by a sudden fear that I’d be taken out from ambush just as I was finally about to fulfill my mission. Call it superstition if you want, or magical thinking, but every Arbiter I’ve ever known would have done the same. When your gut tells you to watch out, you watch out.

      I’m glad I did, because otherwise I probably wouldn’t have seen the tripwire in time. It was stretched taut across the street, less than a block from the building Jones lived in. I saw a gleam of light, stopped because I couldn’t figure out why, and there it was. If I had walked straight into it, the military-grade explosive attached to the other end would have exploded a few feet away from me.

      I stepped over it carefully and proceeded with the highest level of caution from that point onward. Someone in this neighborhood was serious about security, and I was willing to bet that man was Andrew Jones.

      My interest in meeting him was certainly piqued, but from the look of things around his housing complex it wasn’t going to be easy. The tripwire up the street was only one of his defenses. In front of his building, a labyrinth of makeshift barricades restricted access to the front door—and there were bound to be more traps. If I wanted to get to him, I would have to bypass his many defenses.

      I looked around and was pleased to see that the building next to his complex was only a few feet away from it. I could go in through that building, jump from one roof to the next, and then come down through his roof access door. He could just as easily have placed a booby trap there, but maybe not. There’s always a case to be made for leaving yourself a way out.

      Standing there in front of the building, I felt uncomfortably exposed. For all I knew, Jones could easily be watching me from the window—and who knew what he was thinking?

      I went to the door of the building next to his, checked it carefully for traps, and went in. My scramblers were still on, so I didn’t know whether there was anyone in the building or not, but I didn’t see anyone. I didn’t see any dead bodies either. As far as I could tell, this neighborhood hadn’t been attacked at all.

      That was cause for relief, but it was also a bit of a mystery. If Jones was so good at defending his space, why wasn’t he interested in helping anyone else? Some people are like that, but normally ex-military types would be the first to help in a crisis. As far as I could tell, Jones had made sure of his own safety and then locked his door, turning his back on the rest of the tower.

      And the strangest thing about that was that it couldn’t work; he would die when the air ran out just like everyone else. I didn’t know the man, but I already felt suspicious of him. There was something about Andrew Jones I didn’t understand, and most people are perfectly easy to figure out. That made him a wild card, and a wild card was not what I needed.

      I went up to the roof, ran across, and took the jump. As I was soaring over the gap, I was suddenly seized by the paranoid fear that the roof would explode when I landed on it. That didn’t happen, but the sudden fear did make me flinch. I landed badly and stumbled along for two or three feet until I smacked directly into the roof access door.

      So much for booby traps. If he had set up the door, the trap would probably have gone off when I ran into it. So having accidentally tested the door, I threw it open and stepped through into his building.

      According to the address Frank had given me, Jones was in apartment number 255. I walked through the corridor, eyes peeled for any tripwires or other traps. As I got closer, I started to call his name.

      “Andrew Jones! Franklin Emmet gave me your address. Andrew Jones!”

      He didn’t answer, not even when I was standing right in front of his door. For some stupid reason, it didn’t occur to me to turn off my scrambler and use my backscatter scan to see who was in the apartment. I think I was probably just so caught up in the moment, so focused on getting that dataspike to someone who could help me, that I developed something similar to target fixation.

      It was a little bit like what had happened in the movie theater, when I almost let that Nightwatch officer get the jump on me until Gabriel intervened. If he had been there, he would probably have smacked me in the head for letting my mind wander like that.

      Whatever the reason for it, I didn’t check whether anyone was there or not. I didn’t even try to clear the room properly. I just checked the door, found out it was locked, and kicked it open. Then I stepped in, calling out his name again. “Andrew Jones?”

      As soon as I did so, I realized exactly how stupid I was being. If the door had been boobytrapped, it could have blown my foot off. I took a deep breath, willing myself to slow down—and then I froze, because the barrel of a gun was pressed against my neck. Right where my armor offered me no protection at all.

      “Being a little hasty, aren’t you?”

      It was a young man’s voice, disapproving but mildly amused. I would have turned to look, but not with that gun pressed up against me.

      “Andrew Jones?” I asked.

      “Go stand in the living room.”

      In my peripheral vision, I could see that there was a living room to my left.

      “I’m looking for Andrew Jones.”

      “I’m well aware of that, but if you don’t go and stand in the living room, I’ll be forced to kill you. And then you’ll never know whether you’ve found Andrew Jones or not.”

      I couldn’t argue with that, so I turned slowly and walked over to the living room. The further I got from whoever this was, the more they would lose their advantage. Without the gun pressed against my weak point, they probably wouldn’t be able to hurt me at all.

      “Just so we don’t misunderstand each other,” said the man, “this gun is loaded with armor-piercing rounds.”

      Armor-piercing rounds. That wasn’t good, but it did tend to confirm that this guy was no consultant. I reached the living room and turned around slowly. He walked over to stop in front of me with the gun still pointed at my head. It was Andrew Jones.

      “Well, this is interesting.” He grinned. In person, Jones looked even more superficial than he did in his photo. He could have been the leading man in one of those ridiculous colonial movies. On the other hand, his bland good looks could be read another way. They were a blank slate, a void. You could project anything you wanted onto him.

      I opened my mouth, but he held a finger up to his lips.

      “I’ll ask the questions here. Let’s start with: What are you doing here, Arbiter?”
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      I wasn’t thrilled to be answering questions with a gun pointed at me, especially when Jones hadn’t yet given me any information about himself. On the other hand, I had good reason to believe I needed him, while he did not yet have any reason to think he needed me. If I wanted to get anywhere, I had to be the one to give something first.

      “Franklin Emmet sent me.”

      He gave me a look like I was being obtuse and made a ‘get on with it’ gesture with his free hand. I had been shouting about Emmet sending me since I got in the building. He wanted more than that.

      I took a deep breath. “He told me he knew a man with the skills needed to get the power back on.”

      His expression didn’t change. “And those skills would be?”

      “Cyber warfare.”

      He smiled, just slightly. “I’m in information security. That means I tell people how to protect themselves against cyberattacks. It doesn’t mean I’m a hacker myself.”

      “If you know how to block it, you know how to write it.”

      For some reason, he didn’t want to admit this point. “Maybe. Maybe I could improvise, if I had to. So why do you need a cyber warfare expert?”

      “The usual backdoors in the computer system have all been disabled; I can’t get in with my skeleton key to tell the system to boot up. My mission here is to get the juice on, but I can’t do it without some help.”

      His smile was no longer quite so subtle. “Probably would have been better if they’d actually trained you to hack systems instead of just giving you a gadget. Hmmm?”

      Who was this guy? All I could think at the time was that he must be confident as all hell to run down Arbiter training like that. Because of the tension between Arbiters and military, we tend to be a little sensitive about that sort of thing—or maybe more than a little. But it didn’t matter. If I wanted his help, I had to play along. Looking him right in the face so he would know to tread carefully, I made my voice as flat as I could make it. “Probably.”

      Jones chuckled. “Easy there, tiger. It’s not your fault. But don’t you guys usually pair up?”

      “My partner was killed.”

      His face clouded. “I’m sorry to hear that. I know how it feels. Nightwatch? A whole platoon, I mean? Or just a lucky shot?”

      “An android proxy with heavy weapons. If you can get into the system and get the power on, you might be able to disable the proxies too.”

      Jones whistled and shook his head. “Heavy weapon droids. Shit. Yeah, Marcenn has been up to something for a while now, buying toys he should not be buying. Okay, here’s the deal. You’re putting a hell of a lot of trust in the recommendation of one slightly cranky old combat vet. Some things are possible, and some things aren’t, even for a cyber warfare expert.”

      “You’re saying you can’t do it?” I was crushed. I had come a long way for this to add up to nothing.

      “In general, yes, of course I can do it. In practical terms… no. I can’t do it at the moment. It’s a tricky situation.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I do have network access, but I don’t have user rights. I’ve been working on it for days now—burrowing into vulnerable systems, moving laterally while I look for more interesting directories, trying to escalate my privileges.”

      I did have a general understanding of what he was saying, but he must have thought I was staring at him with a blank expression.

      He grinned, a hint of condescension on him. “Don’t worry about it, big guy. The point is, I can’t get control. Not because I can’t pick the locks to, but because I can’t get access to the only door that matters. The system is fully owned by Marcenn’s dataspike. No one can get control of it except through that. And Marcenn’s dataspike is on Marcenn’s head, a good fifty floors above us.”

      He pointed up at the ceiling with a little shrug, as if to say what can I do?

      And he was right. Any attempt to get up to the top level would be doomed to failure; no one alive could get through fifty floors of fanatic gunmen and android proxies to steal that dataspike off Marcenn’s head. Of course, Gabe and I had done it—but it had cost him his life.

      Jones slowly lowered his gun. “I’ve decided we’re on the same side, Arbiter. I’m Andrew Jones, information security consultant.”

      The way he said that, it sounded like a thief calling himself a “freelance acquisition specialist.”

      “I’m Tycho Barrett. Sol Federation Arbiter.”

      “My friend, if you were any more of an Arbiter, they would have used you for the movie posters. Have you seen it? Funny flick. Little one-sided though. Hang out here for a minute. I’ll fix us both a drink and we can compare notes. Yeah?”

      Other than his sly little reference to Arbitrate This, he suddenly seemed a lot friendlier. I got the impression that was something he could do—change his demeanor, change his personality. He could probably change his whole identity as seamlessly as if he was changing a suit of clothes. I nodded. “Yeah.”

      He left the room, and I sat down on the couch. Like with Emmet in that senior center, I had to play the game the way this guy wanted to play it in order to get anywhere. I could always turn the tables later—if I needed to.

      He came back in the room with two Red Martians, one for me and one for him. Then he sat down across from me, took a sip of his drink, and said, “Okay. So, your mission is to get the power back on. Right?”

      “Right.”

      He was in control of the conversation, and he obviously liked it that way. “I’ll also bet that’s not your whole mission. In fact, I’m sure of it. They probably also told you to find out what’s going on, and… oh, just for the hell of it, let’s say they told you to arrest August Marcenn.”

      I wet my lips with my drink, careful not to swallow any of it. The cinnamon and dry gin burned my lips. This guy was good. He knew a lot about how the people at Arbiter Command think, what their mission priorities are.

      He smiled. “Not going to tell me? Okay, but I’ll tell you something. Arresting August Marcenn is out of the question. You’ll never do it, not if you stay here for a hundred years. There are just too many enemies between you and him, as I’m guessing you’ve already found out for yourself. But onward and upward. I can tell you what’s going on, so you’ll at least be able to fulfill that part of your mission. Yeah?”

      I nodded. “Yeah.”

      He took an even bigger sip of his Red Martian, as if to give himself energy for what he was about to say. “Two days ago, Nightwatch Commander August Marcenn exercised an emergency protocol created to contain infection in the event of an extraterrestrial pathogen outbreak.”

      My eyes opened wide. I get access to a lot of sensitive information, and I had never heard of such a protocol. Nor was I aware of any known risks from extraterrestrial pathogens.

      He noticed my reaction. “Sexy, right? I mean, just think of it. A real war of the worlds, but on a microscopic level.”

      The man was impossible to read. He would have made an excellent Stoneface player, and for all I knew that’s exactly what he was. I had no idea whether this protocol he was talking about really existed or not, and I had no idea if there was any reason to suspect an alien pathogen. It would fit some of the speculations Gabe and I had played around with, though…

      Jones went on. “Here’s the basic idea. You limit movement by cutting power to the elevators, you prevent panic and misinformation by cutting the comms, and you preserve operational control by quarantining the command levels. Sound familiar so far?”

      I nodded slowly. “It certainly does. Not that it worked. The situation out there is way beyond panic.”

      I hadn’t noticed myself doing it, but I had already drunk about half of my Red Martian, while Jones had limited himself to those first two sips. Worse than that, he noticed. His eyes darted to my half-empty glass around the same time mine did, and they gleamed just a little bit. He wasn’t being obvious about it, but the man was amused by my self-indulgence.

      I put my drink down on the end table, which only made the situation worse by calling attention to it.

      The corners of his lips turned up just a little. “I agree, it is. It must have been rough out there.”

      I kind of wanted to punch him in the face at that point, but I didn’t say anything.

      After a moment, he just started talking again. “So, yeah. Things obviously haven’t gone as planned. Or maybe they have, and neither of us knows what the plan really is. You follow? Either way, trapping people in place with no information from the governing authorities did not turn out to be the brilliant crowd-control plan somebody thought it was going to be.”

      He waved one hand vaguely when he said “somebody,” indicating every faceless bureaucrat who ever wrote up a protocol and left poor working stiffs like us to deal with it.

      I wondered how he even knew all this information. If he really had something to do with information security, could this be the guy who helped August Marcenn get control of the computer system here in the first place? The longer I talked with him, the less I trusted him—and I had never really trusted him.

      “Of course, the protocol has never been used on this or any other colony before.” He shrugged. “So, I don’t know, maybe we should cut the Man some slack on this one. Maybe they just didn’t understand what would really happen.”

      I was confused. “But why do they even have this protocol? I mean, extraterrestrial pathogens? Do they know something I don’t?”

      His face took on a sort of mocking solemnity. “No, Arbiter, no. The powers that be, as powerful as they are, still make a point of telling you everything. Everything you need to know. Exactly when you need to know it.”

      My urge to punch him wasn’t fading at all, but I had to admit he had a point. There must be a lot of things my bosses didn’t tell me. “Okay. So, they didn’t think I needed to know. But still, extraterrestrial pathogens?”

      He scratched behind his ear. “I have to admit, it’s a little bit far-fetched. At least at first glance. Any pathogen that evolved to infect an alien species would probably not be able to infect human beings at all. But that’s only one way to look at it.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Imagine it’s not just an extraterrestrial pathogen, but one that’s been engineered. A bioweapon. An alien virus we have no defenses against, but one that’s been genetically modified to be able to infect humans. It could wipe out a whole colony at a single stroke, and if they were lucky and got a quarantine breach it could maybe even spread back to Earth. A partial success would leave us weak, but a total success would leave us broken. They could come in and mop us up anytime they wanted.”

      “Is that what we’re dealing with here?” I was stunned, although the murderous behavior of the Nightwatch did make me think of a contagion—especially the way it seemed to have spread from the Loyalists to the Defectors. First you were normal, and you knew better than to murder everyone just because August Marcenn told you to. Then, for whatever reason… you weren’t, and you didn’t.

      He shrugged. “I honestly don’t know. I’ve been so busy trying to crack the computer system here that I haven’t had much time to think about it. All I really know is that August Marcenn initiated the protocol, which may imply that he thought there was a risk of such a pathogen. Whether there really was or not.”

      “Why did they ever develop the protocol in the first place? Did something happen?”

      “They don’t tell me everything either, Arbiter. I’m just a consultant. I’m every bit as need-to-know as you are, it’s just that they think I need to know different things.”

      Jones was so good at spinning words around that I almost lost track of the parts that didn’t add up. That is, I almost lost track… but not quite. “Hold on a minute. So, Marcenn activated this secret protocol. That makes sense as far as it goes. But how is killing civilians a part of this protocol?”

      He held my gaze, as if he expected me to do something and wanted to be ready for it. “It isn’t. Mass executions are definitely not part of the protocol.”

      “So, what the hell’s going on then? Is that the pathogen?”

      His eyes flickered sideways. It made me suspicious. Was there someone else behind me? But then he was focused on my eyes again. “It could be. I don’t know.”

      I wasn’t satisfied. Jones had given me a lot of information, but I still got the sense that there was a lot he wasn’t saying. “No,” I continued. “No, that can’t be it. I mean, that can’t be all of it. August Marcenn didn’t just cut the power to the elevators; he shut down everything. He did that right at the beginning. If he’d been infected by some alien pathogen, he wouldn’t have activated the protocol at all. If he wasn’t infected, he didn’t have any reason to try to kill everyone.”

      Jones sighed. “You’re right, Arbiter. A lot of what’s going on here just doesn’t make sense. I don’t know what Franklin Emmet told you about me, but if you think I know all the things you want to know, I’m sorry. I’m fumbling in the dark, just like you are.”

      “Not just like I am. You know things you aren’t telling me, even if you don’t know everything.”

      As bland as ever, he didn’t even try to dispute this fact. “Do you usually share information freely with people you just met? Is that how they train Arbiters?”

      “Look, another crack about Arbiters.”

      “It’s not a crack. No, seriously, Tycho, it’s not a crack. Okay? I’m just making a point here. If I don’t put all my cards on the table as quick as you want me to, can you really blame me? I have to do what I have to do.”

      “I thought you said you were a consultant.”

      He smiled and sat back. From the look on his face, it was like I had broken an unwritten rule. He just looked at me for a minute, as if he wasn’t sure what he should do with me. “So, what do you have for me?” he said at last.

      This was it. The moment when I had to decide whether to trust him or not. And I really didn’t; all my instincts told me he was as shady on the inside as he was slick and charismatic on the outside. But here’s the thing—I had no other options. And having no other options is a hell of a trust builder.

      Slowly and carefully, so he wouldn’t think I was going for a weapon, I pulled out the dataspike. The expression on his face went from skeptical to deeply impressed so quickly I thought he was going to gasp out loud. Of course, Andrew Jones was way too smooth for that. “Is that what I think it is?”

      “August Marcenn’s dataspike.”

      “From the amount of time we just spent fencing around with words, anyone would think you didn’t have a half-million people to save… or however many are still alive out there.” He held out his hand, and in a surge of doubt I almost didn’t give it to him. But I knew I had no choice, so I handed it over.

      He shook his head and sighed. “If I’d had this yesterday… but never mind. Let’s get this done.”

      He manipulated the controls, then closed his eyes and lapsed into silence. I couldn’t see it, but I knew he was staring at screens filled with code, trying to bypass the dataspike’s security features. I expected the process to take a while, so I leaned back on the couch and looked around the room. There wasn’t much in that apartment. Jones had some furniture, but no decorations or knick-knacks. Nothing personal. It was more like a safe house than an apartment.

      “Hang in there,” he said. “This won’t take a minute. The security on this thing is a joke at best. The last thing he expected was for anyone to take this, not when he had floors with guards and androids protecting him.”

      It took more than a minute, but not as long as I would have expected. That room wasn’t pitch black, so I didn’t notice the change at first. The light from outside went from gloomy to cozy, then several different things happened at once.

      A coffee maker in the kitchen started gurgling. An oven started beeping. A clock a few feet away started flashing. The lights were on, including the huge artificial daylights outside.

      As the power returned, I heard fire alarms going off all over the neighborhood. With a distant hiss, fire control systems activated across the level. If it had gone much later, we all would have burnt alive in a massive firestorm before we even ran out of oxygen. As it was, Andrew Jones had just bought us the time we needed to solve the underlying problem.

      Jones opened his eyes, and I held out my hand for the dataspike. He didn’t hand it back; instead, he snapped his fingers. “That’s right. The android proxies.”

      He closed his eyes again and returned to the abstract world of cyber warfare. I waited patiently. The man had just proved himself, although I still didn’t understand why he had to be so mysterious about everything. When he opened his eyes again, he absent-mindedly placed the dataspike down on his own lap instead of handing it over. Or was it something more than absent-mindedness?

      He looked pleased with himself. A little too pleased. “I just rescinded all their active commands, so the whole android army is sitting quiet. That should make it a little easier to deal with the Nightwatch.”

      I don’t know why I felt this way after what he’d done, but if anything, my suspicion about him was not only back… it was increasing. He was so thoroughly in control, I found it hard to believe he had held onto the dataspike unintentionally. And even though I knew he’d turned the lights back on, I had no way of knowing whether he had deactivated the androids or not.

      I stood up and walked over. “Thank you, Mr. Jones. It should. I’m going to need that back now.”

      He glanced down at the dataspike. His voice was mildly incredulous. “This? Why would you want this back? It’s not like you can do anything with it.”

      “That’s not the point. It’s evidence.”

      Shit. This guy had me rattled. I heard Gabriel’s voice telling me off for even saying that. You don’t explain yourself. Not ever. This man is a civilian; he doesn’t need to know the first thing about the first thing, and when you explain your actions you weaken your authority.

      Too late for that.

      Jones gave me another look. This one seemed to imply that he was surprised by my simple-mindedness. “There isn’t going to be any trial, Mr. Barrett. I thought you knew that. So, this isn’t evidence of anything.”

      “That doesn’t matter. I’m taking it back with me. My superiors can figure out what to do with it.”

      I stuck my hand out, willing him to do the right thing and just hand it over.

      “Nah.” He grinned. “You don’t really want that. More trouble than it’s worth. I’ll just hang onto it.”

      “The hell you will.” I swung my rifle around to the front of my body, but he had his sidearm on me before I could even complete the process. And there we were, both of us pointing our guns at each other.

      “What’s your deal, Jones?” I demanded.

      “Well, here’s the thing. I haven’t been fully honest with you.”

      “You don’t say.”

      He seemed as unfazed by this as he was by everything else. “Don’t take it personally. I’ve never been fully honest with anyone in my entire life. You can’t really expect me to start with you.”

      “You’re pretty glib for a man with a rifle in his face.”

      “I’m a good judge of character. You’re an honorable man; you wouldn’t just shoot the guy who turned the lights back on.”

      He had a point there, but I didn’t want to give away the only bargaining chip I had. Once you draw a gun, you can’t exactly keep escalating. You either pull the trigger or you don’t. Keeping my voice as calm as possible, I tried to reason with him. “As you may know, Arbiters on this kind of mission are authorized to use lethal force. And by authorized, I mean it’s encouraged. We use force constantly. One might even say recklessly. It makes people scared of us, and that makes our job easier. Do you see what I’m saying here?”

      “Absolutely, yes. You eat fire and breathe lightning. But what’s your point? I mean, I still turned the lights on.”

      “I would have shot you already if you hadn’t done that. You’ve pushed my patience to the limit here, Jones.”

      He shook his head in disappointment. “Another training issue. Conflict resolution, de-escalation skills… they really don’t teach you any of that stuff?”

      I couldn’t believe this guy. He’d been escalating with me intentionally since the conversation started. Some men are just like that. They’ll poke you and poke you until you take a swing, then duck it with a shit-eating grin and ask you what you’re so mad about.

      I lowered my rifle with a sigh. I couldn’t win here, and the only way to improve my situation at all was to stop making it worse. He lowered his weapon as well, but he didn’t holster it. “You ready to talk now? I mean, seriously, Barrett. You are one emotional guy.”

      I laughed. At that point, I couldn’t help it. I still didn’t know who Jones really was, or what he was doing on Tower 7. I found his personality too slick by half. And yet I laughed, realizing that Jones probably had the same effect on a lot of people.

      Jones laughed along with me, although his laughter had the same unconvincing quality as everything else about him. He was a guy who would laugh if you were laughing, banter if you wanted to banter, and point a gun at you if you were pointing a gun at him. A human mirror.

      But there was something else. I froze in mid laugh, because it wasn’t just the two of us laughing. There was a third voice, somewhere behind me where his eyes had flickered.

      “Who’s there?” I asked, my voice sharp and suspicious. It had been a woman’s voice, but I hadn’t seen anyone else in the apartment with him. I turned to look, my skin crawling when I didn’t see anyone. I’m not a superstitious man, but I could have sworn I had just heard a ghost laugh.

      “Come on,” said the voice. “Stop toying with the mouse. You can see his little whiskers trembling.”

      I moved much faster this time, leveling my rifle on Jones before he could draw his weapon. At almost the same moment I drew my sidearm and aimed it roughly where I had heard the voice.

      “Throw your weapon down and come out of hiding! This is the Sol Federation Arbiter Force! We are authorized to use lethal…”

      “Buddy, buddy, turn off the amplifier! You’re going to make me deaf here!”

      The voice wasn’t coming from a hiding spot. It was coming from just a couple of feet away, although I had no way to square that with the evidence of my own senses. Then I noticed the shimmer, like a distortion in the air in front of me.

      I spun back toward Jones, compelled by some inner urge. Could he see it too, or was I hallucinating from the thin oxygen?

      “I see it too, Barrett. But it’s old hat for me. She sits around the apartment like that all the time. Don’t ask me why.”

      Whoever she was, she laughed again. At this point, I had a brief moment where I thought I was going crazy. But then I realized what must be going on here—thermoptic camouflage, a suit that allows the wearer to blend in seamlessly with the surrounding environment. It’s rare and high-level military tech, not the kind of thing you run into every day. When I peered a little closer at the shimmering mirage effect, I could just make out the shape of a woman’s body. She wasn’t really invisible, just almost invisible.

      As I stared in her direction, I suddenly felt something yank my rifle barrel up and to the side. But that wasn’t all. Jones not only moved across the room both swiftly and silently to push my gun off-target, he also twisted it in such a way that the strap wrapped around my Adam’s apple. In less than a second, I went from having a gun pointed at each of them to being twisted up like a rubber band, with the edges of my vision going rapidly dark.

      In that condition, it wasn’t difficult at all for the semi-invisible woman to pluck my sidearm out of my other hand. I was now effectively disarmed except for my knife, but there was no possibility of getting anywhere near it. As I fought for air, Jones walked me back to the living room couch and sat me down. Then he let the pressure off and relieved me of my rifle while I struggled to regain full consciousness.

      His face was the first thing I could see clearly as my sight came back to me. He looked concerned, verging on weirdly gentle. “You okay there, buddy?”

      I wasn’t great, but I didn’t exactly want to show him that. “No quips about my hand-to-hand training?”

      “I thought it went without saying.” He shrugged. “No need to salt the wound.”

      When you’ve been humiliated badly enough that Andrew Jones doesn’t want to make fun of you, then and only then have you been truly humiliated.

      “I was distracted.”

      “Obviously. Although most guys wait until she deactivates her active camouflage before they stare at her.”

      She chuckled. “Speaking of which…”

      I heard her walk into the living room. The shimmer effect was plainly visible, but in a complex environment like a battlefield it would be impossible to spot her from more than a few feet away.

      The shimmer seemed to solidify, and the vague shape of a woman in front of me became a tall blonde with long flowing hair. She wore tactical gear, but of some type I had never seen before. Her little diamond earrings gleamed in the light. Just like Franklin Emmet, she had prosthetic limbs—but in her case, four of them. She looked me up and down while I just blinked at her stupidly, then turned to Jones with a grin. “I think the cat’s got his tongue.”

      “Well, you did just materialize right in front of him. Stop staring, Barrett. I’ll introduce you. This is Andrea Capanelli.”

      “I’m Tycho Barrett.”

      “I know who you are.” She smiled. “I was right here, remember?”

      By this point I was so disoriented it was probably a good thing that I was sitting down. Andrew Jones the consultant was a man who boobytrapped his entire neighborhood and had an all-but-invisible armed companion sitting in on his private conversations. Since the start of the crisis, there had been many aspects of the situation I didn’t understand. Now it looked like I was dealing with at least two spooks, but who were they and who did they work for?

      Technically, I was probably their prisoner by that point as they had taken my firearms. But I wasn’t going to let that intimidate me. I swallowed. “Who are you people? Who do you work for?”

      Andrea laughed yet again. “Get me a drink, Andrew, would you?”

      “Red Martian?” he asked.

      “Yeah. This Arbiter and I need to have a conversation. You need a refill, Barrett?”

      I glanced at my glass. “Okay.”

      “One for Mr. Barrett.”

      “You know,” mused Andrew, “just because I have that certificate does not mean I’m a bartender.”

      “Whatever, Andrew, you know you love it. Make me something obscure if you want.”

      “I hope you know what you’re getting yourself into,” he replied and wandered off to the kitchen to mix her something complicated.

      She sat down where Andrew had been sitting a few minutes before. She had a way of looking at people, like she could see right through you but didn’t plan to be mean about it. I couldn’t quite figure her out though. Her hair, makeup, and diamond earrings suggested she was planning to go out to a high-end restaurant. Her camouflaged tactical gear suggested a firefight.

      She noticed me noticing. “I know it doesn’t fit. And yeah, that’s intentional.”

      I shrugged. When it came right down to it, I didn’t really need to know why. Jones came back in the room and handed Andrea a drink. It had the exact same mix of colors as the Venusian atmosphere.

      She gave it a skeptical look. “That’s clever, Jones, but… really? A Venusian acid cloud?”

      “That’s exactly what I plan to call it.”

      He returned to the kitchen and came back again with a refill on my Red Martian. This entire encounter was getting too strange for me to even keep up with. Was I meeting with a security consultant, or had I just been captured by two spies, or was I at a cocktail party?

      Andrea sipped her Venusian Acid Cloud then set it down. I was starting to figure out at least one of their little tricks—call for drinks, then barely touch your own while you let the other person get happily tipsy. An old gambit, but still effective.

      I decided to have exactly one sip every time she did, and no more. She saw me take my sip, smiled knowingly when I put my glass down, then looked me straight in the eyes. “It’s cards on the table time, Tycho. Are you ready for it?”
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      I nodded. “I’m ready.”

      Jones kept his distance, busying himself with some kitchen chore.

      As far as I could tell, Andrea was the one in charge here. Jones mixed her drinks, and he kept out of the room when she was talking. She confirmed my impression a moment later. “I’m in charge of this field team, but broadly speaking I’m a combat generalist. My rank on paper is Field Commander, Federation Intelligence, Section 9.”

      She held my gaze, knowing I wouldn’t know what to say to that.

      She was right to assume so. I shook my head. “Excuse me, would you mind repeating that?”

      “Not at all.” She took another sip of her Venusian Acid Cloud. “Damn, this is sour. Jones, why do you always have to be so literal?”

      “I’m a poet at heart,” he called from the kitchen, and she rolled her eyes at him.

      “Where were we? Oh yeah, you wanted me to repeat myself. Okay. My name is Andrea Capanelli, and I’m a Field Commander with Section 9 of Sol Federation Intelligence.”

      So, I had heard her right the first time. But it didn’t make any sense. “Federation Intelligence has eight sections: internal security, counter-terrorism, off-world crime, interplanetary conflict…”

      She held a hand up to stop me. “I know the list.”

      I matched her sip, then put my drink back down. “So, you see my problem. If Federation Intelligence has eight sections, you cannot be assigned to the ninth section.”

      She nodded thoughtfully. “That follows.”

      She wasn’t giving me a lot to work with here. “Care to try a different cover story? I can give you a few minutes if you need it.”

      My voice was sarcastic, but I felt the situation called for it. I mean, anyone could have found out that Federation Intelligence had eight sections just by spending a few minutes on a dataspike. As a cover story, it was amateur hour. Nothing else about these two seemed amateurish though…

      “I don’t need another story. What I told you is the truth. I work for Section 9 of Sol Federation Intelligence. So does Jones, and so do the others you’ll be meeting shortly.”

      I let her statement sink in. What she was telling me here was that I had never been told the truth. I didn’t want to accept that, because I had always been told that the Arbiters were the Federation’s cutting edge. Call it professional pride or old-fashioned ego, but the idea that we were not even in the loop for something this big.

      It was too hard to swallow. “There is no Section 9.”

      My voice was flat, but Andrea responded with a laugh. “That’s the spirit!”

      That was the moment when I accepted it. She wasn’t lying; anyone in the same situation would have recognized it instantly. She really did work for Section 9, which was therefore a beyond-top-secret unit with no public face at all. I thought back to all the “spooky” characters I’d brushed shoulders with over the years, and wondered if this was not the first time I had encountered some of their people.

      When you work for the Federation, you just get used to accepting reality the way it is. And then if it changes you accept it again and rearrange your mental furniture as much as you need to. Before too long, I’d be sitting comfortably with information that changed my whole picture of the world I lived and worked in. Section 9 existed, and it had existed all along.

      “Okay,” I said. “You work for Section 9. What does Section 9 do exactly?”

      “The stuff that needs to get done, without anyone seeing the Federation do it. Stuff too sensitive to send an Arbiter for.”

      “They’ve used Arbiters for everything. They even used a pair of Arbiters to resolve the Jovian genocide,” I pointed out.

      Gabriel Anderson himself was on that mission, paired with a Senior Arbiter named Wojtek Dimek. Dimek never made it back, an exact parallel to my current mission. I wondered what Gabriel would have thought about that.

      Andrea broke in on my thoughts. “They resolved it by kidnapping the Jovian Prime Minister, something that caused almost as many problems as it solved. The Sol Federation authorities felt it might be wiser to have another option, something that could never be pinned on the ruling authorities.”

      “Plausible deniability.”

      “Exactly. Section 9 is off the books; we do the things they can’t acknowledge.”

      “Okay.” This was all possible enough, even if it was a lot to take in. “So, what are you doing here? I mean, this is kind of a fucked-up situation. The Arbiter Force never told us you were going to be here.”

      “They don’t even know we exist. It’s like that saying, the left hand doesn’t know what the right hand is doing. Too much insulation for our own good. We’ve probably been acting at cross purposes.”

      “We don’t know that for sure yet,” I said. “What exactly are you doing here?”

      She glanced toward the kitchen, but Jones seemed to read her mind.

      “Don’t mind me! I won’t tell anyone you told him all these extremely classified things!”

      “Stop listening, Jones,” she replied.

      “It’s a small apartment,” he returned.

      “So, Jones has been here longer than the rest of us. He’s not really an information security consultant.”

      My voice was drier than the gin in my Red Martian. “You don’t say.”

      Jones wandered in, wiping his hands off with a kitchen towel. “I’m an infiltration specialist. I go in early, establish contacts, set us up with a home-base.”

      “Emmet figured you for a spook.”

      “Did he? Well, the old man has good instincts. I reached out to him because of his war record. I figured he might have buddies in the Nightwatch or maybe some of the government agencies here. You know how that goes. And it’s a good thing I did, or we would never have gotten our hands on that dataspike.”

      “I can handle this, Jones,” said Andrea.

      “Still mad about the sour drink? Alright, I’ll go organize our travel documents or something.”

      He wandered out again, and Andrea took another sip of her drink. “It’s disgusting, honestly. I don’t know how much he paid to get that certificate, but he shouldn’t quit his day job. So, yeah. Jones came in ahead of the rest of us, set up this apartment, and started observing. Things have been off here for a little while. Whatever’s going on, it didn’t start when Marcenn turned the lights out.”

      “I know. The thing that killed my partner was a heavy weapons droid, military tech capable of shooting right through our armor. It’s not supposed to be here on Venus at all.”

      Of course, they were also carrying weapons capable of piercing Arbiter armor. Having the ability to kill Arbiters seemed to be everyone’s priority these days.

      “I’m sorry about your partner, Tycho. And you’re right. Marcenn has been bringing in a lot of military hardware. Our contacts in the smuggling networks gave us a head’s up a while back, but the stuff he was buying through petty smugglers was only the tip of a damn big iceberg. Most of what he was doing looked legal on paper.”

      “What do you mean? None of that stuff is legal to own, not out here on the colony worlds.”

      “It is if certain conditions are met. Those heavy droids, for instance—they can be modified to do high-risk mining work; their armor makes them especially resistant to harsh conditions. So you can buy them used when the military is done with them, but first they have to go through the modifications to make them harmless.”

      “Those droids we ran into were anything but harmless.”

      “Right. Marcenn was buying them, but he was using a network of shell companies. To any regulators, it would look like everything was on the up-and-up. When we followed the thread, we found out the droids were never going to any middlemen for modifications. They were just getting shuffled around from one imaginary corporation to another until Marcenn was satisfied no one would follow the paper trail. Then he’d ship them here.”

      “Okay. I can see how that would get your attention. What did you think was going on?”

      “We didn’t know, but we sure as hell wanted to find out. The most likely guess is he was planning an uprising, some kind of Venusian nationalist nonsense. That was our big mistake, assuming his motivations would be rational in the first place. But how can you plan for something that doesn’t make any sense?”

      “You can’t.” I sighed. “Neither could we. We’ve been chasing our tails since this whole thing started.”

      I winced when I heard myself say “we.” Gabriel was gone; there was no “we.”

      Andrea frowned sympathetically. “Like I said, the heavy androids were just a piece of it. He was buying coil guns, all sorts of old military equipment… and a few things he really should not have been able to get his hands on.”

      “Worse than what I’ve seen so far?”

      “I’m afraid so. He went through back channels, got his hands on some experimental tech a military contractor was developing. Stuff that outclasses anything we have with us.”

      The thought made my skin clammy. It was a good thing he was dead, but what if his Nightwatch Loyalists figured out where he kept his private stash? I had achieved most of my mission goals, but we might not be as close to a resolution as I was hoping.

      “So, you decided he was planning an uprising and you sent Jones in. What were you planning to do to stop the uprising from happening? I mean, that’s your job, right? To do the Federation’s dirty work?”

      I left it unspoken, but the fact is they hadn’t prevented this tragedy. If there was a black ops section of Federation Intelligence, why did the Arbiters even have to get involved?

      “I get it,” she said. “You think we fucked up. And maybe we did, but we had no way of knowing what he was about to pull. As we dug around in his life, we uncovered some connections to another ongoing case”

      Jones stuck his head in the room with eyebrows raised. She may have been the boss, but he was not without influence.

      She waved him off. “Something I just can’t talk about, so don’t even ask. Satisfied, Andrew?”

      He backed out of the room again and she laughed. “That guy. It’s not like I’m giving away the shop here. An ongoing case, but top secret, and you’re not need-to-know on that one. At least not yet. You with me, Barrett?”

      I nodded. Whether she called me Tycho or Barrett seemed to depend on how much sympathy she felt like showing me in that moment. Either one beat “Arbiter,” the way Jones had been addressing me since I walked in the apartment. “I didn’t ask. Unless it looks like it’s directly relevant to my mission, I won’t.”

      “Good man. So, here’s the thing. The fact that it was connected with this other business tripped us up. We thought we had time, and we didn’t want to jump the gun and gut the whole investigation. Like I said, he has some tech that could cause us serious problems. A decision was made: don’t move on him immediately, sit back and observe, go after the guy when we know exactly where he’ll be and when he will be there.”

      It was a defensible decision, but one that had cost a lot of lives and would probably cost a lot more. That was one for the generals and section chiefs to worry about, though. All we could do was follow their lead and die when they made the wrong decisions.

      I thought of the story Jones had given me. “What about this pathogen? I don’t see how any of that’s connected.”

      “There is no pathogen. Or at least, if there is, they haven’t told me about it.”

      “So that was just a lie?”

      Jones called from the kitchen. “Lie is a bit harsh.”

      She shook her head. “Quiet, Jones. The pathogen containment protocol is real, and Marcenn really did invoke it. As far as we can tell, he did that just to cover his tracks. To delay any kind of organized response until he achieved whatever he’s trying to achieve here. If the Sol Federation thinks the pathogen containment protocol is in effect, they won’t send a full-scale military intervention—after all, that would only risk infecting the soldiers.”

      I was starting to get the picture here—and I didn’t like the frame. “But a two-man Arbiter drop team.”

      “That’s right. You’re expendable. They can send you in to find out if the containment protocol is an actual infection, and if it turns out it is then they’re no worse off. I mean, they’re out two Arbiters plus gear but otherwise the situation is exactly what it would have been if they’d done nothing.”

      That made me feel a little defensive. “Our training is pretty damn expensive…”

      A quiet cough from the kitchen. I added Punch Andrew Jones to my mental to-do list.

      Andrea continued. “It’s still a lot less expensive than losing the sheer number of men they would lose if they blundered into a large-scale bioweapon attack without the means to deal with it.”

      At least I understood now. It wasn’t great, but at least I knew what the brass was thinking. “Okay. Enough of that. I have another question.”

      “Go ahead. As long as it’s something I can answer, I will.”

      “You said you were planning to get Marcenn when you were ready, when you knew exactly where he was and so forth.”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, what do you mean by that? It’s not like you could arrest him. Section 9 doesn’t officially exist. You wouldn’t have any legal authority to do anything, and he could expose what you did.”

      “It’s like I told you,” called Jones, who in theory was supposed to be doing something else. “There was never going to be a trial.”

      “We’re here to kill him,” said Andrea. “I know that’s extreme, and maybe not what you’re used to as an agent of the law. But we’re here to assassinate him. This whole situation with the juice being off has delayed us from acting. We were trying to hack the system and at least get the droids shut off before we had to fight our way up there. Give ourselves every advantage, you know? And make sure all the people here are safe.”

      She said that almost like an afterthought, and that may be exactly what it was. Spies are a bit strange when it comes to normal human feelings.

      But as for me, I started laughing. All those cracks about my training, and I had done the thing they didn’t feel ready to attempt yet.

      “What is it?” asked Andrea. “What’s so funny?”

      Jones came in again. “He brought us Marcenn’s dataspike. I’ve been wondering how you got your hands on that, Arbiter.”

      “You’ve got it. I killed August Marcenn myself. He’s already dead.”

      Andrea Capanelli, Field Commander for Section 9 of Federation Intelligence, was suddenly looking at me with a respect that neither of these two had shown me up until now. She turned to Jones. “You are officially ordered to stop kidding around about Arbiter training.”

      “Order understood. Seriously, Barrett. That’s a hell of a feat.”

      I stopped laughing, because nothing about the situation felt funny anymore. “Gabe didn’t make it. And I couldn’t have done it without him.”

      “We all lose people in this line of work,” said Andrea. “What you did is still damn impressive. If you don’t get a medal when all is said and done, I’ll hack into the system and give you one myself.”

      “I couldn’t care less about a medal. The only one who deserves it isn’t here to enjoy it.”

      She knew that feeling. We all do, all of us who have lost friends and companions in service to the Federation. She reached out briefly and touched my arm, a gesture of sympathy.

      “The only thing I care about,” I went on, “is that Marcenn is dead. At least he paid for what he did. Now that the lights and the life support systems have been turned back on, the rest of the Loyalists should start to surrender…”

      “They won’t,” said Jones. There was no doubt in his voice, not even a hint of it.

      Andrea agreed with him. “They won’t surrender.”

      I frowned. “How can you be so sure? They’ve lost their commander, they’ve lost their android proxies, and time is no longer on their side. Of course, they’ll surrender.”

      “They won’t, though,” said Jones, “because August Marcenn isn’t really dead.”

      I stood up suddenly, with my hands balled into fists. I was about to cross one item off my mental to-do list. This smug little punk.

      “Sit down, Tycho,” said Andrea gently. “I’ll explain.”

      “I shot August Marcenn myself. I watched him die.”

      You haven’t killed me. No more than a teacup can hold the ocean.

      Jones was looking at me with what I can only describe as curiosity. If I had actually punched him, he would probably have pulled some high-level martial arts move and dislocated my shoulder or something. I sat down slowly, regretting my own ability to control my temper.

      I looked at Andrea, without much friendliness. “Explain, then. I killed the man, so what do you mean he isn’t dead?”

      “This is a complicated situation. There are aspects here I can’t…”

      Jones sighed. “Go ahead and tell him. He’s need-to-know now, at least on that one subject.”

      “Yeah. I suppose he is. Okay, Mr. Barrett. You’re about to learn something hardly anyone knows. I assume I can count on you to make sure no one else outside this room finds out about it?”

      “Of course.” If whatever she was about to tell me had a classified rating, I wouldn’t even be able to tell my own commanding officers. It was an awkward situation, but if I didn’t agree I wouldn’t learn anything.

      “Okay. I get the sense that I can rely on your discretion. If it turns out that I’m wrong, well… there are other methods.”

      I wasn’t happy with the implied threat, partly because it didn’t even need to be said. Obviously a black-ops intelligence unit with no real accountability could shut me up anytime. I gestured for her to continue.

      “You might find some of this a little hard to believe, but I promise you it’s all true. A long time ago—I’m not going to say how long, at least not yet—a group of scientists succeeded in developing a method for distributing a human consciousness across a complex neural network.”

      “A complex neural network? You mean a high-level AI?”

      She shook her head. “An organic neural network.”

      “So… a brain? I mean, the brain is already a complex neural network, and it already has a human consciousness. So, what are we talking about here?”

      “Think of the brain as hardware. Like a computer server. Right?”

      “Okay, I follow. I mean, that’s a really old metaphor, but yes, I follow.”

      “If the brain is hardware, then what would the mind be?”

      She was staring at me intently, trying to tell if I could understand what she was saying or not.

      “You know,” I began, “Arbitrate This is a comedy. The Arbiter Force isn’t just a bunch of knuckle-draggers. We’ve been to school like everyone else.”

      “I never said you were knuckle-draggers, but you’re not answering the question.”

      “You’re thinking I might not understand the difference between the brain and the mind. Most people use those words as synonyms, but they really aren’t. The mind is what the brain does. If the brain is hardware, the mind is software.”

      “Yes. And hardware can just as easily run one piece of software as another.”

      I was starting to get where this was going, and I didn’t like it. If what she was hinting at was true, it was simply monstrous. But I didn’t see how it could be true. “Your analogy kind of falls apart there. Hardware can only run software it’s compatible with. And that’s even more true with the brain. Your personality comes from your DNA, from the way your neural pathways develop in the brain—it can’t just be rewritten.”

      “Not completely, no. But your brain can get instructions to stop using certain neural pathways, to start forming others. The software can be reprogrammed. Maybe it would never be exactly like whatever you were trying to copy, but it could get close. Either way, it would be totally different from whatever it was before you reprogrammed it.”

      I shuddered. “I don’t even want to think of what that would do to you. I mean, unless it was done as slowly and carefully as possible.”

      “It wasn’t.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Had this actually happened? I looked at her sharply, trying to figure her out. “What do you mean it wasn’t?”

      “I mean, you’re right. Having your brain completely reprogrammed would be incredibly damaging; the only way you could hope to survive it with some of your sanity intact would be if they took months to do it properly. But that’s not what happened here. Instead, he rushed it.”

      “You’re saying this happened here.”

      “Yes. 48 hours ago, using an old technology originally developed to replicate a human consciousness in a neural network, August Marcenn distributed his mind across every member of the Nightwatch. And he didn’t do it slowly and carefully. He did it as quickly as he could figure out how, like a hacker injecting malicious code in less than a second and then getting out of the system before anyone sees him.”

      “That’s insane. But assuming any of it is true, it would have driven those men completely mad.”

      She gave me a funny look. “Do they seem sane to you? Is that your impression, after travelling all the way to the top and back? They seem like rational men?”

      I thought about the bodies, the blood-splattered uniforms, the poison gas grenades…

      “No. They don’t seem rational at all. My best guess was some sort of death cult. Or maybe an unknown contagion.”

      “That wasn’t a bad guess,” said Jones. “It’s similar to a contagion. It spreads like one.”

      “But how?”

      “Through their dataspikes. Using optical data transmission, Marcenn was able to essentially send a cognitive virus to everyone he locked eyes with. The infected then passed it on to others, who passed it on to others. Just like a highly contagious pathogen, it spread exponentially after first contact. The Nightwatch were all converted literally overnight.”

      I thought back to the skyway, where a Nightwatch officer had struggled with me—doing everything he could to look me in the eyes. I didn’t know why, but every instinct in my body had fought against returning his gaze.

      I felt like I could vomit, but that didn’t mean I was ready to accept this story. At least not yet. “So, why are they killing everyone? Why did they turn off the power in the first place? None of this really explains anything.”

      “Why are they killing everyone?” Andrea shrugged. “It could have been nothing more than a passing thought Marcenn had every now and then. These people are so ungrateful, I hate them all, I wish they would just die.”

      “A passing thought.”

      “That’s right. When he was still himself. And then maybe he got the idea that he could run things more efficiently, keep order in the Tower better, if he had total command and control over the Nightwatch. He gets access to this technology somehow and it gives him an idea.”

      “If that’s what he was thinking, he was a megalomaniac even before this happened.”

      “Sure. But he’s much worse than a megalomaniac now,” she said.

      “August Marcenn is dead. He isn’t anything.”

      “You’re still hanging on to that? He isn’t dead. Okay, yes, he’s gone. The August Marcenn who used to exist is gone forever. Using the tech so quickly and carelessly broke his mind. But he’s still out there, imprinted on the neural pathways of every surviving member of the Nightwatch.”

      “But the Defectors… no. The Defectors turned.”

      She nodded. “All it would have taken was for one to be infected, probably when they caught him alone and outnumbered. They sent him back to the others, and the contagion spread behind their lines. It would have looked like they were sick at first, running the highest fever anyone’s ever seen. But the infection is smart enough to disguise itself. An infected person will stay out of sight until the fever passes, which doesn’t take more than a few minutes. Then he goes out to infect others.”

      “So, the only real difference between the Defectors and the Loyalists was that the Defectors hadn’t been infected yet?”

      Jones had started pacing. “That seems likely, yes. I’m not aware of any way to resist infection. If you have a dataspike, and you accept optical data transfer from an infected host by holding eye contact with them, you’ll be infected too.”

      Franklin Emmet. I had accepted data transfer from Franklin Emmet. If he had been infected, I would be among the Nightwatch even now, murdering civilians for all I was worth. Could I even be sure I would know if I’d been infected? Could he?

      “Let’s go back for a second. They’re killing everyone. You said it could have started as a passing thought?”

      “It’s just a guess,” said Andrea. “But like I said, he lost his mind. Or maybe it would be more accurate to say they all lost their minds. He wiped them crudely, without any kind of transition period. Their brains just received commands to rewire all their neural pathways to more closely resemble his. To oversimplify something too complicated to explain… it broke them. So what we’re thinking, although it’s still just a guess and probably always will be, is that this passing dark thought he had got out of control and blew up into a sick obsession.”

      “To kill everyone in Tower 7?”

      “Yes.”

      Looking back on it all, I don’t really know why I fought so hard. I didn’t want to accept it, to believe that August Marcenn was still alive… even if you couldn’t exactly say he was still August Marcenn. I thought I was done, that I’d accomplished everything they’d sent me here to accomplish. I thought I’d avenged Gabriel.

      Andrea was still staring at me, still gauging my reactions. She seemed to decide I was ready for more, even though I’m not sure I actually was. If it was up to me, I would have gone home and taken about three months off. There comes a time when you’ve done enough.

      Or does there? Andrea Capanelli didn’t seem to think so.

      She braced her hands on her knees and laid it all out for me. “The long and the short of it is this: August Marcenn is now a hivemind, one consciousness spread out across thousands of bodies.”

      I kept shaking my head, trying to push the idea away from me. She looked sympathetic at first, and started to say, “Tycho,” but then pulled back the hand she had been about to extend. Her expression hardened, and she gave me a look like a combat sergeant might have. “Mr. Barrett, I need you to face the facts here.”

      That made me mad. “The facts? What does any of this have to do with facts? You’re talking about possession. You don’t need an Arbiter, you need an exorcist.”

      Jones perked up. If there was an exorcist in this conversation, he was it. “I can’t do it, Mr. Barrett. Their brains are already too badly damaged. Even if I could write an exploit to reprogram their brains again, I wouldn’t have the information I needed to put them back the way they were. At this point, death is a mercy for them.”

      “Death is a mercy?”

      “That’s right. The only way to kill August Marcenn, the only way to stop this madness, is to kill every remaining member of the Nightwatch.”
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      “Okay.” I took a deep breath, still trying to get my head around it. “These things you’re telling me, they do match some of what I’ve seen in this Tower.”

      “Go on,” said Andrea. She was trying to lead me to it, or to let me lead myself to it.

      “The Nightwatch Loyalists never talk. Well, they didn’t at first anyway. They were hunting Gabe and me, but they didn’t shout to each other or even talk to their commanding officers. They were totally silent, but they seemed to be able to coordinate their actions. It was creepy.”

      “Yes, I’ve seen that.”

      “Is it ESP or something?”

      “Probably not.” She shrugged. “But who really knows? If I had to guess, I’d say they’re just always doing what August Marcenn would do in the same situation. They sync up perfectly, because the same mind is making all the decisions. What else have you seen?”

      “When I shot August Marcenn, his guards started chasing me. And then they talked. They’ve been talking to me ever since, every time I run into them.”

      From the look on her face, this was something she hadn’t seen before. Jones stopped pacing and gave me his full attention.

      “Don’t keep us hanging, Barrett,” said Andrea. “What did they say to you?”

      “You haven’t killed me, any more than a teacup can hold the ocean. Or something like that.”

      She seemed more than a little flabbergasted. “That didn’t clue you in before?”

      “I didn’t want to think about it. It got to me. Anytime they opened their mouths to talk, I would just kill them all.”

      Jones grinned. “Note to self: try not to say anything that pisses off Tycho Barrett.”

      “Too late,” I replied.

      Andrea laughed. “He’s got you there, Jones. You like to poke at people. Looks like Tycho here is the poke-back type.”

      “More like the shoot everyone and sort it out later type. I’m going back in the kitchen, before I accidentally say the wrong thing and set off a shitstorm.”

      He wandered out, although I doubted it had much to do with any fear of offending me.

      Andrea was dismissive. “Don’t worry about Jones. Jones is nobody.”

      He overheard, of course. “Hey!”

      “No offense, Andrew, I love you like a brother. Now where were we, Mr. Barrett? Oh yeah. You’ve seen it with your own eyes. You know what I’m saying is true. And the way I look at it, that’s good news and bad news for you.”

      “How do you figure?”

      “Well, the bad news is that you haven’t entirely killed August Marcenn. You only killed part of him. The good news is that you get to kill him again and again.”

      I laughed a little. “That’s one way to look at it. Look, I’m still not saying I believe this story. It’s a crazy yarn, something you’d hear from an old retired soldier in his cups one night. But I’ll admit that it could be true. It doesn’t matter either way, that’s not the important part.”

      “So, what’s the important part, Tycho? I mean, to you.”

      “We need to stop the killing. Now that the lights are back on and no one is going to run out of oxygen anytime soon, we need to restore order in Tower 7.”

      “To do that,” she pointed out, “we’re going to have to fight the Nightwatch.”

      “Then we’re agreed. We’ll go fight the Nightwatch—you, because you believe they’re all controlled by the mind of August Marcenn. Me, because I can’t really be sure that isn’t true. And more importantly, because they’re trying to kill everyone on this level, and they need to be stopped.”

      “Agreed. But let’s see if we can’t improve our situation first. Jones!”

      “I can’t help you, sorry. I’m nobody.”

      “You aren’t nobody anymore, I need you. Now get in here.”

      He came back to the living room with a hangdog expression, although I didn’t believe he had ever been upset about what she said in the first place. “Yes?”

      “Barrett here thinks we need to intervene in the fighting and restore order in Tower 7. What do you think?”

      “I’m not all that interested in restoring order, frankly. My career depends on a certain amount of disorder. But I do think we should kill everyone in the Nightwatch.”

      She grinned. “Do you think having an android army of our own would help with that task?”

      He scratched his head. “I suppose it would. Androids are good at killing people, and they could kill them just as easily for us as for August Marcenn. Only one problem.”

      “What’s that?”

      “It’s beyond my paygrade. It’s over my head. To sum up, I can’t do it.”

      I found this hard to believe. After all, this was the man who had just hacked Marcenn’s dataspike right in front of me. If he couldn’t do it, then it must be impossible to do. Right?

      Andrea smiled quite charmingly. “I don’t like it when you tell me you can’t do things, Jones.”

      “And I don’t like it when you use that sweetie-pie tone of voice on me. Makes me think you’re about to break out the interrogation gear.”

      The sweet smile didn’t falter.

      Jones gulped. “Okay, then. But let me explain. Yes, I can rescind existing tasks. That’s why the androids aren’t killing anyone anymore. But the android control system won’t accept new tasks.”

      “Why not?”

      “You don’t know anything about this sort of thing, Andrea. You’ve had a few training classes, probably the same sort of stuff they gave this guy. Uh, sorry Tycho. Didn’t mean it to come out like that. But my point is this. You’re a combat generalist. You aren’t qualified to understand why it’s harder to push new tasks on the androids than it is to rescind existing ones. You’re just going to have to take my word for it that it is harder. A hell of a lot harder.”

      “Could Young do it?” she asked.

      He looked mildly pained. “Could Young do it? Story of my life.” He turned to me. “I’m not so much a cyber warfare expert. Compared to you I am, but that’s not my specialization in our team at all. I’m an infiltration specialist. My hacking skills, such as they are, are mostly just to facilitate that. You know, fake ID and so on.”

      I don’t know why he felt the need to explain all that to me. Maybe he just felt a little self-conscious about admitting anyone could do things he couldn’t. Hackers can be like that.

      He turned back to Andrea. “Young could do it. But he’s out in the field, trying to pull some exploit of his own. He wouldn’t explain it to me. He never does.”

      “Did he say anything about you not being qualified to understand what he was doing?”

      “He might have,” said Jones, frowning. Something about the expression told me it was real. It didn’t look as practiced as his other interactions.

      As amusing as it was to see Jones get taken down a notch or two, I wanted to get out there and get fighting again. “What would Young need to give the androids new commands?”

      “He’d need the dataspike.” Jones frowned. “I guess you win, Barrett. I’ll go get it for you.”

      “Get the dataspike to Young,” said Andrea. “Tell him to get the androids fighting on our side ASAP. We’ll catch up in a bit. Here, look in my eyes for a second. I’ll get you synced with us, that way we won’t lose each other.”

      She tried to look in my eyes, and I almost panicked. Knowing what I knew, I didn’t want to look anyone in the eyes ever again.

      “Come on, Tycho, it’ll be okay. If I was infected, I would have killed you already. Right?”

      I looked into her pale green eyes, although I can’t say I liked it. The data that popped up in front of me was like a personnel file—a folder of personal profiles for every member of her team, with a link showing me where they were on my schematic.

      I wondered why I hadn’t run into them before but looking at their distribution across the level it made a lot of sense. They were concentrated on this side of the central hub, whereas I had spent most of my time on the opposite side. They were tremendously outnumbered, and mostly just trying to hold their own. Wherever they had based themselves, there were still a lot of civilians alive—but they’d been fighting on the defensive. It was time to change that.

      Jones handed me Marcenn’s dataspike. “It’s all yours, Barrett.”

      I stashed it away. “I’m headed out. I’ll catch up with you once I get this to Young.”

      “Take Jones with you,” she said. “And I won’t be far. You’ll see. We’re going on the offensive as soon as I get back out there. By the time the androids turn on them, they’ll already be crumbling.”

      Jones went into the little bedroom, which had several mattresses laid out on the floor. “If I’m going out there, I’ll need to get suited up first.”

      Andrea caught my eye. “I’m glad to have met you, Barrett. You’re a solid guy. If you run into any trouble out there, I’ll come in hot.”

      “Same here. I’ve got your back.”

      From the look on her face, the idea that she needed anyone to get her back was something she would have described as “cute.” She threw me a condescending smile, then pushed one of the apartment windows open.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “I’m jumping out the window. It’s a lot quicker than going down the boobytrapped stairs.”

      I should have guessed. Come to think of it, I did guess. That’s why I had entered through the roof, after all. “But what are you doing out there?”

      She turned back to me, perplexed. “I’m killing people. A lot of people. You mean, strategically? We’re regaining control of this level for good. Are you satisfied now?”

      “I guess. There are just so many things I don’t understand.”

      “You understand it perfectly, you just don’t want to admit it’s true. And don’t think I don’t get it. I don’t much like to admit it’s true either. But right now, we have work to do. Did anyone ever tell you that you think too much?”

      “Yeah. Gabriel.”

      “Your partner? Well, I think you should listen to the dead guy. Come find me later.”

      With those words, she crawled through the open window and dropped out of sight. I ran up to the window, just in time to see her rise from the ground and activate her thermoptic camouflage. Just like that, she seemed to fade from sight. I still knew where she was, because we were synced through our dataspikes. But when I looked, I couldn’t see her—all I could see was a shimmer like water. There for a second, and then gone… and then a few feet away, a movement like heat ripples that hinted at her presence.

      “You almost ready, Jones?”

      “I’m here. Feeling eager to get shot at?”

      “Always.”

      He stepped out of the bedroom wearing a suit of armor much like mine. Those thermoptic camo suits must be crazily expensive, if not even Section 9 got one for everyone.

      “Don’t you wish you could turn invisible like her?”

      “What, you mean the suit? I’m an infiltration specialist; she only has to wear that suit because she isn’t. Now follow me and do your best not to get me killed.”

      He seemed to have forgotten the fact that I had killed August Marcenn and he hadn’t—although, according to them, I hadn’t exactly killed anyone. He turned and walked out the front door.

      “No jumping out the window?” I asked.

      Jones waved a hand. “Please. The day I can’t avoid my own tripwires is the day I blow up, I suppose.”

      We went down the staircase and out through the front door, and I think I sweated the whole way. It felt good to be working with a partner again, though—even if it was the almost-offensive Andrew Jones. Working in pairs is just the Arbiter way of doing things, and a lot of tactical scenarios would make more sense to me with back-up.

      “What’s the plan, Jones?”

      “Connect-the-dots. If we move from one of my people to another, we have a much better chance of making it to Young with as many limbs and organs as we have right now.”

      “That does seem better than the alternative.”

      Glancing at my schematic, I could see where Young was—unfortunately, he wasn’t all that close.

      “Shouldn’t we get him to meet us halfway?” I asked.

      “I’ve already sent him the message. Don’t hold your breath, though. Young is fully capable of deciding that whatever he’s doing right now is a higher priority than the chain of command.”

      So, Young was a genius. In my experience, the only people who completely ignore the chain of command are blockheads and geniuses. Blockheads ignore orders because they’re too stubborn to change their minds, and geniuses… well, it’s exactly the same really.

      “Shouldn’t we be going dark?” I asked. Jones didn’t reply, but he made a vaguely contemptuous sound. What happened next was a masterclass in infiltration, and I’ve remembered what I learned that day ever since.

      When you turn your scramblers on, the enemy’s scanners won’t work properly, and neither will your own. Other than the occasional blip on the screen, nobody within range will have any idea where anyone else is unless they have eyes-on. On the other hand, everyone will know that someone in the neighborhood has gone into stealth mode, which tends to encourage them to go on the hunt.

      Jones took a totally different approach. Instead of moving from cover to cover while zigzagging to his target, he moved like a confused and panicky civilian. Hide in this burned-out storefront until someone wanders onto the street, then move at top speed out of the area. Hide in the shadows of this abandoned building until there’s an explosion nearby, then bolt like a frightened rodent and find a new place to hide.

      To anyone watching us on their scanners, we wouldn’t look like hostiles. We’d look like noncombatants, allowing us to move across the city without drawing any particular attention. Of course, the Nightwatch was systematically killing all the noncombatants, but that didn’t mean they’d dispatch a squad just to hunt down two especially skittish victims. Their basic attitude to us was probably “all in good time.”

      It was often frustrating, because we’d be hiding for extended periods of time while fighting raged only a few streets away. But Jones took his infiltration skills seriously, and he didn’t seem to be at all interested in seeking out combat. Our job was to get the dataspike to Young, and until that job was completed, we weren’t necessarily expected to do anything else.

      Looking back on it all, I’m not even sure it was any slower than it would have been if we had done things the normal way. When we broke cover, we always knew whether there was anyone nearby or not. Without our scramblers on, we could just move when no one was in a position to shoot at us—and knowing that for a fact, we could move quickly and efficiently.

      We were forced to slow down a little as we got into a more heavily inhabited area, because our scanners couldn’t tell us if the people in the nearby buildings were noncombatants or hostiles. Still, Jones made few concessions to the possibility of an ambush. We were heavily armored, and his method ensured that our enemies would probably mistake us for civilians unless they were looking right at us. If anyone did ambush us, the armor should keep us safe until we could either kill them or get to cover.

      It didn’t work perfectly. People shot at us twice, although it wasn’t at all clear who was doing the shooting. It could just has easily have been a panicky civilian, not a Nightwatch officer. When the shooting started, Jones turned in the general direction of the attack and unleashed a stream of fire over the tops of the buildings, so they’d keep their heads down. Then we slipped into a building across the street and heard no more from them.

      In our fitful way, by stops and starts, we were heading in the direction of a man named Jonathan Bray. The personnel file listed him as point man and heavy weapons specialist, and based on his picture he was born for the job. He was a mountain of a man. His head alone was so broad he could probably have used it to knock a door down. His expression suggested he had just slipped someone’s wallet out of their inside coat pocket and was now on the way to a casino-brothel to spend his take.

      According to the scanner, Bray was completely surrounded by a frighteningly large number of people who crowded every street and building around his position. Either he was using a bunch of civilians as human shields, or he was under siege.

      Despite what Jones had said a few minutes ago, I doubted that going anywhere near that scene would help us keep our limbs intact. “Are you seeing what I’m seeing, Jones?”

      “I am. Don’t worry about it.”

      I didn’t know how to respond to such a bland assertion. Don’t worry about it? We needed to help him, but we also needed to get the dataspike to Young. One goal contradicted the other.

      “Here, take the dataspike. I’ll go help Bray.”

      “I don’t think so, Barrett. You didn’t want me to have it, so now you’re stuck with it.”

      “So we’re taking it into that?”

      “Taking it into what? Bray is fine. He’ll have that area mopped up by the time we get there.”

      We weren’t all that close yet, but I could already hear a distant roaring sound. A heavy weapon, most likely a military machine gun. If anything, it was even more powerful than the machine guns mounted on the droid that killed Gabriel. According to Capanelli, those androids were only one of the high-end weapons Marcenn had been busy acquiring before the crisis started.

      Jones and I were crouched in a doorway, waiting for something we could pretend to be scared of so we could run through the nearest intersection without attracting a hunting party.

      “Do you hear that gun?”

      He nodded. “Sure. That’s Bray at work. Have a look at your scanners.”

      I did, and he was right. As I watched, several of the little glowing dots surrounding Bray went black and disappeared from my schematic. If we were closer, I could have seen their shapes on my backscatter or thermal imaging scans. As it was, all I saw was the map marking their locations as they fell. The numbers surrounding Bray were getting smaller almost every second, but there were still so many of them I didn’t know how much difference it would make in the end. They’d overrun him before long, wouldn’t they?

      There was a burst of gunfire from a few blocks away, and Jones took off running through the intersection. I followed as close as I could. His method was a bit of a paradox. If you’re worried about taking fire, you keep your head down and try to flank. Unless you’re a civilian, in which case you either hide in place and wait to die or you bolt in panic. By doing the exact opposite of everything that made sense to me, I was successfully moving around in a free-fire zone without my scramblers on.

      We passed through the shell of what had once been a store, but the place was gutted so badly I couldn’t even tell what they had sold there. It was a familiar sight now, but we had to step over dead bodies to get through the place. As far as I could tell, three or four people had been trying to take shelter when the flames swept through the building.

      They were all sitting together against one wall, but their bodies were burned completely black and some of their limbs had melted together, making it hard to tell how many had died. When the fire control systems came on overhead it had doused the fire, but thin little wisps of smoke were still drifting up from the sodden floors and carbonized bodies.

      I checked my schematic again. It was hard to believe, but there were only about half as many of those little dots surrounding Bray now. As I watched, at least twenty-five or thirty of them broke cover and started to cross the open area around Bray’s position. I heard the report of his heavy gun, and the dots started to disappear from the schematic right in front of my eyes. From twenty-five or thirty down to ten or fifteen, then seven, then three, then none. He had slaughtered them all, but another human wave was gathering steam for another charge.

      “They’re not afraid,” I said. “Not individually.”

      “Why would they be? They aren’t individuals.”

      He certainly seemed to be right. I couldn’t help but feel that Bray needed some help. He could handle a wave attack, but what if all the men he was fighting decided to attack from different directions at the exact same time? He’d be killed by one bunch while he was gunning down another.

      “He needs back-up,” I insisted. “I’m going in.”

      “Suit yourself. I’ll cover you. But try not to get shot by Bray, he’s not exactly a sharpshooter.”

      Now that the daylights were on above our heads, there’d be no cover of darkness. As soon as I showed myself, they would know I was no frightened civilian. So be it, then. I was sick of hiding, even if it had helped us get this far. I went out the back door of the store and crossed the last few streets between us and Bray at a dead run.

      Now that I was close, the sheer power of Bray’s heavy gun was among the most intimidating things I’d ever heard. Once it started speaking, every survival instinct in my body and brain told me to find the darkest hole I could find and pull something in with me to hide under. Instead I advanced until I could see the Nightwatch, aiming out the window at Bray’s position. From where I stood, there was still the corner of a building between me and Bray. I aimed at the Nightwatch officers I could see and opened fire.

      One tumbled from the third floor and fell to the street below. Another slumped over dead in the broken window. Another turned and shot at me, only to crumble and fall back into the apartment.

      From the building behind me, Jones was picking his shots methodically. He took out one who was squaring up to launch a grenade at me. He killed another who came running out from a nearby building in my direction. Bray had stopped shooting, possibly because he wasn’t sure of our location and didn’t want to mow us down with friendly fire.

      As I came around the corner, I saw the mounds of dead Nightwatch officers before I saw Bray himself. He must have been holding this position alone for hours, gunning down one human wave attack after another as they just kept throwing whatever they had at him. As soon as I showed myself, I heard the BRRAAATTT of his weapon again. He knew where I was now and could fire freely at the Nightwatch positions with no fear of hitting me. I almost ducked when I heard that sound, because it was just that terrifying. Despite my instinctive reaction I backed him up, picking out Nightwatch officers from the nearby windows and shooting them down.

      As soon as the enemy realized that Bray had reinforcements, they decided it was time to end this one way or the other. From every window, Nightwatch gunmen opened fire. From every building, they came pouring out like a surge of floodwaters. As I saw them coming, I had a sudden and vivid understanding of what it must have been like to be in one of those ancient battles I had studied back in school. A Roman legionary facing the charge of the Huns could not have been any more awestruck than I was at that moment. The sound of their boots alone was like the thunder of charging horses.

      It caught me flatfooted, standing in the middle of the street like a fool while an army ran straight at me. Then Bray pulled his trump card—a barrage of rockets, streaking out over the heads of the charging Nightwatch officers before splitting off in multiple different directions. Every rocket found a window, and every window exploded all at once. The façade on the building across from me collapsed with a deep rumble, raining plasticrete rubble on the rear of the enemy charge. Dozens of men went down beneath it, but the men at the front didn’t even slow down.

      It woke me up, and I started firing directly into the oncoming horde. Jones was next to me a moment later, cursing loudly and grabbing my arm. He half knocked me and half dragged me to a wall of sandbags, behind which was Bray’s position.

      Bray’s rockets were gone now—he’d been saving them all for their big push—so he opened up with his heavy gun. I did what felt like my meager best to give him fire support, targeting anyone who somehow got close. It seemed like there were so many of them, but it didn’t take long to break their momentum. First they were unstoppable, then they were a large but dwindling enemy force, then they were scattered clusters, then they were gone.

      When the heavy gun stopped at last, Bray rested it on the sandbags and stretched. “That shit is exhausting, Jones.”

      Bray cracked his knuckles, and I noticed he wasn’t even wearing armor other than a pair of heat-resistant gloves. As far as I could see, there wasn’t a single scratch anywhere on his body. Dead bodies all around us, and not a streak of blood on this guy. He suddenly noticed me and jerked a thumb in my direction.

      “Who’s the Arbiter?”

      “I’m Ty…”

      He swiveled in my direction with a ferocious glare. “Didn’t ask you. Asked my buddy here.”

      Jones stepped in. “This is Tycho Barrett. He’s with us today.”

      Bray grunted. “With us? Huh. Not with me. What was he doing getting in the way out there?”

      Jones’ voice, as it so often did, had a hint of laughter. “He thought you needed help.”

      Bray looked me up and down, as if trying to figure out what would have given me such a ridiculous notion. One thing you could say about these Section 9 guys was none of them were lacking when it came to self-confidence. Then he looked away. “Used to be an Arbiter. Guns weren’t big enough.”

      If Bray had joined Section 9 just to get access to bigger guns, he had certainly done well by himself. His heavy gun was so massive I didn’t think I could even have picked it up by myself. Its ammo drum alone must have weighed more than my gear, and he had spare ammo drums stacked up beside him.

      My early impression of Bray was that he was an ogre. Simple-minded, huge, and ill-tempered. I’d like to say there was more to him than that, but it is what it is. On the other hand, his lethal simplicity had probably saved a few hundred innocent lives. The neighborhood covered by his position had not been cleared by Nightwatch death squads.

      “Where you headed?” Bray asked Jones, and I knew better than to answer this time.

      “We’re looking for Young. Barrett brought us Marcenn’s dataspike.”

      Bray frowned, confused. “How’d he get his hands on that?”

      Jones clapped me on the back. “He went all the way up top and killed the man himself.”

      Seeing Bray try to process this information was almost amusing. I say almost, because if I had so much as chuckled at his perplexed expression, I think he would have ripped at least one of my arms off. Then he smiled. “Maybe you want a bigger gun too, yeah?”

      I took that as a compliment but didn’t say anything. Bray started changing his ammo drum. “Enough chit chat. Run along.”

      Jones pulled on my arm again, and we started off toward their next position. Once we were safely out of earshot, I leaned in toward Jones and spoke quietly. “What’s the deal with Bray?”

      “John’s alright. He’s just exactly what he seems to be.”

      “Gigantic and mean?”

      “Yeah, pretty much.”

      We resumed the infiltration game, but the neighborhood we were entering had a lot fewer people in it. As we crossed from street to street, I checked my schematic occasionally to see where we were headed. The guy we were moving toward was Vincenzo Veraldi, the second-in-command after Capanelli.

      When we stopped for a minute, I glanced at his profile picture. Veraldi was swarthy, with dark, straight hair that hung below his ears and something in between a beard and stubble. He wore a black turtleneck and a black jacket, and I could only assume he wore black shoes as well. The impression the photo gave was of a fashionable waiter, who would probably know where you could buy anything from fine antiques to stolen military hardware.

      Unlike Bray, Veraldi wasn’t holding a fixed position. He flitted here and there, changing directions constantly. Wherever he went, one or two dots would disappear from my schematic. He would get so close to them that I was sure they would shoot him, but their lights would always blink out of existence while his would not.

      As I got close enough to see him on my backscatter, I saw that he was using close quarters combative techniques. He would approach his target, whirl out of their line of fire, then somehow end up behind them or to their side. When he came in for the kill, it was always his knife that finished them.

      This struck me as a strange way to fight a numerically strong enemy, but it seemed to be having a tactical effect. There were civilians in the area, but the Nightwatch was so busy trying to track down Veraldi that they didn’t have time to go after noncombatants.

      On the other hand, the man was moving around so much I didn’t know if we would catch up with him to speak with him.

      “Do we need to talk to Veraldi?” I asked.

      “No, not really. Just shoot an officer or two on the way by if you still feel like you need to help.”

      I did exactly that, shooting two Nightwatch officers who stuck their heads out to take shots at us. Unfortunately, their efforts to pin down Veraldi were bringing more and more of them in our direction. When I looked at the schematics, it seemed like we would soon be overwhelmed by numbers now that we no longer had Bray’s heavy gun to help us. With all his ammo drums and sandbags, he wasn’t a mobile fighter.

      Veraldi was, though. As we hid in an abandoned restaurant, he joined us quietly.

      “Is that you, Jones?”

      “Yeah. I’m here with Tycho Barrett, the Arbiter who killed August Marcenn.”

      “Capanelli told me. Impressive work, Barrett.”

      “I didn’t do it by myself.”

      He crouched down next to us, speaking quietly. “False modesty won’t get you anywhere in this unit.”

      “It’s not false modesty. My friend Gabriel Anderson was killed on the way. I wouldn’t have made it there without him.”

      “Fair enough. You still did it though. You’re on your way to Young, right?”

      “That’s right,” said Jones. “It looks like they’re about to rush us though. They’ve got us pinned.”

      On the schematic, I could see the Nightwatch gathering their numbers on the streets around us. In the larger scheme of things, I could see them pulling their forces back. They were withdrawing toward the elevators, possibly even abandoning this level. Unfortunately for us, they seemed to want to kill us first.

      Veraldi seemed unconcerned. “Sommer will deal with it. And Capanelli’s on her way.”

      I checked Sommer’s profile. Raven Sommer, listed as a tactical sniper specialist. She was a dark-skinned woman with long black hair and a look on her face I would have described as challenging, perhaps even defiant. Section 9 had its officers, but it didn’t seem to function like a normal unit. The members all had a different expertise, and they seemed to have a lot of leeway to make their own decisions. In a unit of eccentrics, a woman who didn’t think much of the chain of command could probably still do fairly well.

      As the Nightwatch closed in, the image on my scanner wavered and then blinked out entirely. Someone in the area had turned on a scrambler, most likely Raven Sommer. An infiltration specialist like Andrew Jones might not have needed one, but a sniper just can’t afford to show up on backscatter.

      I heard a shot, then another one a few seconds later.

      “That’s Sommer alright.” Veraldi grinned. “She can hit them through cover, she can hit them in motion… she can hit them no matter what they do. She probably isn’t even in range for them to shoot at her; she just doesn’t want them to know where the next shot will come from.”

      The shots continued, although I had no way of seeing the effects with my scanner not working.

      Veraldi crept over to a window. “Over here, Arbiter. You should get a look at her handiwork. It’s impressive stuff.”

      Maybe the fact that I had killed August Marcenn was making Veraldi think of me as a fellow assassin, but his work-crush on the sniper seemed a little ghoulish to me. I crawled over to the window anyway just to keep things friendly and saw dead Nightwatch officers lying in the street.

      There were others nearby, turning wildly from one direction to another. They must have been trying to spot her muzzle flash, but it wasn’t getting them anywhere. As I watched them looking for her, she took them one after another. They fell by the dozen, but more of them were still pouring into the neighborhood.

      Most of the Nightwatch on this level had withdrawn toward the hub, but there were still enough in the immediate area to overrun us before long.

      “Come on,” I told the others. “We’ve got to do something to cut their numbers.”

      “You think?” asked Jones. “I’d say Raven’s doing just fine on her own. Precision optics, you know?”

      I would never have said that Jones was a coward, but he was weirdly lazy when it came to combat. It probably came from the fact that he was their infiltration specialist. He didn’t see it as his job to kill the enemy, but to sneak past and do whatever he was supposed to do.

      “Come on, Jones!” I snapped at him. “One sniper cannot handle that many hostiles.”

      “Yeah, come on Jones!” Veraldi grinned. “Stop being a shifty fucker for just a minute and help us fight some bad guys.”

      “Shit. Okay, then.”

      Jones broke cover in the most dramatic way possible. He rolled up from his hiding place, aimed his gun down the street at the approaching Nightwatch officers, and fired through the window of the store. Glass exploded everywhere, enemy gunmen started dropping, and I jumped back to avoid the flying glass.

      Veraldi laughed and disappeared through a backdoor to go knife some more people. I opened fire, mentally cursing Jones for being Jones.

      As we fired on the Nightwatch, I noticed a shimmer nearby. It was Capanelli, holding position just long enough to fire and then dropping out of sight again. They couldn’t see her except when she took a shot, and even then it was only for a fleeting moment.

      My scanners were down, which meant that I couldn’t see her either, except for those little moments when she fired. “Hold off, Jones. That’s Andrea out there.”

      “Andrea, huh?” He stopped shooting, not wanting to accidentally shoot her any more than I did. Instead he refocused on mocking me. “You on a first-name basis now? Thinking of asking her out for coffee? She’s way too much for you, Arbiter.”

      “I don’t doubt that for a second. I just don’t want to shoot her accidentally.”

      He ignored me and kept up the mockery. “Andrea. The guy calls her Andrea. You know how long I had to work with her before I grew balls big enough to do that?”

      “Drop it, Jones. No disrespect intended.”

      “I’m Jones, she’s Andrea. No disrespect. Well, that’s Mr. Jones to you, buddy. Come on, they’ve got this. If we head out the back, we can go find Young. That’s what she told us to do, right?”

      She couldn’t tell me to do anything, since we weren’t even part of the same service. But Capanelli was a natural leader, and that doesn’t have anything to do with rank. “Alright.”

      Jones peeled away and went out the back, and I followed behind him. There was no one out there, and we were only two or three blocks from Young’s last known location. Now that we’d gotten so close, the man had the gall to do what Jones had asked him to do at least an hour ago. As we approached his last position, he stepped out from a nearby building and walked over to meet us.

      “Jones.” His voice was cultured, with hints of an elite accent. Unlike the others, he was neither wearing armor nor carrying weapons. He wore a long black coat, and his hair hung chaotically over his oddly vulnerable face.

      “Young. Why the hell didn’t you answer my message?”

      “You asked me to meet you halfway. If you calculate the distance between the building you were in most recently and the one I was in, you will find that I am standing.”

      “I could kill you, Thomas,” Jones said irritably. “I really could. What the hell were you doing, anyway?”

      “As I already told you…”

      “Never mind. I don’t want to know. This is Tycho Barrett with the Sol Federation Arbiter Force. He has Marcenn’s dataspike.”

      Unlike the others, Thomas Young did not seem especially impressed. From the look on his face, people usually brought him whatever he needed… and how they got it was none of his concern. He held out his hand without so much as an introduction. But it was what he said next that really got to me.

      “Took you long enough, didn’t it?”
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      I just blinked at Thomas Young a few times and then turned away from him. Geniuses like Young have their own way of doing things, and they don’t always understand the rest of the world and how it works. I wasn’t going to take it personally.

      Jones sighed. “Don’t mind Thomas. He’s always like that. Here comes Capanelli.”

      I saw the telltale shimmer, and then she seemed to materialize right in front of me. “Jones, Barrett. I see you caught up with Young.”

      I nodded. “Eventually. How’s the fight?”

      “I’d say we’re winning. They’ve been ignoring casualties, acting like it just doesn’t matter, but that suddenly changed. They’ve started pulling back. The numbers must be making Marcenn nervous.”

      I didn’t like it when she talked like that, even if I couldn’t disprove what she’d told me about the hivemind. Whatever those guys in the Nightwatch had now become, I wasn’t willing to refer to them as August Marcenn.

      Capanelli noticed and grabbed my arm. “Council of war. Come on.”

      “What?”

      “We have to decide what we’re going to do next, and you’re not under my command. Let’s go have a meeting. Young, are you ready for us?”

      “I’m ready.” He turned and started walking back toward the building we’d seen him coming out of.

      Jones threw Capanelli a sharp look. “You mean you knew what he was doing?”

      “Of course I did. I’m the field commander.”

      Jones hurried to catch up with Young. “If it’s not over her head, why is it over mine?”

      Young shrugged. “Capanelli has a certain capacity for analysis that you don’t.”

      “You’re such an asshole, Young,” Jones muttered.

      It turned out that what Young had been up to wasn’t really all that secret in the first place. The building he took us to was a kind of control center, where Tower 7’s authorities could access the lights, the life support system, and so on. He must have been trying to beat Marcenn’s security and regain control of the Tower, using a handheld interface that fed power to one of the access terminals. Jones had been doing pretty much the same thing until I arrived, which told me that Young preferred not to work with Jones. He probably preferred not to work with anyone.

      Without the dataspike he hadn’t been able to get the lights or the life support back on. But he hadn’t been idle. As he entered the building, he gestured toward a bank of computer screens on the far wall. “I’ve got my fingers in all of it now. I couldn’t get control, but the system had a lot of known vulnerabilities.”

      Jones scoffed. “I wouldn’t say a lot.”

      Young pursed his lips. “I’ll clarify. The system had a lot of vulnerabilities known to me. I couldn’t get past the permissions issue, that was airtight. But I put my little spiders to work in every system with a weak point, and as soon as I get this dataspike hooked in I’ll own it all. I’ll be able to control everything in Tower 7 from right here.”

      Capanelli seemed pleased. “Everything?”

      “I can lock or unlock any door, turn command systems on or off, set off sprinklers or alarms or lights… everything.”

      I had an idea. “Can you send a command code to a bunch of riot control mines?”

      “Of course. I can disable them or set them all off at once. Anything you want.”

      Andrea frowned. “Riot control mines?”

      “They’re in the elevator shaft. It’s why we got trapped by those heavy droids. We couldn’t keep going up.”

      “Speaking of which…” She turned to Young. “Can you get the androids on our side?”

      From the way he was looking at her, his respect for her “capacity for analysis” only went so far. “They’re just machines. I can make them do anything I want them to do.”

      “Well, get on it then.”

      “I’m already on it.” He wandered off with the dataspike, and Andrea found a seat nearby.

      “Sit down, Tycho. We need to make some decisions.”

      I looked at Jones and raised my eyebrows. See? First-name basis.

      He shook his head and found a seat of his own. I sat down and noticed the dead security guard in the corner. He’d been shot in the head, and someone had dragged his body halfway across the floor to get him out of the way of the computer banks. You could tell from the long, dark blood streak all along the floor. I glanced at Young, who was busy interfacing with the dataspike. Did he kill the guard himself? Probably not, but he at least dragged the man’s body out of the way because it was inconvenient for him. He might be a genius, but that didn’t mean he was any less ruthless than the rest of them.

      “Okay. What’s next?”

      Andrea’s chair was backward, so she was leaning over the chair back. “Marcenn established a perimeter at Level 250, but the levels below that have mostly been left alone. Why do you think he did it that way?”

      I thought about it, but it’s hard to apply rational analysis to irrational actions. “He was going to kill everyone, right? I mean, that’s what would have happened. If no one had done anything to stop him, the air would have run out and everyone would have died. And that’s not even counting the fact that they’d have baked to death as soon as the heat built up in here. So, he didn’t even need to have anyone shot. He just had to wait.”

      “Follow the thread. If all he had to do was wait, why establish a perimeter at Level 250?”

      “Gabriel and I were talking about this on our way up the elevator shaft. Well, that and a lot of stuff about August Marcenn and the nature of evil…”

      “Uh-huh. Pretty philosophical for a couple of guys slipping on banana peels all the time.”

      That shitty little movie. The Arbiter Force would never live it down. “Yeah, that’s it. Philosophical. I was just trying to figure out what he was up to so I would know the best strategy, but I’ve never been able to make any sense out of it. We can sit here talking about what he was up to, but we’ll never know. The man was deranged.”

      “Don’t give up so easily, Tycho. Even if he was deranged, he must have had some sort of strategy.”

      Jones pointed at the wall, where some optimist had hung one of those godawful motivational posters. It showed a construction drone building a Venusian living tower, hanging in mid-air over a swirling acid cloud. The slogan on the poster said Hang in There!

      “I don’t know. Marcenn was probably just trying to give himself space to stay safe and deny access to the tower control system overrides. That way he could afford to just wait out the clock. We figured he probably had his own way out of here with whatever he was stealing up there.”

      Andrea’s brow furrowed. “What, like a heist? No, Barrett. You’re way off with that one. If this was a heist, it would be the stupidest and most pointlessly bloody heist in the history of crime.”

      “Well, what is it then? You tell me.”

      “I’ll tell you this. For a smart guy, you can be weirdly naïve.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “They were just holding the line before, right?” she asked.

      “Before I killed Marcenn, you mean? Yeah. They weren’t even trying to dislodge the Defectors; all they were trying to do was defend the upper levels and let the clock run out.”

      “From the way you phrased that, I’m guessing you think the killing is about revenge. Marcenn’s Loyalists are killing everyone because you killed Marcenn.”

      “Well, yeah. What other explanation is there?”

      “The attacks didn’t start after you killed Marcenn,” she said.

      “What do you mean? And how would you even know that?

      “I was out there on the streets when you were in the shaft; I caught a glimpse of you on my backscatter and figured the Federation must have sent a few Arbiters in. And the killings were already starting at that point.”

      “When we were still in the shaft? You mean, when Gabriel was still alive?”

      “Yes. I saw both of you, decided you were on a suicide mission, and went back to my work.”

      That was a lot to absorb. She knew we were there. If we’d had her help, Gabe might not have died. But she had her own orders, which were different from mine. I couldn’t decide whether there was anything to blame her for or not.

      “If I’d known then what I know now,” she started.

      I held a hand up to stop her. “It doesn’t matter. What exactly happened?”

      “While you were climbing up to the higher levels, they turned the Defectors and started the massacres. They caught us flatfooted, and we were only able to establish a defensive perimeter on this side of the central hub. The other side…”

      “The other side is fucked. They’ve probably killed most of the people who were over there. When I left that area, there were just a few scattered survivors defending barricades.”

      “Yeah. I’ve seen it.” Andrea Capanelli was a hard one, but the slaughter on the other side of the level had affected even her. I could see it in her eyes.

      “So, what do you make of it?” I asked.

      “If you want my opinion, the killings were a direct response to you reaching the upper levels. Not to your killing of the Marcenn original.”

      The “Marcenn original.” What a phrase!

      “Look, we need to secure the levels below this one, where there are still a lot of survivors. They need our help.” I was trying to change the topic, but she wasn’t having it.

      “I’m trying to get you to understand something, Barrett. I need you to focus.”

      “I’m as focused as you are, I’m just saying we need to concentrate our efforts on a rescue operation. If the Nightwatch gets down there, the body count is just going to keep getting higher.”

      “You don’t treat a bad tooth with painkillers if you can get it filled instead.”

      “What?”

      “Don’t play dumb, Barrett, you know what I’m saying here. We need to get up there!” She pointed up at the ceiling, toward the upper levels.

      “But why? Take a look at your scanners!” On my schematic, I could already see the Nightwatch staging for an attack on the lower levels. The people down there hadn’t seen the horror yet. They’d be totally unprepared for the death squads.

      “I can see what’s happening as well as you can.” Her voice was calm, but cold at the same time. “There’s a reason the killings started when you went up that elevator shaft.”

      “If you know what the reason is, then just go ahead and tell me. You don’t need to fence around about it.”

      “Marcenn wants to distract anyone else that might try to stop what he’s planning. He wants us focused down here, where we can’t do anything about whatever he’s doing up there.”

      I stood up suddenly and left the building, letting the door slam shut behind me. I was mad, but the look on Jones’ face when I stormed out was at least a little bit satisfying. Why the hell did they have to keep talking about it that way?

      Marcenn was dead!

      I stood out on the street, looking at the bullet-scarred and rocket-blasted buildings all around me. Out of all the missions I’d ever been on, this one was by the far the strangest. And for whatever reason, their insistence that Marcenn wasn’t really dead was still the hardest thing for me to accept.

      Andrea came out and put a hand on my shoulder from behind. “You’re okay, Tycho.”

      She wasn’t asking, she was telling. And I suppose I was, though I didn’t like the way she kept talking about the situation.

      “Why do you keep talking about him like he’s still alive?”

      “Why is it so hard for you to accept that a part of him is? We know what we’re talking about here. You’ve mostly seen us as fighters, but we’re an Intelligence unit. Information is what we do.” She pointed out across the city, moving her finger in a wide arc. “Somewhere in the files of Section 9, there’s a dossier on each of these buildings. On each of the people in these buildings. On all their pets. Knowing what’s going on is essential to our job.”

      “Even if what you’re saying is true, though, it isn’t him. It’s like a corrupted file.”

      “No argument here. But why does it matter?”

      I laughed. I couldn’t figure myself out, so how could I possibly explain myself to her? “I don’t know what’s going on with me. Something to do with Gabriel dying maybe.”

      “That makes sense. You need some time to sort it out. But we don’t have the time right now.”

      “I know. We need to get down there and rescue those civilians before the Nightwatch kills them all.”

      “Barrett, listen to me. If you don’t want to call it Marcenn, that’s okay with me. You can call it whatever you want. The Hive, okay? The Hive is up to something, and the only reason they’re killing everyone down here is to keep us from stopping them up there. If we go fight them on the lower levels, we might save some people. But it’s what they want us to do, and that probably means it’s even worse.”

      “So what are you saying?” I ran my hand through my hair, a nervous gesture. “We just abandon them all? Declare them a lower priority and wish them the best?”

      “I might have a solution, but we need to give Young a few minutes. I’ll make you a deal. You give Young the time he needs, and if he can’t do what I need him to do then you go downstairs. We’ll take the upper levels. If he can do it, you join us in the fight up there.”

      “Why do you need me? Aren’t you people super-soldiers?”

      “We haven’t even seen the big hardware yet. Mar… the Hive’s been holding it back. We need the extra firepower.”

      This was a big change from an hour before, when she had balked at the notion that she might need any backup. “Okay, I’ll wait a minute. If Young can give us a real solution, I’ll come with you.”

      “Good man. Let’s go back inside.”

      Before we could, we saw the other members of the Section 9 team moving in our direction—the vaguely sinister Veraldi, the sleek and confident Raven Sommer with her precision-optic sniper rifle, and the enormous Bray with his equally enormous weapon. Bray had a cart for all his ammo drums, and he was pulling it behind him like a little boy pulling his baby sister.

      Capanelli saw them too. “Family reunion time. Come on.”

      When we got back in the building, Jones was staring over Young’s shoulder at one of the computer screens. He glanced in my direction when we came in. “Feeling better?”

      I ignored him. “Did you get it done?”

      Young scoffed. “Did I get it done? Come see for yourself.”

      He gestured at the screens, which showed a constantly shifting panorama of scenes from around the living tower. Streets, storefronts, crowds of people, the elevator doors…

      “What am I looking at here?” asked Capanelli.

      Young’s grin was so big it made him look like a snake. I thought he was about to dislodge his lower jaw and swallow her head. “It’s not what you’re looking at, it’s what you’re looking through. The eyes of the androids!”

      “So, we can see through their eyes now?”

      She didn’t seem to grasp the importance of what he was saying to her.

      “We have the video, we have the audio, we have it all. Here, listen.” He touched one of the screens, and a woman’s voice came over the speakers.

      “Well, I hear there’s some sort of rioting up on Level 250. I don’t know what it is, but I hope the Nightwatch takes a firm hand.”

      Bray, who had just come in the door, stood there staring at the screens. “What?”

      “Don’t judge her too harshly, Jonathan,” said Andrea. “She has no way of knowing what’s really going on.”

      Raven Sommer came in. “I think the level’s clear. The Nightwatch have all pulled back to the hub. Some of them are going up and some down. What about us?”

      Veraldi came in after her. “We could split up, but it wouldn’t be tactically efficient. I say we go up, get this dealt with once and for all...”

      I broke in. “There are a lot of people down there.”

      “Let’s not get bogged down in that again,” said Andrea. “Young, are you saying we have total control over the android proxies?”

      He looked perplexed, and more than a little frustrated. “We own them. We own them completely. Wasn’t I clear about that?”

      “So, you’re their general now. If you can run them from right here, I want you to use them to take the lower levels. Stop the Nightwatch from killing people, detain or neutralize as needed. Got it?”

      Young’s eyes filled with joy, like an eight-year-old with a new package of toy soldiers. He sat down at his screens and got busy commanding his robot army.

      Capanelli turned to me. “Satisfied, Barrett?”

      “Okay.” I was honestly relieved. Considering that it was an android that had killed Gabriel, I wasn’t all that comfortable with having them as allies, and I was going to feel a lot better about it if I didn’t have to see it. I know they’re just machines, but it was still hard not to take it personally.

      Andrea turned her attention to the whole crew. “On your toes, everyone, we’re heading up. We’ll take it level by level. This is a search and destroy op.”

      “Search and destroy?” Veraldi looked mildly incredulous. “Do you have any idea how many people we’re talking about here?”

      “I don’t want you to kill everyone, Veraldi. Just the Nightwatch. If you find any survivors, you have my permission not to kill them.”

      “You know, Andrea,” said Jones, “that sarcasm of yours is going to backfire one day. Veraldi here is a sharp guy, but if you tell Bray that killing everyone is optional, he’s just going to take you literally and do it.”

      “What are you saying?” Bray looked suspicious, like he thought Jones was probably making fun of him but couldn’t quite say how.

      Andrea shook her head. “Just to be absolutely clear, it’s a search and destroy op against Marcenn’s Nightwatch. Nobody else, unless you’re absolutely certain they’re also infected. And take prisoners if you can. We need to be able to study this phenomenon.”

      “I don’t think that’s likely,” said Veraldi. “They fight like fanatics.”

      “I know. Just do it if you get the chance. You joining us, Tycho?”

      “I’m with you.”

      “Glad to hear it. I’ll pair you with Jones again. The two of you can give each other fire support.”

      Jones wasn’t thrilled. “You need me too? I was thinking maybe Young could use my help.”

      Young glanced up from his screens, his face appalled. “Why would you think a thing like that?”

      Andrea laughed. “Don’t worry, Thomas, he’s coming with me. Get moving, Jones. You know you need to log enough hours to stay combat qualified.”

      Jones was pouting, but he got his helmet back on and prepared for battle. I glanced at Young’s computer screens and saw his android proxies crawling down the walls of the elevator shaft like hundreds of ants. The Nightwatch officers in the shaft at the time made an attempt to fight back, but the robots swarmed over them before they got more than a few shots off. One of the screens showed a Nightwatch officer shooting at the approaching proxies as they crawled rapidly toward him. When the one whose eyes we were looking through reached the officer, its metal arm reached out and just casually hit him in the face until he lost his hold and went plummeting down the shaft to his death.

      Young’s face was entranced, like commanding a robot army by remote control was exactly what he was born for. I shook my head, muttered “to each his own,” and wandered over to stand next to Jones.

      “You did okay out there last time,” he said. “I guess it’s not so bad.”

      “I’m glad you approve.”

      “Don’t get too excited. I still think you’re undertrained.”

      If Jones ran the Arbiters, everyone would go back to training for six months of the year, and they’d have to double the size of the force just to keep the same number of active Arbiters in the field.
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      Up on Level 295, Jones settled into position a few feet away from me. “Here they come. Get ready.”

      I didn’t see the need for that, because I was already settled with my weapon aimed at the approaching enemy. If that isn’t ready, then what is? But Jones seemed like the sort of person to use ten words when one would do, or even when none would have been just as effective. It seemed like an odd habit for a spy.

      When we entered the elevator shaft, we found that the Nightwatch had already withdrawn roughly half of their forces up to Level 295 to concentrate their firepower, while sending the rest down below Level 250 to carry out more massacres. Reports from Young’s control station suggested that his androids were killing the Nightwatch officers down there a lot more quickly than they were killing civilians.

      Our own encounters with the diehards at the top of the Tower were also driving their numbers steadily downward, although they were making us fight for every inch we took from them. Now they were attempting to stage a counterattack, and Jones and I had the task of holding the line while Capanelli and the others flanked them.

      “Why did we get the job of human target drone?” I grumbled to Jones, while the Nightwatch moved up the street in our direction.

      “Bait. Our job is to be bait. So just hold your position.”

      Like I said, he was lazy about fighting but he wasn’t a coward. Jones didn’t waver, he just stood there with his weapon ready while they drew closer and closer. It got to the point where I wasn’t sure if he planned to shoot them at all. I glanced in his direction just to see what was up, and that was when he fired his first burst. It took down an officer, entry and exit clean through his chest. The others scattered for cover, but I managed to wing one of them in the leg before he joined the others.

      They returned fire with a vengeance, probably hoping to force our heads down so they could move up. I saw a few of them break off, following standard tactical doctrine by sending flankers against a defended position. They never made it anywhere near us. I heard shots from nearby and knew that our own were coming in for the kill.

      Sommer’s scrambler was active in the area, so I couldn’t see where our people were. But I didn’t need to. One of the men down the street from us suddenly stiffened, and a pink mist burst from his head. He slumped to the ground as his skull collapsed. The others searched almost frantically for any sign of the sniper, but Sommer was far from their only problem.

      I glimpsed a subtle distortion in the air and knew that Capanelli was only a few feet away from them. She shot one man in the back, then darted away before the others could respond. She shot another from the side, and they made the sudden decision to abandon their position.

      Just a few bloody hours ago, the Nightwatch had been taking no heed of casualties. With their numbers depleted, the hivemind was now a lot more cautious. It pulled away from contact like a child pulling its hand back from something hot. But it was getting bolder. The attempted counterattack meant it still wanted to drive us away, which probably meant we were getting closer to whatever it was so determined to defend. If that was the case, we could expect its resolve to stiffen soon.

      Now that they were retreating again, we moved up the street, though we didn’t just rush after them. That’s a good way to walk into an ambush, and the false retreat is an ancient tactic. When we reached Capanelli, she dropped her camouflage briefly.

      “This is about to get bad. Veraldi says they’re bringing the heavy stuff up.”

      “Understood,” said Jones. “Keep a defensive stance?”

      She shook her head. “No. You can’t defend against what they’re about to throw at us. Stay as mobile as you can; don’t try to hold ground. Hit and run.”

      “Perfect.”

      I couldn’t tell if he was being sarcastic—after all, the idea of fighting something we couldn’t defend against was far from appealing—or if he was really pleased about it. Looking back on it, I guess it makes a certain kind of sense. As an infiltration specialist, the idea of fighting guerrilla-style might have been more to his liking than trying to hold a fixed position.

      “Young’s unstoppable downstairs,” she told us. “His androids are cleaning up. Let’s see if we can equal his kill-count.”

      As a law enforcement officer, I found that a strange mentality to say the least. I didn’t even answer her, I just kept moving up the street while she slipped back into near invisibility.

      Jones pushed open the entrance to a building across the street. The gold lettering above the ornate glass doors read Torrence Center. “Come on, Barrett. Let’s get out of sight before the monsters spot us.”

      I followed him in, and we found ourselves in some kind of training facility. There were lockers and shower rooms, a complete weight-training gym, a martial arts studio, and an ice rink.

      “What was all this for?” I asked.

      “Olympics,” he replied. It took me a minute to get what he was saying. More ancient history from Earth, revived here by the nostalgic colonials. We skirted the edge of the ice rink, where two of the Olympic hopefuls lay gutted by their own ice skates. I’d seen so many bodies by this point it barely even registered. Just one act of pointless cruelty among so many.

      When we reached the other side of the building, my scanners suddenly blinked back into life. Sommer must have moved out of the area or shut off her scrambler. Jones stopped by the door as he checked his own scanner. “Three Nightwatch, headed our way.”

      I could see them too, three orange dots moving straight toward the Torrance Center Olympic Training Facility at charging speed.

      “We should be able to handle three on our own without too much—”

      “They’re not stopping,” he interrupted. “They’re not even slowing down! Shit, is this—”

      The wall exploded. Two feet of plasticrete, and it burst apart like papier-mâché. Shards of wall flew in all directions, and a sizable piece smacked against my visor. I started shooting in a panic, not even knowing what was coming through the wall. I quickly realized it didn’t matter because, whatever it was, my gun couldn’t hurt it.

      I fell back, blinded in a cloud of dust from the plasticrete. I didn’t see Jones, and wondered for a moment if he was already dead. It was difficult to make out our enemy, just three vague shapes that kept advancing steadily.

      What the hell was this? These three weren’t androids. My sensors read them as humans in polycarbon armor, but they may as well have been walking tanks. They’d shattered that wall just as carelessly as if it were made of glass and they could clearly shrug off small arms fire.

      If I couldn’t shoot them, it was only a matter of time before they shot me instead. The one in the lead raised his weapon, and I threw myself through the door to the weight room. The wall evaporated, or at least that’s what it looked like in the fraction of a second before I hit the floor and tucked into a roll. A moment later I heard a roar, like the sound a monster makes in a nightmare before it rips your head off. I looked back and saw that the wall hadn’t been completely destroyed, just a chunk about the size of my torso into which the helmeted face of a Nightwatch officer was now peering dispassionately.

      It paused when it saw me, said, “You haven’t killed me,” and then collapsed to the ground, blood gushing from its open throat.

      Veraldi glanced in, wiping his blade on his sleeve. “Get up, Barrett, we’re not done.”

      “Is Jones…?”

      “Jones is here,” said Jones, poking his head in behind Veraldi. “You don’t look too good, though. You okay there, Barrett, or do you need me to write you up a leave slip? I can put mental health crisis or emotional trauma, whichever one you think the Commander will sign off on.”

      “Shut up, Jones, I’ll be right with you.”

      They pulled their heads back, and I took a minute to remember what it was like to breathe. Then I thought about those guns the Nightwatch had just been chasing me with. Anything that can punch a hole that big in a two-foot-thick plasticrete wall is probably worth grabbing. I came out of the room, saw that Veraldi had already looted the dead, and asked, “Is there one for me?”

      “One for Jones and one for you,” said Veraldi. “I prefer my knife.” He left the third weapon where it had fallen and handed the other two to us. They were heavy, almost as heavy as everything else I was carrying put together. “Just be careful, gentlemen. Prototype tech like this has a way of backfiring. Nasty shit can happen. Which reminds me, don’t touch the suits.”

      He wandered off, and I turned to Jones—who was already cradling his new toy. “Nasty shit like what?”

      Jones shrugged. “It’s all a matter of perspective, if you ask me.”

      “But what did he mean?”

      “Melted body parts. Irreversible chain reactions. You know.”

      He wandered out into the street, and I came running after him. “Is there a perspective where that isn’t horrifying?”

      “Ah, the gun’s perspective? I don’t know, Barrett, just stop whining.”

      This guy was fucking with me again. I cursed him mentally but did my best to keep up. There were things I wanted to ask him.

      “How did you survive that, Jones?”

      “Training. Superior training. To be more specific, although this shit is highly classified, I stepped out of the way. You, on the other hand, stepped straight back. Repeatedly and quickly. I think the technical term for it is running away.”

      “You got out of there too,”

      “Yes, but sideways. Superior training.”

      I kept my mouth shut, not wanting to provoke any more of what passed for wit with this guy.

      He slipped into an alley. “We have to keep moving. I’m not sure how many of those suits they have, and we don’t want them to see us first.”

      “Why didn’t we take the suits?”

      “Why what now?”

      “We took the guns, but not the suits. So, why didn’t we take the suits?”

      “Gene-lock ID. Lethal poison injection for the wrong user. It’ll shut off automatically in about twelve hours, but we don’t have long enough to wait for that.”

      “Holy shit.” Who would have any need for a suit that would be impervious to small-arms fire, capable of blasting through a plasticrete wall, and deadly poison for any unauthorized user? Was this even military tech in the first place, or some illegal black-books project?

      According to my scanner, Capanelli was waiting on the other side of the alley. She dropped out of camouflage as we approached. “You two needed rescuing, so I sent Veraldi back in your direction.”

      “And I thank you for it,” said Jones. Whether from sarcasm or who knows what, he stuck out a hand for his commanding officer to shake. When she went to do it, I heard a sudden popping sound and saw a hole appear in her prosthetic hand.

      “What the fuck?!” she gasped and jerked her arm back. We didn’t hear anything, but another hole appeared in the wall behind us.

      “Snipers!” snapped Jones, then he shoved Andrea back through the mouth of the alley. I went through just after them and felt something fly pass my face, then saw another hole in the wall. They had a coilgun.

      I checked my scanner, which ought to have shown the snipers. There was no sign of them at first, but then a dot flickered on my screen and disappeared. Another shot came down the alley, chipping the plasticrete next to my head.

      Capanelli snarled. “Thermoptic camo! We need to get out of sight!” It must have been a bit ironic to have her own methods turned against her like that.

      Anyone wearing thermoptic camouflage will not only appear to the eyes as a nearly invisible shimmer but will also show up on scanners as an occasional blip—there for a second and gone just as quickly. We couldn’t scan them, we couldn’t see them, and we couldn’t even hear their shots.

      We ran down the alley, but despite her wound Capanelli didn’t go invisible on us. That would only have made us the more viable targets, the combat equivalent of saying, get those guys, not me!

      We had no idea where the snipers were, and they could just as easily be on the move anyway. More than anything else, we just needed to get inside and away from the windows so we could figure things out. As we cleared the alley, the first thing I saw was a little dessert shop. With any luck, they wouldn’t even see us duck inside.

      The windows exploded as we went through the door, glass shards flying in all directions. So much for luck.

      We kept going regardless and crouched down behind the customer service counter. A shot hit the wall above our heads. If they could aim at the counter, their bullets would go right through it. Even if they had a bad angle and couldn’t, we were still pinned down.

      Capanelli was furious. “Those sons of bitches. My goddamn hand! Do you have any idea how expensive these are?”

      Jones didn’t sound all that sympathetic. “We’re fully covered, and you know it. We’ve got bigger problems.”

      She leaned her head back against the wall and closed her eyes, like she didn’t want to look at her damaged limb anymore. “Says the man with two arms. You’re such an asshole, Jones.”

      “I know. But let’s stay focused, huh? These guys have us pinned down.”

      Reasonably sure I wasn’t in immediate danger of being shot, my confidence was starting to come back. “Maybe not. I’ve got this gun of theirs. Maybe it will be enough to drive them off.”

      Jones shook his head at my recklessness. “Be my guest, buddy. It’s been entertaining. But if you’re moving forward, could you maybe grab me an éclair from the display case? Just toss it back here before they get you.”

      “Those éclairs are synthetic, like everything else here. They’ll have reverted to slime.”

      “Well, who’s the asshole now?”

      We didn’t have much room back there, but I managed to wiggle myself into position with my looted weapon. I crawled along the floor like a snake until I could just see the tops of the nearby buildings. The snipers were likely up there somewhere, either on the roof or behind one of the windows. I aimed over the buildings and unleashed a furious barrage from the heavy rifle. The idea wasn’t to hit anything—I didn’t know where they were, after all—but to get them to seek cover, allowing us to slip the trap. In that tiny room, the sound of the weapon obliterated every other thought. It seemed to keep going even after I eased off the trigger, lingering in my ears as a high-pitched screeching tone.

      A shot hit the counter and went clean through it, then continued on through the back wall and into the street outside.

      “Holy shit!” yelled Jones, realizing that they didn’t have any cover at all. They scuttled back into the corners, and I stopped firing and lay completely still.

      “We’re fucked!” I pressed my face down, hoping I could stay lower than their line of sight.

      “No kidding!”

      We were shouting, just trying to be heard above the ringing in our ears.

      Capanelli got irritated. “For fuck’s sake! Even when I’m shot, I still have to do all the thinking?”

      She tapped her helmet, opening a channel to Sommers. “Raven, Andrea. We’re pinned down by snipers. Think you can do a Pavlichenko for me?”

      There was a pause, then: “Yes, I know I’m yelling, Sorry. Our friend the Arbiter tried to shoot the building down. Okay, thanks. I’ll feed you the info as you go.”

      There was another pause then: “Jones! Can you stop panicking long enough to do something useful?”

      “I’m not panicking, this situation is just—”

      “Whatever! Listen up. Do you still have that heat-signature app in your dataspike? The one you were so proud of a few months ago?”

      I had a triangulation app myself, but it wouldn’t do much good with snipers on the move. A heat-signature, app, though…

      If it was a good one, it could interface with the Tower’s environmental control computers and draw us a picture of a moving heat trace. We could use that to guess their likely movement pattern.

      “Ah, I see! Hold on just a second.” Jones was excited. The prospect of doing something about these guys before they got to us revived his spirits. He was silent for a minute, but when he spoke again his voice was confident. “I’ve marked the area where Raven should look for them. Search inside the green ring on the schematic.”

      We heard a single shot, then a pause of about three seconds, then another shot. Andrea tapped her helmet again. “Raven? Oh, that’s beautiful. Two shots, two kills, against thermoptic camo? I’m putting you in for a medal, my dear.”

      She was grinning. “We’re good, you two. Let’s get moving. Bray’s out there gunning down whole hordes of these guys while we’re hiding in a pastry shop.”

      I could hear it in the distance—the sound of Bray’s enormous weapon breaking the last of the Nightwatch’s human wave charges on Level 295. The whole “one crisis, one drop team” thing was a point of pride with a lot of Arbiters, but this guy could handle a small civil war all on his own. As long as you didn’t care that he solved every problem the exact same way.

      I glanced at the display case as I stood up. Just as I’d thought, there was a slick of visible slime pooling up below the synthetic éclairs. Jones saw it too and gave a mournful look.

      “You know, Barrett, the thing I hate most about pessimists like you is how often you’re right.”
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      Getting up to Level 300 took a lot of fighting, but with our combination of skills and tech the battle could only ever have gone one way. After Veraldi and Jones took out their heavies and Raven Sommer hunted down their snipers, the only thing the Nightwatch had left was the human wave. Bray had everything he needed to deal with that, although he ran out of ammo for his heavy machine gun on Level 297 and had to beg Jones for his heavy rifle just so he could keep fighting. By that time, though, the last of the waves had already been broken and we were down to mopping up pockets of resistance. When we reached Level 300 at last, we had started to relax a little. It was easy to think of the fight as being all but over.

      In a combat situation, that’s almost always a mistake. They took us by surprise, although they weren’t even trying to kill us yet. When we came through the doors, they were perched on the roof of a nearby building like man-sized vultures, staring down at us as we entered.

      Eleven figures, inhuman and eerie. They wore form-fitting nanosuits, making them look like faceless mannequins. At first, I thought they were androids, or something more alien than that. But these eleven were people, at least in the biological sense.

      “What the fuck?” Bray was staring up at them, his face mesmerized.

      Veraldi nodded, as if he’d expected this all along and was almost relieved to see it with his own eyes. “The nanosuits. These are the last of the Nightwatch. The last eleven.”

      The one on the far left spoke. “We are The Eleven.”

      The second one replied, or simply continued the thought, “We have not forgotten.”

      Then they all spoke at once. “You haven’t killed me.”

      Jones spoke just above a whisper. “You’re right, Tycho. This is really creepy.”

      Andrea stepped forward, holding her weapon in her left hand while her damaged prosthetic dangled on her right. “What do you want? The time for negotiation has long passed.”

      They answered her in a wave of speech, starting first from the left and going all the way to the eleventh on the far right.

      “We want you to understand,” said the first.

      “We had a duty,” said the second.

      “Not to the Sol Federation,” said the third.

      “Nor to Tower Seven.” The fourth.

      “And not to the Nightwatch.” The fifth.

      “But to the human race.” The sixth.

      “This… higher duty.” The seventh.

      “Has been a burden.” The eighth.

      “So many horrors.” The ninth.

      “So much death.” The tenth.

      “And no choice.” The eleventh. “No choice at all.”

      “That’s never going to fly,” said Andrea. “You’re guilty of genocide. Every last one of you is a mass murderer.”

      “Concepts,” said the eleventh.

      “Just words.” The tenth.

      “No relevance.” The ninth.

      “No weight.” The eighth.

      “To live.” The seventh.

      “To protect the species.” The sixth.

      “If some must suffer.” The fifth.

      “If some must die.” The fourth.

      “What use are concepts?” The third.

      “What use are words?” The second.

      “We serve the glory.” The first.

      “The glory? What glory?” Andrea was mad, but she was at least as baffled as she was angry. The Eleven’s deranged sense of poetry was disorienting, upsetting.

      “The glory of the race. Of what the human race has built.”

      When they all spoke at once, it was enough to make your skin crawl.

      “Kill them all.” Bray’s voice was quiet. Sober. “We have to kill them all.”

      “Walk away,” said the first.

      “Just walk away.” The sixth.

      “We will let you live.” The eighth.

      “Just walk away. Go back to your ships and leave. Do not prevent the work.”

      Andrea changed her tone, speaking to them like a stern but indulgent mother. “We need to understand. You can’t expect us to just walk away unless we understand.”

      “What?” said the first.

      “What?” The third.

      Then, all at once: “What do you need to understand?”

      She made a gesture with her hand, as if to say all this. “What is the work? What could possibly be so important? Why would you ever want to kill more than half a million people?”

      “I don’t want.” The first.

      “I don’t want.” The ninth.

      “I don’t want.” The fourth.

      “We don’t want anything. We never have.”

      “Then what are you trying to accomplish?”

      “Forget this.” Bray was shaking. “I’m going to blast them all.”

      “Hold up,” said Veraldi quietly. “Just hold up.”

      “The great work of the human race is in terrible danger. We acted to protect the glory. We would do so again. Do not prevent the work.”

      Capanelli threw her hands up. “You’re going to have to do better than that. That doesn’t tell me anything.”

      “There are…” said the first.

      “There are…” The second.

      “Insidious powers.” The third.

      “Insidious powers.” The fourth.

      “Old.” The fifth.

      “Old.” The sixth.

      “Dispassionate.” The eighth.

      “Dispassionate.” The ninth.

      “Dispassionate.” The tenth.

      “Old and dispassionate.” The eleventh.

      “Old.” The seventh.

      “Insidious powers, old and dispassionate.” All at once.

      “You’re not old!” shouted Bray. “You’re not that old! Come on!”

      “Not us,” said the first, and the phrase was passed down like a murmuring whisper from one end of the roof to the other. “Not us. Not us. Not us. Not us. Not us. Not us. Not us. Not us. Not us. Not us…”

      “Then who?” insisted Andrea. “Who are you talking about?”

      “Insidious powers, old and dispassionate. Powers we are working to undermine.”

      “Hold on a minute.” This was Jones, who had been uncharacteristically silent up until that moment. “Hold on a minute. Let me get this straight. Are you saying you’re the good guys?!”

      The fourth replied for them all. “We serve the glory.”

      “The glory of the human race?” asked Andrea. She sounded like them, echoing their thoughts like that.

      “The glory of what the race has built. It is in mortal danger!”

      “Why aren’t we killing them?” This was Bray, who probably would have asked the same question under much less extreme circumstances. Still, he had a point.

      Whether he had a point or not, no one answered him.

      “Why?” asked Andrea. “Why would anything we’ve built be in mortal danger?”

      “The insidious powers,” said the third.

      The eighth echoed him. “Powers.”

      “Are you talking about… aliens? An extraterrestrial race?”

      Silence. The Eleven stared down at us, neither confirming nor denying.

      “You’re talking about aliens.”

      “We are alien. Not as you are.”

      The first added its own commentary. “Not extraterrestrial.”

      “I… I don’t understand.”

      “No.”

      I thought I might, but I didn’t feel confident enough in my interpretation to step up and argue for it. They weren’t like us, but they weren’t extraterrestrial either. Not alien but alienated.

      The seventh spoke: “We work for unity.”

      The third: “For glory.”

      The tenth: “To prevent the sundering.”

      All eleven: “We work for the unification of all mankind. To prevent its sundering.”

      “Enough of this.” Andrea dropped the indulgent mother act. Her voice became cold. “August Marcenn, you’re under arrest for crimes against humanity. In all your bodies.”

      They made a sound, which I would have interpreted at first as a hissing deep in the throat. It took me a minute to recognize it for what it was. The Eleven were laughing.

      Bray raised his heavy rifle, but they were already moving. Like spiders scuttling away from a potential threat, they scattered from the rooftop and disappeared in all directions. They didn’t even walk upright like human beings, but on all fours—and they were fast.

      “What was that?” asked Bray.

      Raven shook her head. “I’ve never seen anything like that. Never.”

      Andrea Capanelli was back in field commander mode. “Drop it. We can worry about what they were saying later, when none of it matters. Right now, we need to hunt them down.”

      Veraldi bit his lip. “I don’t know, Andrea. Nanosuits…”

      “I know. No real weak points. You’re just going to have to give up your knife for now.”

      He shook his head, not in defiance of her order but in deep disquiet. As a fighter, I try never to get attached to a particular weapon. That can leave you feeling naked if you lose your access to it. Veraldi’s whole thing was that he was the unit’s expert knife fighter. Without that identity to lean on, he was going to be less of an asset and more of a liability.

      Raven shouldered her sniper rifle. “I’m heading out. If any of you need anything… you won’t know where to find me.”

      Jones rolled his eyes as she walked off. “She says that every time.”

      “Why doesn’t she use a spotter?” I asked.

      “She has an application for that,” he answered. “Sommer prefers to work alone. She prefers to do pretty much everything alone, actually. She doesn’t like people.”

      “It’s not people in general she doesn’t like,” said Capanelli. “It’s just you, Jones. Get out there with the Arbiter and try to take one or two of these guys.”

      “How are we supposed to kill them? Those nanosuits will absorb most of the energy from anything we throw at them.”

      “You’ve got one heavy rifle between you. Get creative and you’ll be okay.”

      Jones turned to me when he heard that. “I need that heavy rifle.”

      “The hell you do.”

      He gave me an exasperated look. “Do you really think you’re going to be more effective with that than I will?”

      “I don’t know. If they get me first, you can pick it up and compare how we do.”

      We moved out, with Jones grumbling the whole way. I wasn’t sure about our approach. “Why are we fanning out?”

      “Why wouldn’t we be fanning out? We’ve got eleven possessed mass murderers to track down.”

      “Doesn’t it seem like they’re trying to split us up?”

      “Yeah, maybe. But that keeps them from concentrating their forces too, so it’s a wash.”

      Floor 300 was the top floor, the place where the Tower 7 elite had lived and played. Every building we passed looked sleek and elegant, the kind of place where you’d look over your shoulder the whole time you were in there, expecting security to ask you for your membership card. There were no garish signs or advertisements, just quietly understated plaques with the names of the buildings on them: The Concord, The Jefferson, and so on.

      The only exception to the quiet elegance of the place was the occasional mansion, including the estate of the tower governor, Octavian Tantu. When the crisis started, the governor was back on Earth for a specialized surgery and so he played no role in our approach to the emergency. On top of that, everyone knew that the Nightwatch commander was the real power in any Venusian living tower. The governor’s role was mostly ceremonial. They made up for it by letting the man live in a huge house where doing next to nothing would be as comfortable as possible.

      We passed the gubernatorial mansion, and I glanced over at the rose marble pillars as we went by. Something moved in the yard, then something flashed. The bottom floor of the building behind me became a cloud of flames and broken, flying chunks of plasticrete. I stumbled forward and fell over as the blast wave hit me, and saw Jones get knocked down too.

      Something was coming, but I couldn’t see properly. It looked like a ghost, floating toward me through the flames and smoke. No, not a ghost. One of the Eleven, armed with a still-smoking rocket launcher. It was advancing steadily, not seeking cover, implying that it was only checking if we were as dead as it expected us to be.

      I scrambled for my heavy rifle, which was lying a few feet away from me. Black smoke billowed from the rubble as it burned. I couldn’t be sure, but it looked as though the lone Eleven leveled its rocket launcher. I pulled the trigger, taking no time to aim. I listened and waited, but there was no trace of the man.

      I turned over. “Are you okay, Jones?”

      He struggled to his hands and knees. “Yeah. Did you get it?”

      “I don’t think so. I can’t see it.”

      “We need to keep moving. I mean, a rocket launcher?”

      He had a point. My armor was strong, but it wasn’t strong enough to take a direct hit from something like that. As soon as Jones was back on his feet we started running, and another storefront blew up nearby. I wasn’t knocked over this time, but something hit me—right behind the knee, another weak point. I barely felt the impact, but the blood on my skin felt strangely cold.

      “You’re limping!” called Jones.

      “Doesn’t matter. Keep running!”

      I turned around and knelt, just in time to see the flash of the rocket. It went over my head, and I heard the explosion somewhere behind me. I was already shooting, but all I saw was a glimpse of movement. These things—I say things, because that’s what it felt like even though they were technically people—these things were fast. It had fired its rocket, then ducked out of sight before I could even take aim.

      I turned back toward Jones, and my stomach flipped over on me. The explosion had caught him, and he was half buried under the collapsed building. I ran over, expecting to find that he had already stopped breathing. The sheer weight on his chest was enough to kill a man, even with the best suit of armor in the solar system, but he wasn’t dead yet. He was staring up at me with a disgusted expression and breathing like an old dog on its way to be put to sleep.

      “Barrett… you jackass… I told you to give me the goddamn heavy rifle…”

      “I’ll get him,” I promised, and was surprised at how grim my own voice sounded. “But first I need to dig you out of here.”

      “Don’t be stupid… I need help. But I won’t get it… if you don’t make it…”

      He was right. If I took the time to try to dig him out, I’d take a rocket to the back. I turned and scanned the street and saw the Thing duck back behind cover. It had been getting ready to shoot another rocket at me! I sent some heavy rounds in its direction just to buy myself a minute, then turned back to Jones.

      “I’ll draw him off. When the fight’s over, I’ll dig you out of here.”

      “The fuck you will… you don’t have any… training for that…”

      I almost laughed. The man was probably dying, and all he could think to do with his time was mock the quality of my training.

      “See you soon, Jones. We’ll take this up later.”

      I fired another burst and ran across the street, drawing the possessed Nightwatch officer in my direction. It fired another missile, and I had to swerve out to the center of the street to escape the explosion. My injured leg twisted out from under me, and the Thing paused to reload. I propped myself up on one elbow and turned to aim, intending to make sure this time. It suddenly looked up at me, then darted off as fast as a rabbit.

      I struggled to my feet and chased after it with weapon blazing. I finally hit it, but even with the heavy rifle its nanosuit absorbed most of the power of the shots. They should have ripped the Thing to pieces, but instead the impact just made it duck away, as if in pain, and drop the rocket launcher.

      I didn’t let up, holding the trigger down as I limped straight at it. It grabbed for the rocket launcher, obviously hoping to regain its advantage and finish the fight, but suddenly gave up and retreated into a nearby building.

      The Thing was bleeding, but I didn’t know what other weapons it might have access to. I reached the rocket launcher and picked it up, slinging my heavy rifle over my shoulder. A thick, dark, streak of blood led into the building, a luxury apartment complex with a plaque that announced it to be The Grove.

      I checked my scanners, fully expecting them to be scrambled. They weren’t. Raven Sommer must not be nearby, or she must have come up from the dark for some reason. With my scanners functioning, I could see that there was no one in the building except the wounded Nightwatch officer, who was crouching behind the door waiting for me to come in after him.

      I backed up about fifty feet and aimed the rocket launcher at The Grove’s front door. My target bolted for the back, making it out just before the rocket hit. The explosion destroyed the lobby, blew out all the windows on every floor, and shook the foundations, but for all that fury it didn’t hurt my enemy. How the hell had he known? I looked around and caught a glimpse of one of the Eleven on the roof of the building behind me.

      I barely moved—mostly because I barely had time to move—but it was enough to dodge the shot, which missed me by maybe fifteen centimeters and went into the now-burning building. I dropped the rocket launcher and aimed my heavy rifle, but the new enemy was no longer there.

      What the hell was going on here? No matter what I did, these things were always a step ahead. I was staying alive, at least for now, but every time I had a clear shot at one it would bolt away. I’d been in a lot of bad situations since this crisis started, but this fight was the hardest I had ever been in.

      Andrea’s voice came in over my dataspike. “Barrett, Capanelli. Why aren’t you with Jones?”

      “A building fell on him. He’s still alive; I’m trying to draw the Eleven away from him. Two of them are on me right now.”

      “I see them. Sit tight, I’m coming to you.”

      I wasn’t sure why the Eleven weren’t using scramblers, but as far as I could tell the only interference was from Raven Sommer, and she was somewhere on the other side of the level at this point. I didn’t have a visual on the two officers near me, but I could see that one was still on the other side of the building I’d just fired a rocket into, while the other was in one of the buildings across the street.

      The blood from my leg was leaking into my boot, making my foot wet and sticky. I had a rocket launcher but no more rockets, a heavy rifle that could hurt my enemies but not kill them, a rifle that couldn’t hurt them at all, and a knife.

      Leaving the rocket launcher where I’d dropped it, I slipped into the lobby of the Grove and got myself behind a pillar. I’d have an easier time evading these two if I went dark, but then Andrea wouldn’t be able to find me either. Worse than that, she could stumble into one of the Eleven when she wasn’t prepared for it. So, I stayed visible, but it wasn’t long before I heard footsteps approaching.

      “You haven’t killed me.”

      August Marcenn. He had shattered his own mind like a broken mirror and scattered the pieces all across the tower, and now his face seemed to jeer at me from every shard.

      Another footstep, creeping closer. “You haven’t killed me. You haven’t killed me.”

      I ducked out from behind the pillar, firing a burst at the approaching officer. The thing was fast—almost superhuman, but there was something a little different this time. Something about the way it had bolted seemed almost panicky. I had the impression I might have surprised it, even though it had succeeded in evading me once again.

      The lobby was silent. Plasticrete dust rained down from the ceiling, and the Grove creaked. It was an ominous sound, but it gave me an idea. All I needed was an opportunity to try it out, but first I would have to make it out of here alive.

      “Nothing to say this time?” I mocked it, creeping out from my cover behind the pillar. On my backscatter scan, I could see that the other one was down on the street now. In another few seconds, it would reach the Grove. I had to get out, or I wouldn’t last long enough for Andrea to do me any good.

      The Thing I was stalking darted across the lobby, taking a shot as it went by. The shot hit me, but my armor deflected it. Now that it no longer had the rocket launcher, it was down to a sidearm. I had the advantage.

      With a surge of adrenaline, or primal bloodlust, I held the trigger down and swept the room. I couldn’t see the officer, but that heavy rifle could punch through walls. Wherever it was, my weapon would find it. The officer behind me started running, coming to the aid of the one I was chasing. I ran as well, but I wasn’t really chasing anyone. I just wanted to get out, and going on the offensive seemed like the best way to do it.

      Just as I reached the back door, the room went quiet. It wasn’t quiet for long though, and I didn’t understand it at first. I kept my finger on the trigger, not realizing I was out of ammo. Then a rocket streaked past me, went out through one of the broken windows, and exploded above the street outside.

      The second officer was in the lobby. Worse than that, it had the rocket launcher. Even worse than that, I was on empty.

      I didn’t push open the door; I ran right through it. Broken glass flew everywhere, and I stumbled out onto the street and landed on my hands and knees. I could hear myself yelling, but it sounded like a cry from another world. I couldn’t believe it. These things wanted me dead so badly they were willing to fire a rocket launcher indoors just to get at me.

      I wanted to get up. I needed to get up. But something was wrong; my body wouldn’t obey my mind’s commands. I heard their footsteps as they approached, walking with measured slowness. I heard the click of a rocket being loaded into the launcher. I heard their voices, speaking together at the exact same moment.

      “You haven’t killed me.”

      Then I heard a POP, and a grenade flew in above my head. I didn’t see what happened, but the sound of the explosion was like a gentle overture compared to what happened next.

      The walls of the Grove, already weakened by the rocket I’d fired, came tumbling down in a wave of plasticrete and rebar. The building remained standing, but several tons of rubble came right down on the two Nightwatch officers. One moment they were alive, calmly loading the rocket launcher, the next moment they were buried, although neither of their indicators blinked off of my scanner.

      A hand grasped my arm, and Capanelli pulled me up. She dropped her camouflage and helped me stand, propping me up on wobbly legs. “I can’t believe they’re not dead yet. Hold on a second.”

      A hand jutted out, trying to claw its way through a mountain of rubble. Andrea loaded another grenade into her launcher. A head poked out of the debris, and she shot the grenade directly at it. One light blinked out, and a few seconds later the other did too.

      “That’s two of them down. Thanks for setting them up for me.”

      I grimaced. “Sure. That was one hundred percent intentional. Strategic, even.”

      It was partially true. When I was in the lobby, my brilliant idea for how to kill these things was to drop a building on top of them. When it had actually happened, the only thing I was trying to do was run for my life. So, it was a matter of luck, but at least I was right that we could kill them that way.

      “Sorry for the delay,” she said. “I checked on Jones. Turns out he’s better at handling this sort of thing than they are.”

      It was a grim joke, because Jones had only taken a glancing blow. Yes, he was buried, but he didn’t take a few tons to the top of the head like these two had. The fact that they had even survived that for a few seconds was frankly horrifying, especially considering that I had no weapon capable of piercing their armor.

      “Do you need some grenades?” asked Andrea. “These should be compatible with your rifle.”

      She pulled three off her suit, and I accepted them gratefully. Even if a grenade wouldn’t do the trick, it was better than nothing.

      Then I remembered what I’d noticed. “When I was in that building with them, I almost surprised one.”

      “They’re slippery bastards, what do you mean you almost surprised one?”

      “It managed to dodge, but it looked like I startled it. That’s the first time I’ve seen that. They usually seem to know what I’m doing before I know it myself.”

      She looked up at the daylights, shining far above us. Then she looked at the Grove, and the ruined state of its rocketed lobby. “Huh. I wonder…”

      She didn’t get the chance to complete the thought, because a voice came in over our dataspikes. “This is Bray. Bastards have me pinned down. Can’t seem to get a shot at one.”

      “Hold tight, I’m on my way.” Capanelli turned to me. “Bray needs some backup; do you think you could use those grenades to draw their attention? I’ll send Sommer your way.”

      She was basically asking me to act as human bait again, but considering that she’d just saved my life I could hardly object. “You got it.”

      She activated her camouflage, and I saw the shimmer as she moved away. We hadn’t had time to talk, but an idea was starting to take shape in my mind. She must have been thinking of it too, considering the way she looked up at the daylights. The Eleven were fast, the Eleven were strong, and the Eleven always seemed to know what we were doing.

      But that was outside, where the daylights shone down on everything and the security cams were always rolling.

      I went in through the personnel file on my dataspike and tried to open a channel to Young down on Level 250. He didn’t reply, and I had to stay moving to do what Andrea had asked me to do. I went out to a nearby plaza, stood there completely exposed, and waited for one of the Eleven to notice. When I saw a dot moving in my direction on the scanner, I started to move away slowly. Then my scanner blinked out, telling me that Raven had entered the neighborhood.

      Trusting in the sniper to keep me covered, I tried to get out of that plaza before the Eleven spotted me. I didn’t move fast enough, as heavy rifle rounds slammed into the buildings around me and blasted huge hole through walls and doorways.

      I turned around and saw the approaching officer. I fired my grenade, hoping to hurt it or at least hold it in place. It returned fire, running in so quickly that my grenade exploded harmlessly behind it. I could have screamed, but I kept my head and tried to load another grenade. As I was fumbling with my weapon, it suddenly glanced up at a building behind it and then veered away, dodging Raven’s sniper shot. As I watched with my jaw open, it disappeared down a nearby street.

      I was sure at last. These Things could see us; they had a bird’s eye view on whatever was happening. I tried Young again, but still received no answer. Why wouldn’t this guy take my calls?

      I thought of trying Capanelli, but Bray put out an open call saying he was pinned down. All he had now was a heavy rifle, which was only capable of wounding the Things at best. If Andrea was helping him, she already had all she could handle and then some.

      I thought of Veraldi—he was the second in command, he could order Young to answer me—but when I opened the connection, I heard the ragged breathing of a wounded man. “Veraldi? Can you hear me, Veraldi?”

      No reply. Wherever he was, the close quarters combative expert had been badly hurt. He was either unconscious or close enough to it to make no difference. My scanners came back online then, telling me that Raven had left the area. When I checked on Veraldi, his light was unmoving with no enemies nearby. I didn’t know what had happened, but they had taken him out and moved on to Bray.

      I now knew what their strategy was. They were staying on the move, intentionally separating us, because they knew something we didn’t. They could see through the surveillance cameras, giving them an objective picture of the entire battle and allowing them to move as one with full knowledge of the environment. By exploiting our individual weaknesses—Bray without his big gun could barely hurt them; Veraldi was strongest in close-range; Raven couldn’t hit them if they kept to cover—they could hunt us down and take us out one by one.

      “Goddammit, Young, answer!”

      No reply. But then I had an idea, although it made me feel like an absolute monster. I ran back toward Jones, knowing that he worked with Young or at least he wanted to. Young hardly seemed to listen to anyone, but I hoped that maybe he would listen to him.

      “Jones, are you there? Are you with me, Jones?”

      No reply on the dataspike. No one wanted to talk to me, or maybe everyone was hurt. Either way, we were fucked. Unless I could get a message through to Young, and unless I was right about the cameras in the first place.

      I turned a corner and saw one of the Eleven looking down at Jones. It raised its weapon for the kill, but then glanced back at me and darted off just as quickly. If not for the grenades Capanelli had given me I wouldn’t have had anything that thing would have been scared of. As it was, I didn’t have long before it came back to take a shot at me.

      “Jones? Wake up, Jones!”

      “Tycho… you asshole…”

      “I need your help!”

      “Well, sure… anything… for my asshole friend Tycho…”

      “Get Young on the line. Tell him to take my call. Now!!”

      “You fucking prick…”

      There was a pause, and I thought Jones had simply passed out again. Then, “Young. I… love you too, buddy. Listen. It’s Tycho… he wants you to take his call… No security clearance? Well, fuck it, Young… We’ll call it that favor you owe me…”

      Jones passed out, and I slipped into the next street to stay clear of the Eleven. A few seconds later, Young’s voice came over my dataspike. “You don’t have the security clearance for Section 9 communications. Why would I talk to you?”

      “Forget that, Young, these things are still in the system!”

      “Things?” His voice was dismissive, like I was being irrational or superstitious.

      “The Eleven. The last eleven Nightwatch. Come on, Young! They’re still in the system. They’ve got a birds-eye view of the whole battlefield.”

      He made a sound like “ah!” but said nothing else for several seconds. I heard one of the Things nearby, approaching with measured steps. It must have heard my voice.

      Finally, Young came back. “Yes, I see. It’s a classic persistence mechanism; they’re hiding in normal traffic. Well, let’s get them out of there.”

      He cut the conversation off, and I decided it was time to get moving. When I stepped out in the open, I saw one of the Eleven staring up at the daylights like it didn’t understand what was going on. I leveled my rifle and fired my grenade directly at its chest. It stumbled back and fell over when the grenade went off, then lay there stunned and smoldering on the street. I ran over before it could move and jumped on top of it. I tore its nanosuit mask off, then drew my knife.

      The Thing’s last words, staring straight up at me?

      “You haven’t killed me.”

      I stabbed it in the face and kept on stabbing until it wasn’t a face anymore. August Marcenn was dead, but as far as I was concerned, he couldn’t be dead enough. When I came back to myself, my face was soaked in its blood and my knife hand ached.

      I stared at the knife for a moment then dropped it on the street and stood. I wiped my face off on my arm, fought the urge to vomit for several seconds, then leaned back on the wall of a building and closed my eyes.

      This mission had gotten to me, no doubt about it. I needed some time with a Psych Officer, and maybe some trauma surgery to blunt the edge of some of these memories. But first I had to get out of here alive, and to do that I needed to know the state of the battle.

      I checked my scanner. Capanelli had already killed two of the Eleven, and I had just killed one myself. That left eight still alive, but could they still see through the surveillance cameras?

      A light blinked out, meaning a member of the Eleven had just been killed. Another light blinked out. Section 9 was back on the offensive!

      “Thanks, Young.”

      “You don’t have clearance to be on this line.”

      “Thanks anyway.”

      I walked back to Jones—not because the battle was over, but because I was hoping he was still alive and I wanted to sit with him if he was dying. When I got there, I found him glaring up at me.

      “Now I can’t… go back to sleep.”

      “If you go to sleep right now,” I pointed out, “you’ll probably die.”

      “That would almost be… a relief. Try to get… some of this shit off me…”

      No more quips about my training, so that was good at least. I started shifting the rubble, throwing pieces aside one by one. That’s how Capanelli found me, making steady progress but struggling with the larger slabs as the fatigue of the last twenty-odd hours began to catch up with me.

      “There you are! Here, let me help you.”

      Bray was right behind her. He muscled in past both of us, shouldering me roughly aside in his haste to free Jones from the rubble pile. “Get out of the way. Not a job for little people.”

      Raven’s voice came in. “I’m with Veraldi. He’s lost a lot of blood, but I think he’ll make it.”

      “We’re on our way to you,” said Andrea. “Bray, you’ve got this?”

      “Of course, I got this. Get going.”

      “Come on, Barrett. I’ll fill you in on the way.”

      I walked beside her, marveling at the fact that we all seemed to have made it. “Is that it, then?”

      She nodded. “That seems to be it, which means the paperwork hell is just about to begin.”

      I laughed, but before I could say anything else, she put a hand on my arm. “Listen, Tycho. That thing with the surveillance cams.”

      “Yeah?”

      “You saved us all there. That was sharp. You’ve been an asset.”

      I’d eventually learn that from Andrea Capanelli, this was the best and most sincere compliment I could possibly hope to receive.

      “Thanks, Andrea.”

      “I’m serious, Tycho. I’m going to mention you to the people I work for. I think you’d be good at what we do.”

      I didn’t answer her, not knowing if I had any interest in doing what they did. It was an ugly kind of life, even if they had saved a lot of people, eventually.

      She squeezed my arm, then took her hand back. “Young’s androids did the job downstairs. They’ve dealt with all the surviving Nightwatch officers and secured the lower levels.”

      “Did they take anyone alive?”

      “Would you?” She was looking at my face, which was still splattered with blood beneath the visor of my helmet.

      I shuddered. “No. I’d kill them all and burn the bodies. Even so—”

      “It would be better to have one alive for questioning? I agree. But I think we’re in luck there. Look at your scanner. It looks like one of the Eleven is still alive and not moving at all.”

      We crossed the level and reached a small park, where Veraldi lay unconscious while Raven Sommer worked on him to staunch the bleeding stabilize him. A few feet away, a Nightwatch officer lay sprawled out unconscious. The Nightwatch had been destroyed, but this man was still alive.

      Raven glanced back at us. “You’re not going to believe this, but Sleeping Beauty here was choked out by our own Vincenzo Veraldi. He got himself mauled in the process, but he bagged us a live one.”

      Andrea sighed. “He just had to do it, didn’t he? He had to prove he could do it.”

      Raven nodded. “We’ll never hear the end of it. With my bare hands! My bare hands!”

      They were making fun of Veraldi, but what the man had done was simply incredible. With those nanosuits, the Eleven had been all but invulnerable. Drop a building on their heads, and they would still get up for one more round. But Veraldi had met one and defeated it on his own in hand-to-hand combat.

      Well, there was no sense in letting all that effort go to waste. I reached for my utility belt and pulled out a pair of manacles for the first time since they dropped us over Venus. I leaned over the last surviving member of the Tower 7 Nightwatch and cuffed his hands.

      “August Marcenn, you’re under arrest.”

      Andrea’s head turned. She must have noticed my phrasing, that I was no longer denying what I knew to be true.

      The man’s eyelids fluttered open, and he looked back at me with Marcenn’s eyes. Eyes that were suddenly a lot less inhuman, and a lot more terrified.

      “Please don’t kill me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “They’re ready for you now.”

      I heard the voice, but it didn’t register at first. I’d been lost in my thoughts, something that was happening more and more often lately. Unlike so many other people, I had somehow made it off Tower 7. Hadn’t I? It felt like a part of me would always be there, creeping silently through dark offices and empty restaurants while the Nightwatch hunted for me.

      “Sir? They’re ready for you.”

      I looked up, startled to realize the voice was directed at me. I saw a woman with brown hair looking down at me, her face vaguely nervous and vaguely disapproving at the same time. In theory, the Sol Federation Arbiter Force understands the effects of combat trauma and extends its sympathies. In reality, no one who hasn’t been there could ever understand.

      “Thank you. I’m coming.”

      I stood up, smoothing down the wrinkles in my dark blue suit. When you get called up in front of Arbitration Command, you dress to impress. The woman with brown hair looked me over, decided I was worth a little bit of sympathy, and adjusted my shirt collar. “You’ll be alright. Just tell them exactly what happened.”

      “Of course.”

      Except I couldn’t do that. It didn’t sit well with me, but Capanelli had explained it all in detail. There were no non-disclosure forms to sign and nothing about federal secrets because, officially speaking, there is no such thing as Section 9.

      “That doesn’t mean you can talk about it,” Andrea had said. “I mean, not a word. If you die tomorrow and find yourself standing in front of the pearly gates, you leave Section 9 out of it.”

      “Arbitration Command is going to debrief me.”

      “So you lie. You tell them a plausible story. You stonewall them if you have to.”

      “But there’s a lot of evidence…”

      “There isn’t. Take my word on this, Tycho. By the time you leave, there won’t be any proof we were ever here. There won’t be anything at all to show what really happened. The electronic systems will be wiped. Records forged. You’ll tell them the story we want told, and there won’t be anyone who can prove you wrong.”

      The casual disregard for truth had bothered me, just as much as Capanelli’s attitude to the rule of law. To hear her tell it, Section 9 was beyond and above the law. Beyond and above the system itself.

      But if I ever talked about it, even to my superior officers in Arbitration Command, I would never even know I had been tried and found guilty. I wouldn’t see my executioner or feel the bullet that ended my life. I would just be erased. And none of this would be a crime; legally speaking it would be considered justice. Section 9 is secret, and the powers that oversee the solar system intend to keep it that way.

      It had happened again. My mind had wandered, and I was now standing in front of a stained oak door while the woman with brown hair looked at me like she didn’t know what to say to bring me back to Earth.

      I shook my head. “So, this is it?”

      She pointed at the plaque beside the door. Arbitration Command: Hearing Room 1.

      “Yes. You can go right in. You’re expected, Mr. Barrett.”

      She touched my arm, as if to communicate that she understood and sympathized. She didn’t understand, but I appreciated the gesture anyway. I took a deep breath, pushed the door open, and walked in.

      Across the room from me, sitting at the other side of a long table, were the four highest-ranking officers in Arbitration Command: the Director of Arbitration, a career man named Singh with a white mustache and the immaculate turban of a Sikh; the Deputy Director, a woman named Park who was currently paging through my written statement with one eyebrow raised skeptically; the Internal Affairs chief, a man named Brown, whose job was to make sure I hadn’t committed any crimes they couldn’t cover up; the Public Relations officer, a woman named Austin, whose job was to make sure the story we told was one we could sell.

      I walked up to them and sat down, taking the desk across from the big table. The woman with brown hair put coffee in front of me, then faded into the background. I took a sip.

      “Tycho Barrett. Thank you for joining us,” said Deputy Park, in a voice that suggested I had done it poorly somehow.

      “We’ve read your report,” said Director Singh, gesturing with his hand to the screen in front of him. “It makes for interesting reading.”

      The Internal Affairs officer scoffed. “I have to say, there are aspects of this that don’t really add up. Unanswered questions. It’s unfortunate that all the surveillance data that might shed light on this incident was somehow lost…”

      I looked him straight in the eyes. “August Marcenn made sure of that. He used a bouncing betty.”

      It was Young who’d explained this to me, while Section 9 was coaching me on the lies they wanted me to tell. A Bouncing Betty is a type of landmine, but it doesn’t blow up when you step on it—it explodes when you step off, so trying to get away from it is what kills you.

      Brown didn’t know the term and didn’t look happy about it. “A bouncing betty?”

      “It’s named after the landmine. A bouncing betty program wipes a system clean as soon as you boot up again after a security breach. You think you’re done, that you’ve got the infection cleaned out, and then your system basically kills itself. It wipes anything that might help you trace the original hack back to its source. In this case it was targeted. It didn’t destroy any core systems, just the short-term memory banks.”

      Austin decided to get in on the action. “And it didn’t occur to you to check for this… bouncing betty program before you rebooted?”

      “We’re not trained for that.” I was channeling Jones here. “I had my skeleton key, but I didn’t know anything about a bouncing betty. I just followed my training and was surprised to see all the files disappear. I found out about the bouncing betty attack when I was trying to research what had happened.”

      Brown gestured at the report with a skeptical grimace. “So, all we have is your word for the sequence of events you describe here?”

      Singh bristled. “The word of an Arbiter!”

      Deputy Park looked at him sideways, like he was hopelessly naïve or intentionally complicit. I didn’t know which one it was, but I was happy to take either if it got me out of this room with my career intact.

      Park looked me in the eyes. “So, Mr. Barrett, to summarize: the android proxies were directed by August Marcenn to kill everyone in Tower 7 shortly after initiating the infection protocol lockdown, and the majority of Nightwatch officers attempted to protect civilians and fight back but stood no chance. A handful of disaffected Nightwatch officers assisted Marcenn in committing his crimes.”

      “Yes, that’s accurate.”

      There was a long moment of tense silence, in which everyone at the table across from me decided whether they wanted to officially question my story or not. I didn’t know the details, but I assumed Section 9 had some indirect way of exerting pressure on Arbitration Command to not look too closely into what had really happened on Tower 7. The question for me was whether it would work, or whether someone would get irritated with the pressure and make an issue out of it.

      Singh and Park glanced down at the other two. Brown threw his hands up, an admission of defeat. Austin nodded silently. She would sell the story, even if it led to some inconvenient conspiracy theories we’d be denying for years.

      Park seemed satisfied. “Tycho Barrett, I want to express my disappointment at the staggering loss of life in this case…”

      If I could have saved everyone on Tower 7, I would have. I knew why she wasn’t happy about the way things had turned out, but I wanted to scream at her anyway. Singh must have seen it, because he stepped in before I could say anything in response.

      “The loss of life is certainly tragic, but we are satisfied with the containment and speed of resolution. You did your duty, and the Arbiter Force thanks you for it.”

      Weirdly enough, that bothered me too. I didn’t like being criticized for what had happened, but I didn’t want to be praised for it either. “I don’t need any thanks. Gabriel Anderson is the one who deserves them. He gave his life.”

      Singh stiffened up. “And he will be remembered for it. A fallen hero of the Arbiter Force.”

      Austin seemed uncomfortable. “I’m not sure we should focus on one man’s heroism when so many died. It might not play well.”

      My voice was cold. “Excuse me?”

      Park held a hand up. “Gabriel Anderson died in the line of duty. No one here would deny that or dishonor it.”

      I didn’t say anything. The fury I felt right then was too much for words.

      When she saw that I wasn’t going to reply, she went on. “As a loyal Arbiter, Anderson knew that the mission came first. Correct?”

      She had left me no choice but to say something, so I said, “Of course.”

      “The mission of the Arbiter Force is to keep the peace and build unity between the colonies. To uphold that mission, we sometimes have to position ourselves in a certain way. We have to consider the views of the public. Head off likely criticisms.”

      I didn’t answer her. She was right about Gabriel; he cared about the mission more than anything else. Still, the man was dead. Isn’t there a point where you deserve more than platitudes?

      Park must have seen that I wasn’t wavering. She sat up straight and fixed her eyes on me with a dismissive look. Who was Tycho Barrett, anyway? Just an Arbiter, just one of many. What gave him the right to criticize her, the Deputy Director of Arbitration Command?

      When she spoke again, her voice left no room for any reply.

      “Sol Federation Arbiter Tycho Barrett, the Arbiter Force thanks you for your service on Venus and finds that your actions were in accordance with your duty. We also thank you for your attendance at this hearing, but your participation is no longer required. You are free to go.”

      When a mission is over, most Arbiters go out and get crazy drunk. Some guys will get drunk with their mission partner, but some are sick of each other by that point, so they’ll go out with some old friends from the Academy or maybe from back home. Either way, the standard procedure is to tie one on and then sleep it off before you report for another mission. As I walked out the door, my original plan was to do just that. I’d have a drink for Gabe, wash Tower 7 out of my system, then go back to work with a clear mind.

      It didn’t turn out to be quite that simple. I walked out into the lobby, and the woman with brown hair looked up and saw me. She took one look at my face, shook her head, and said, “Are you okay?”

      I just stood there looking at her, not sure whether I was okay or not. She said, “I understand,” and I didn’t bother to contradict her. Then she nodded slowly. “Okay. I don’t. But I do know something that might help a little.”

      She opened a drawer and pulled out a blackened badge. It read: Senior Arbiter, Gabriel Anderson. She held it out to me.

      “When an Arbiter dies in the line of duty, we usually send the badge and a flag with a trained grief counselor to the next of kin. They try their best, but perhaps it would mean more to his widow if you brought this yourself. And it might help you too.”

      I kept silent, but I reached out and took the badge from her hands. I looked her in the eyes, held her gaze for a moment, and nodded.

      Thank you.
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      As I walked up to Gabe’s house on that tree-lined street, the first thing that occurred to me is that I’d never been there. I’d never been over for dinner. I’d never even met his wife. We were almost always away from home, getting shot at or waiting around for orders. When we had time off, he would usually have a few beers with me and then slip away, heading back to the life waiting for him.

      I paused outside, trying to see some hint of the Gabriel Anderson I knew in the white walls, the cozy little fenced yard. I couldn’t see him there. Every time I tried, all I could see in my mind was that jump over Venus, with Gabe yelling about how much he loved it while we dropped through the clouds of poison.

      I would have said I knew him, but I only knew what he chose to show. He had another side, a part of him that made more sense here in this comfortable little home than in an armored dropsuit. I held a folded flag and a memorial badge, but those things weren’t him, and they didn’t seem to belong here.

      I held back a moment longer, trying to make the puzzle pieces fit together.

      The front door opened, and a blonde woman with sad eyes stepped out and smiled. “Are you Tycho Barrett?”

      “I am.”

      “My husband told me so much about you. Please come in.”

      She never touched the badge, at least not while I was there to see it. I held out the flag of the Sol Federation, neatly folded in a crisp triangle. The badge was on top, and I’d been told to expect the widow to break down when she saw it.

      That’s not what happened. She just took the flag, not even really glancing at the badge, and placed it on a shelf in front of his picture. Like the house they had lived in, the photo of a smiling, domestic Gabriel didn’t seem to match the man I had known. She looked up at it briefly, as if she was saying something to her husband in her own mind. Then she turned away and walked into the kitchen.

      I followed her awkwardly, not sure what I should say or do. She went to the cabinet and pulled down two mugs. “Coffee, Mr. Barrett?”

      “You can call me Tycho, if you like. And coffee would be nice.”

      “My name is Sophie. I’m sure Gabe already told you that.”

      I sat down at the table, and a few seconds later she passed me a mug. It was steaming hot, and the smell of the coffee beans seemed to bring me back—to snap me out of my dissociative mindset.

      She sipped her coffee and gave me another sad smile. “I wish we’d had the chance to meet before, but Gabriel liked to keep the two halves of his life separate. He said it helped him, that it made it easier to control the stress. But he liked you. He always said you were a fine Arbiter.”

      “Thank you, Mrs… Thank you, Sophie.”

      “Don’t thank me yet. What I’m about to ask might be hard for you to do, but I’ll ask just the same. I need to hear the truth, not some comforting story about how he died protecting you, or any of that garbage they like to feed widows. Years ago, Gabe’s partner died under similar circumstances. He played the hero and it got him killed, when all he had to do was run. I always told Gabriel, if he ever pulled a stunt like that, I’d divorce him so fast it’d make his ears pop. Even if he was already dead.”

      She laughed nervously at the joke and flashed a pained smile. All she wanted was the truth, or so she said. But Gabriel had gone down fighting, like any Arbiter would have wanted to do in his place. And he’d been covering me when he died, just like his partner Wojtek had been covering him back then. It wasn’t like she thought, but it was probably something she just couldn’t handle.

      I took a sip of coffee, trying to put the words together.

      “It’s okay,” she said. “Don’t worry about it.”

      Her eyes glistened, and I could tell this was something that had been bothering her since she got the news. Had he done something stupid, and gotten himself killed when he could have made it back to her?

      “It wasn’t like that,” I said. “We just got unlucky. An android with a heavy weapon pinned us down, and Gabe got hit as we tried to escape. He was just trying to stay alive.”

      She closed her eyes, and a single tear rolled down her face. She brushed it off and said, “Thank you, Tycho. That means a lot to me.”

      When I stood to leave, she was still sitting there with her eyes closed. I didn’t know what to say, but she solved that problem for me.

      “Goodbye, Tycho. And thanks again. I’ll see you next time.”

      “See you next time, Sophie.”

      I walked out of the house and headed for my car on shaky legs. As I opened the door, I noticed something on my front seat that hadn’t been there before. I felt a surge of adrenaline, knowing that someone must have broken into my vehicle. But who breaks in and leaves something instead of taking something away?

      When I looked closer, I quickly saw the dataspike. Even before I saw the note, I was certain it belonged to August Marcenn.

      Under the dataspike, on a scrap of paper, I found three simple words, and after everything I had seen on Tower 7, each of them turned my stomach into knots:

      There are others.
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      90377 Sedna is a tiny planetoid, so far from the Sun that its orbit takes 11,400 Earth years. As far as I knew, there was no human colony of any kind out that far, not even a research facility. When I got the message asking me to attend a meeting there, I thought it was a prank.

      Then my commander told me I’d been given some unexpected time off, that the time off was mandatory, and that I should take a trip.

      When I’d gotten back home, still wondering what the hell was up, I found another message. Aperture tickets for 90377 Sedna, with the flight scheduled for my surprise vacation. I didn’t much like the cloak and dagger aspect, but I knew this must have something to do with what had happened on Venus and decided to go. After all, anyone who wanted to do me harm could have done it much more easily back on Earth.

      Now here I was, after the longest Aperture flight I had ever taken, in a small station that didn’t appear on any map, in a featureless room, looking into the face of an almost-featureless man. He was the only person there as far as I could tell. The station itself seemed to be run entirely by androids. They had welcomed me to Sedna, guided me into this room, and then left me alone. The man had come in a few minutes later, and he sat down across from me, giving me a quiet and empty stare.

      It was an awkward moment. All I could do was look back at the man as my mind ran through a dozen questions. Who would live in a place like this, and why invite me here for any kind of meeting? And, if we were here for such a thing, why not get to the point?

      I held his gaze, and after a few moments he appeared to be satisfied.

      “You are Tycho Barrett, currently an Arbiter of the Sol Federation. You’ve just completed your interview, the first stage in the on-boarding process. You may call me the Operator, if you have reason to call me anything.”

      This little speech of his was so strange that I couldn’t even understand the words at first. When I figured them out, it still didn’t seem to make any sense.

      “Interview? Application process? What are you talking about?”

      “Isn’t it obvious, Mr. Barrett? I’m offering you a job. How would you like to work for Section 9?”
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      The wall in front of us wasn’t all that high, but the active denial cannons mounted along the top swiveled ominously, scanning the surrounding area for any threat from rival corporations, or even one of Earth’s legitimate governments. Here on the moon, there were plenty of both to contend with, and they often overlapped in dangerous ways.

      We were there to arrest some important people who didn’t want to be arrested. That’s a dicey proposition under the best of circumstances. If anyone up here started shooting, the consequences could spiral out of control before anyone had a chance to even ask themselves if it was worth it. The man beside me was probably thinking along the same lines.

      Senior Arbiter Byron Harewood was wary, holding his combat rifle in the ready position and eyeing the craters surrounding us. The terrain on Luna, like most moons, was ripe for ambush. Shadows were pure black, and no atmosphere meant no sound to tip you off. There was a very real chance that at any moment a hundred killers could slip from the dark and overrun us. Between Byron's demeanor and the automated weapons over our heads, I got the impression that someone was about to die regardless of whether it made any sense.

      He gave the order. “They’re not answering. Do it.”

      I inserted my skeleton key into the corporate security gate, immediately bypassing their defenses. The outer airlock slid open and a cultured female voice said, “Welcome to Lua Campus, home of Huxley Industries. Let’s conquer the future!” Somewhere inside, an alarm would already be sounding. They couldn’t stop us from entering without starting a war the company wouldn’t win. That didn’t mean they couldn’t kill us.

      I keyed up my dataspike and told our car’s A.I. to park inside. We followed behind it and once we were in, the outer airlock closed and a timer started. I caught myself absently thumbing the safety on my rifle before glancing to Byron and noticing he’d already disengaged his.

      The timer hit zero and the inner airlock slowly opened.

      As we stepped through into the campus, I had the distinct impression I was walking into enemy territory.

      Huxley Industries' Lua Campus is legally a territory of Earth, but from the blatantly hostile stares and tense body language all around me I might as well have been on some outer world, just waiting for someone to lose their nerve. That was when the shooting always started.

      That didn’t usually happen here, though. People didn’t just start shooting each other, not even when they really wanted to. Here on Luna, the potential fallout of a clash made people particularly cautious about killing anyone. Still, walking through the Lua Campus didn’t feel much different from walking through the dark corridors of Tower 7 on Venus just before the first sniper spotted us.

      Byron stepped up to the elevator and hit the button, then flashed me a look that said be ready for anything.

      I gave a nod. We entered the elevator, leaving our escorts staring as the doors closed, and rode up to the top in a spartan silence. Byron stared at the walls as the elevator ascended, lost in whatever thoughts he wasn’t choosing to share with me.

      The elevator stopped, the doors slid open, and we found ourselves looking down the barrels of cutting-edge weapon prototypes in the hands of several nervously assertive guards. Byron looked at them like puppies that had just made the potentially fatal mistake of waking the big dog from his nap.

      A well-dressed exec strolled over, said, “Stand down, gentlemen,” in an almost-bored tone, then looked at Byron and me. “Yes?”

      The guards did as they were told, lowering their weapons and backing off slightly. We stepped out of the elevator, and Byron brought up a holographic image for the exec to look at.

      The man leaned in to glance at it then shook his head. Along the top of the image, I could see the words ARBITRATION WARRANT. “I don’t understand.”

      “We’re Sol Federation Arbiters. We have an arrest warrant for three of your executives. Combatives A.I. Division Chair Anton Slotin, Ballistics Development Chair Stefan Graves, and Generative A.I. Division Chair Lucien Klein.”

      The exec smiled. I don’t know what it was exactly, but something in his face creeped me out, like a rictus grin on a living head. “Whatever the fine is, the Federation will lose much more in the lawsuit that follows,” he said. “Even if you win the lawsuit. It’s just not worth it.”

      Senior Arbiter Byron Harewood stepped closer then, intentionally violating the man’s personal space. Byron was a dark-skinned man with a neatly trimmed goatee and mustache, and eyes so serious you could easily mistake him for always being angry. As large and as heavily armed as he was, this would have frightened most people into panicky compliance.

      “Do I look like a civilian to you? These are federal charges.”

      The exec shrugged, then held his wrist up to his mouth. “Shelly, this is Nguyen. Could you send Anton, Stefan, and Lucien down here please? There’s a misunderstanding they need to clear up. No, they’ll make their two o’clock.”

      Byron frowned. He wasn’t the sort of man to put up with any disrespect. “These are criminal warrants. They won’t be going to any two o’clock meeting.”

      The exec just shrugged again. He didn’t seem to believe it, or if he did, didn’t seem to care. To a corporate power, the forces wielded by any nation state in the solar system were little more than a nuisance. The Sol Federation was supposed to be the exception, but we hadn’t yet convinced every company of that fact.

      One of the guards stepped forward—the one most interested in getting a promotion, I would imagine. “I’m going to have to ask you to step back, sir. Sir, step back.”

      He put a hand on Byron’s chest. My partner turned, swiped the hand away with his right arm, and tossed the guard to the floor in a joint lock so quickly and easily I didn’t even see how it was done. The man’s face went a white, and he started tapping Byron’s arm with his free hand in an absurd attempt to admit defeat. Byron waited for the message to sink in before letting him go, and the guard curled into himself with a look of shock and pain. Ngyuen frowned. No promotion for you.

      A corporate campus is like another world. The guards are used to being obeyed, but as far as we were concerned, they had no authority. That was the theory at least, but authority is nothing more than superior force. Taken all together, did the guards have enough force to assert their authority? They seemed to think they might. The only thing holding them back so far was their orders. They looked to their boss for some kind of guidance, but he wasn’t about to tell them to start a war.

      The executive turned to us, and his smug little smile became even more self-assured. “Unnecessary brutality? Well. This will all be resolved in court eventually. May I have your names and badge numbers?”

      Byron simply ignored the man, and the three men we were there to arrest came strolling down the corridor with even more security in tow. Anton Slotin and Stefan Graves both held back upon seeing us, but Lucien Klein came barreling forward.

      He was a large man, with a broad and somewhat fleshy face. Neither fat nor muscular, he gave the impression of someone who frequently yelled at waiters for not getting his food just right. His skin was flushed, and his eyes flashed angrily with what he probably thought of as a dominant look.

      “What’s going on here? I have a call with… Oh.”

      Nguyen gave the man his creepy smile. “They have a warrant. Something about weapons trafficking. Is there something you need me to tell the Board?”

      From the look on his face, Lucein Klein had seen this coming—but only in his nightmares, where the consequences he had never experienced before in his entire life somehow caught up with him. He sputtered for a few seconds, then turned away suddenly as if to bolt. I shifted my weight and bent slightly at the knees. If he tried to run, we would have to put him down on the ground one way or another, but Nguyen caught him just under his arm.

      “Come on now, Lucien. You know you need to do this. We’ll send the lawyers, and you’ll be back in time to make your two o'clock.”

      It was 12:15.

      Byron had apparently had enough, because he spun Lucien Klein around and manacled him before he could say another word. Byron’s teeth were clenched, and his eyes glared fiercely as if daring the guards. They wanted to do something, but Nguyen wasn’t giving the order. If they made a wrong move, I could easily have seen Byron shooting a few of them just to make a point.

      Why is he doing this? He wasn’t there with me in Tower 7, and he didn’t lose anyone to Marcenn’s androids. This was just an arrest, one part of a larger investigation. Why all this anger?

      I thought of saying something but decided it should wait for later. Instead I stepped forward and manacled Anton Slotin and Stefan Graves over their loud and indignant objections. Phrases like “Do you know who I am?” were thrown around, along with a few classic variations like “You’ll be checking ship registrations somewhere in the Oort Cloud.”

      I wouldn’t have manacled them, because it isn’t exactly standard procedure on the rare occasion we arrest a corporate executive, but in this scenario I couldn’t avoid it. Byron had already manacled Lucien Klein. If it was necessary for one of them it was necessary for all of them, or our justification for restraining Klein went out the window.

      As for Nguyen, he kept on smiling, probably just as happy to see a few power rivals get taken away by Arbiters as he would be when the company won its lawsuit against us.

      “Don’t worry about a thing.” He smiled, but there wasn’t a hint of sincerity or even sympathy for his colleagues in that soulless grin. “You’ll be out in an hour or less. Hang tight for the lawyers. None of this will change a thing.”

      I wanted to hit him, irritated with his lack of respect for the law. For any kind of broader society. For anything but the bottom line, and his own swift climb to the top of the corporate ladder. I could have driven my knuckles into his teeth and it would have done no good, so I didn’t do anything. I just turned away, nudging my prisoners into the elevator ahead of me.

      Their eyes kept darting between Byron and me, as if they were afraid we might kill them all at any moment. Arbiters are frightening to the average civilian, an image we cultivate intentionally to cover up for the fact that we don’t have the authority to commit acts of violence without consequences. As we left the elevator and walked back through the busy main floor, they looked so hopeful I almost felt bad for them. They all seemed to expect some kind of rescue, perhaps by Huxley security commandos, but if it hadn’t happened yet then it was obviously never going to happen.

      The Board of Huxley Industries had cut them loose, which meant it had probably already decided to use them as scapegoats. Someone at the company had given the order to sell illegal heavy weaponry to August Marcenn, and someone had to pay for it. It might as well be these three as anyone else.

      Once we were in the car, with the prisoners safely stowed in the back, the car pulled out to return us to the waiting shuttle. We couldn’t see outside unless we used the screen, but Byron preferred to have an overhead tactical map displayed at all times. I watched our green dot crawl across thin blue topographic rings. I turned to him to speak, Byron seemed to know what I was going to say.

      “Either spit it out or lock it up, Barrett.”

      He may smile occasionally, but it looks more like a quiet grimace. It was often hard for me to tell whether what he said was rhetorical or genuine, so I’d made a habit of waiting a few beats before responding. That seemed to work most of the time.

      “You’re a Junior Arbiter,” said Byron. “Emphasis on the junior. I’m the Senior Arbiter. I call the shots.”

      “Don’t you think…?”

      He held a hand up. “I do. That’s exactly the point, Barrett. It’s my job to think, because I’m the Senior Arbiter in this drop-team. Your job is to do. That’s a different and necessary job. You follow my lead wherever it goes, and you don’t hesitate or question it. Not out loud, not to yourself. Don’t even dream about it. Are we clear or unclear?”

      “Of course, we’re clear. You should have used more tact, that’s all.”

      He frowned. “More tact? I don’t know how you handled things with Gabriel Anderson, but I call the shots. The amount of tact I decide to use is up to me, and you will follow that decision to the best of your ability, and then some.”

      He was coming on so strong, I decided it must be personal. He must be under the impression that I was challenging his authority, and he wasn’t about to let that go.

      I held up both hands in mock surrender. “Yes, Sir. Just trying to learn the correct procedures.”

      He nodded sagely. “The correct procedure is: You arrest who I tell you to arrest, shoot who I tell you to shoot, and let me worry about how much tact to use.”

      “Copy that, Sir. Understood.”

      I lay back in my seat and closed my eyes. The easiest way out of this conversation was to disengage and let him feel like the bigger man.

      Byron snorted quietly. From his point of view, I was just another Junior Arbiter who needed guidance from a more experienced veteran like himself.

      After everything I’d seen on Venus.

      Until my next promotion, I might as well be a raw recruit on his first jump. If I didn’t like it, I was free to go on not liking it for all the good it would do.
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      The ongoing investigation into what had happened on Venus led us to the rarest of all combat drops. Our target was on Earth, in a secluded place far from both the Equatorial Desert and the Arctic Farm Zones. Nestled among blue-green trees, in one of the last remaining wildernesses, was the private estate of Huxley Industry’s Chief Executive, Julian Huxley. Byron and I moved through the dense forest in heavy armor, on our way to pay Julian a visit. Not surprisingly, our target’s android proxies had their own opinions about that.

      Byron’s voice came through my dataspike. “On the ridge. See? They’re not factory issue.”

      Full dropsuits would normally not have been authorized for a terrestrial operation, much less on Earth of all places, but Arbitration Command had made an exception. The woods around Julian Huxley’s remote estate were swarming with proxies, and according to our intel they were not any known model. The unknown is dangerous, so we’d been authorized to take action.

      I zoomed in, and sure enough there did seem to be something different about the androids I saw moving along the ridge. They had the same basic shape as normal droids: vaguely human and vaguely insect-like. What was really different, the thing that made it obvious they weren’t factory issue android proxies, was the way they moved.

      Androids are clumsy. Not clumsy in the sense that they’re going to trip over their own feet at any moment, but heavy and deliberate. These droids were different, slipping through the trees with a graceful fluidity that was almost beautiful to watch.

      I say “almost,” because the elegant movement of these combat androids had the potential to be a problem.

      “Yeah. I see it. Do you think they’re custom?”

      Byron exhaled. Like most Arbiters, he didn’t really do a lot of speculation. “Could just as easily be prototypes.”

      “That’s a scary thought.”

      “Why?”

      Gabriel would have understood exactly what I was saying here. I shook my head, a subtle gesture that would cause no visible movement on the outside of the massive dropsuit I was wearing. Every time the combat technology available for sale becomes more sophisticated, it represents a problem for Arbiters. We maintain the advantage by having the best tech available, so the people we have to deal with can’t shoot through our armor, hunt us down, or hide from us. When the tech gap narrows, more Arbiters are going to die. It’s a simple equation, even if my new partner couldn’t understand why I would describe it as “scary.”

      Byron pointed along the ridge. “They’re on a patrol, but if it follows the line of the ridge they’ll be at our location in about an hour.”

      “We could go down the slope now and slip right past them. They’re leaving a huge gap in their lines by coming up here.”

      “No, we can’t. They’ll overlook us when they get up here, and when they see us among the trees, they’ll be able to drop whatever they want on us.”

      “Those sidearms they’re carrying will never pierce our dropsuits,” I pointed out.

      “They aren’t meant to, and they won’t have to. Didn’t you see the scopes? Those aren’t just rifles, Barrett. They’re target markers. They can paint us for artillery fire.”

      “Artillery fire?!”

      “Yes.” He didn’t seem concerned. "Check the schematics on his house. Huxley has missile batteries as well as mid-range anti-vehicular cannons.”

      I brought the schematics up and saw that he was right. Huxley had enough firepower to cause problems for a full infantry regiment, and just maybe enough to stop two Arbiters. My dropsuit could probably handle a proximity blast, but a direct hit by one of his artillery shells would almost certainly kill me. Then there were the cannons, and the added danger from falling trees once the shells started exploding.

      No wonder they had authorized these dropsuits. No civilians nearby meant no risk of collateral damage and the bad publicity that went along with it, which would probably have resulted in an order to tie our hands behind our backs and go in light. Without that risk, our lives were suddenly at least a little bit of a priority.

      “Well, shit,” I said.

      “It’s not a big deal. You just can’t let them get you in their sights. I know you’re not used to that kind of gunfight, but it’s always that way when you’re not wearing armor.”

      Not a big deal. In Byron’s world, being targeted by a precision artillery system is not a big deal. All you have to do is get out of the way.

      “So what’s the plan?” I asked.

      “We engage and destroy. Make contact from as close as possible, so they can’t use their artillery without blowing up their own android proxies.”

      As expensive as they must be, would Huxley hesitate? After all, his estate was under attack. Then again, Huxley wasn’t in that much trouble. At least not yet. Our orders were to detain him, but not on criminal charges. He’d been called to appear in front of a Sol Federation Inquiry on the 2/77 Incident and he had ignored the subpoena.

      A contempt of court charge is all this really was, although it could potentially lead to much bigger things. If the Inquiry proved he was behind the weapons dealing, the company could even be shut down completely. Not that it was likely any of that would happen, but Huxley didn’t seem to want to take the chance. Not when he could ignore the subpoena and hide out here in the woods with all his killer androids.

      Refusing the original summons wasn’t technically illegal, but the subsequent enforcement order had made it a legal issue. Under normal circumstances, this wasn’t something that would require two Arbiters armored up like biped tanks to overcome artillery batteries before bringing the man in for the formal hearing.

      When we finally grabbed Huxley, I was going to ask him why he was being such a jackass. It would have been a hell of a lot easier for everyone involved if he had just decided to comply in the first place.

      “Can we even get that close to them?” I asked.

      “Don’t see why not. I can move pretty quietly in this thing when I have to. Can you?”

      Our scramblers were on, preventing the android proxies from scanning for our presence. Unfortunately for us, that also meant that we couldn’t scan for theirs. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a glimpse of movement on the slopes below us. Had the androids flanked us?

      “What’s that?” I asked, pointing down toward the trees below. Just as Byron turned to look, I saw an android aiming his weapon up at us in silence.

      Then we heard a whistling.

      “Artillery strike!” called Byron. “Break off now!”

      I ran along the ridge, lumbering as only a man in a dropsuit could. When the shells hit, I was only aware of it because the world fell over, with the sky tumbling end over end in a crazy spinning kaleidoscope of sky and trees. I fell a few dozen meters down the hillside, smashing through a tree in the process. When I sat back up, there were shapes moving in front of me. I couldn’t see what they were, but they were rapidly closing in.

      The android proxies. I couldn’t aim from where I’d fallen, but I didn’t need to. The gun in my dropsuit was practically artillery in its own right, and more than enough for a squad of androids. I opened fire, and trees between me and the inbound machines became clouds of dust and splinters. I didn’t know how many of the proxies had been closing in on me, but I did know that anything downrange from my gun was now a mangled ruin.

      I still had to move, or the next artillery strike would land directly on me. Not far away, I saw rockets streaking across the sky. A section of the ridge burst into flames, and I guessed that Byron was somewhere up there. Maybe he was running, or maybe he was burning alive. I had no time to find out.

      I got to my feet, but the effort took too long. By the time I was running, if that’s the right word for it, I heard the whistling sound again. The shells landed just behind me. I could almost see the blast wave as it stripped the leaves from the trees around me. I stumbled and caught myself, landing hard on both knees. Something popped up among the branches then disappeared again, and I realized an android had spotted me. I got back to my feet, fired wildly in all directions, and started running again. This time I was lucky, and the A.I. controlling the artillery misjudged my likely direction of retreat. The shells burst nearby, but the strike wasn’t nearly close enough to be any kind of threat.

      I caught another glimpse of movement and aimed ahead of where it was likely to run. I had better luck than their A.I., or maybe all that nonsense about superior human intuition has a grain of truth to it. The android I hit was ripped apart, shredded into burning scrap.

      As I stumbled out into a clearing, I saw them closing in on me from every direction all at once. They weren’t far away, but they all seemed to be aiming their weapons without pulling the triggers. They were calling in a strike, regardless of the fact that they were right underneath it.

      Byron was wrong. Androids don’t have a self-preservation instinct; they just do whatever you program them to do. When you’re as rich as Julian Huxley, being protected from minor legal irritations is easily worth the sacrifice of any number of expensive androids.

      I held the trigger down and ran straight ahead while fanning my weapon from side to side, hoping to break through their encirclement and escape the artillery strike before it hit. As I raced toward freedom, the whistle sounded again. This was it. I was about to take the full force of a direct hit from a home defense cannon. I got ready to die, but I didn’t stop running despite that fact.

      And then I somehow burst through the line, pulling two androids with me as they held onto my arms and legs in an effort to hold me in place. The strike landed not far behind me, and the blast wave lifted me off my feet. I was knocked unconscious. It had to have been for only a few seconds, but I was so disoriented when I opened my eyes again I might as well have been asleep all day.

      I probably had a concussion, though nothing else seemed especially damaged. I tasted iron in my mouth and felt my sinuses running, sure sign of a nosebleed. I turned and saw something nearby, but it was much too large and unwieldy to be one of the androids. I couldn’t tell what it was at first, then I heard Byron’s voice.

      “Lawson’s Gambit. Not bad, Barrett.”

      Lawson was an Arbiter who had escaped an ambush by tricking the enemy into firing on their own position. Byron thought I had done it intentionally, and I wasn’t going to correct him. As I stood up, I could feel blood catching in the back of my throat and spat reflexively before I could think better of it. Viscous blood stained my visor.

      I unlatched my helmet, a slow and uncomfortable process made more difficult from the pounding in my head. When I finally got it off me, I could clearly see android limbs and heads scattered across the forest floor.

      Byron was looking at me, but I couldn’t tell what he was thinking with his helmet still on. Then he pointed behind me. “There’s a stream over there. Rinse it out and we’ll head on up.”

      I walked over to the creek and rinsed out my helmet as best I could. The highly advanced technology inside was insulated well enough to protect it from the water, and I soon had it cleaned out and back on again.

      Byron pointed up into the trees. “When we go up the hill, remember there could be others. And not just androids. He could have mined the grounds, or there could be booby traps inside the house. These are the kinds of things you can easily overlook, and they can kill you just as easily if you don’t watch out for them.”

      I could always count on Byron to tell me things I already knew. Especially if they were depressing or anxiety-inducing. But I had another concern. “Those proxies ambushed us. They crept up without us seeing them and called in a strike.”

      “Yes, the patrol on the ridge was just a decoy. It was a clever trick.”

      “Don’t you see what this means? Huxley has tech that could be highly dangerous. Androids that can engage Arbiters. That can kill Arbiters.”

      “We already knew that.”

      He was right, of course. A heavy weapons android had killed Gabriel Anderson and had kept me pinned down for hours in Tower 7. Still, this combination of mobile proxies and static artillery was a potential game changer, and I couldn’t understand why he would not acknowledge that. A large enough force of this type could defeat an Arbiter unit, and it could only be a matter of time before the new combination became widely known and widely used.

      I gazed up the slope, thinking with petty satisfaction that at least the view from Huxley’s front porch would never be the same again. Trees had been blasted apart all along the valley floor, and the ridge was still burning fitfully. By the time we were done, his property values would probably be half of what they were before.

      Small-minded, I know, but the man had just tried to kill me, even if indirectly. Destroying his landscape was a small compensation.

      “I’ll take point,” I said, and Byron fell in behind me without another word. Our heavy feet marched up the slope, and I fully expected to run into another pack of androids. Fortunately for us, no second attack ever came. No landmines, no booby traps. I guess if a man can’t feel safe in his own home surrounded by android proxies, a missile battery, and a home defense cannon, then he just can’t feel safe at all.
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      Julian Huxley’s home was unlike anything I’d ever seen before, and I’d been all over the solar system. When I was a kid, I once took a trip to a science museum with a Rube Goldberg exhibit. There was a device to cook eggs that had twelve separate moving parts, and a device to paint a wall that had twenty-seven. I don’t remember who took me to the museum, but I do remember they were irritated by what we saw. They couldn’t see the point in those ridiculous machines, but I found them fascinating.

      That was probably the closest thing to what we found when we finally entered Julian Huxley’s estate, except that a Rube Goldberg machine is more complicated than it has to be. The individual machines in Huxley’s house weren’t especially complicated, but those machines did everything whether it needed to be done or not.

      The front door was locked, but my skeleton key got us in without any difficulty. Upon entering, the first thing I saw was an android. I almost blasted it, but the thing reached out a hand to me and said, “May I take your coat, sir?”

      I still almost blasted it. I couldn’t like the droids, not after everything I’d seen them do. If you program an android to take your coat, it will take your coat. If you program an android to slaughter all humans, it will slaughter all humans. They just can’t be trusted.

      “No.”

      The android lowered its arm, and I couldn’t shake the impression that it felt resentful about the whole thing. We stepped around it and found ourselves in an open living room with a row of floor to ceiling windows overlooking the forested hills outside. If Huxley was here, he might well have been standing at this window and watching us while we battled his androids in the sea of evergreens.

      As it was, I could still see the orange flames flickering among the shattered trees outside. Whole sections of the ridge had been stripped of their greenery, leaving only the blackened stumps behind.

      Throughout the house, androids walked or slid or crawled or climbed, tending to household chores or maintaining the A.I. system that ran the house itself. Some of them looked like metallic snakes, segmented and as shiny as chrome. Some of them scuttled around on multiple legs like crabs or lobsters. Some of them loped along like monkeys or toddled around like creepy dolls.

      It felt like art, but I suspected it was really just Huxley’s hobby. Like many entrepreneurs, he had turned his basement project into a massive empire on the strength of his own genius. Now that he could afford to, he seemed to have decided to go back to tinkering. He must have made all those things himself, programming them all to do some useful chore.

      As far as I could tell, nothing in the house was purely ornamental. These androids each appeared to have exactly one task. One was polishing the floor, which already glowed with a mirror like sheen. Another walked along searching for dropped items, staring at the floor like it expected to find a ball of paper or a pen there at any moment. One mopped the kitchen floor, creating what seemed to be the slickest surface in human history. One crawled along the wall, opening panels occasionally and making adjustments to whatever was inside.

      There was far too much for me to describe it all. It was an army of servants, slaving away on endless tasks that all seemed to have been completed a long time ago. The kitchen floor was far too shiny, and if any items had ever fallen on the floor, they had long since been dealt with. As fascinating as it must be for Huxley to build these strange little automata, there was something sad about the whole thing.

      Along one wall, there was a row of computer monitors displaying a constant stream of information—everything from stock prices to personnel reports, updates on open projects, and even the news of the arrests. The house’s A.I. system seemed to be handling it all without human oversight, and it occurred to me for the first time that Huxley might not even be here.

      “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” I asked.

      Byron grunted. “Probably not.”

      I gave up and started checking the rooms one by one. It took a while, because none of them were truly uninhabited. They were crawling with androids, toiling away at every piece of furniture and surface. In one of the rooms, they had actually worn a hole in a desk. The android in charge of polishing that spot was still working, too—it had its hand in the hole and just kept moving it back and forth, a sight I found strangely unsettling. Huxley had created a monument to futility, and it went on and on with no need for input.

      We eventually found the genius in the bedroom, staring up at the ceiling with empty eyes. The man was dead, but that wasn’t immediately obvious. His androids didn’t just keep that place clean, they kept it sterile. With no germs or insects, Huxley was decaying very slowly. His skin was stretched tight across his cheekbones, and his lips were pulled back from his teeth in a leering grimace. He was a mummy, which meant he’d been dead for a long while.

      “How long?” I asked.

      “Three years or so,” said Byron.

      “Three?”

      I looked around and thought about all his staff of androids. He had left them working, and because he had never given them the order to stop, they would never stop. When enough time had gone by, they would polish and clean the house to nothing. The walls would collapse, the ceiling would come down on them all, and, if there were any survivors, they’d be out there polishing the rubble.

      Byron went over and examined the condition of the body, then he looked around at everything else. “Yeah, three. Look, we need to assess for a minute.”

      I agreed. If Byron was right, then Huxley could not have been responsible for 2/77. Not unless the conspiracy went back further than I thought. “What do you make of it?”

      “Well, let’s review what we know from the briefing. Huxley Industries is one of the biggest defense contractors in the solar system.”

      “Right.”

      “And they have ongoing business relationships with all the major players, including the North Atlantic States and the Sol Federation. That’s not illegal, not yet, but it means selling weapons to both sides of what will probably be the next major war.”

      I didn’t want to believe that. A war on Earth, using all the technologies now available, would be beyond horrific. Still, Byron was right. The Sol Federation aimed to rule the solar system, and its authority was at least minimally acknowledged on every world and colony. The North Atlantic States were wealthy and powerful, enough so to stand a fighting chance against that claim. Would they really go down without a fight?

      Byron continued. “So, we’re probably talking about a divided loyalties situation.”

      “I think it goes beyond probably. Especially considering that they’ve been selling some of their cutting-edge androids and other weapons on the black market. August Marcenn being the prime example.”

      “Maybe. We don’t know that there isn’t a worse example. But anyway, none of this is helped by the fact that their founder and Chief Executive, this corpse here, was a recluse. Everyone assumed that he was behind it all, but this… this find suggests he had nothing to do with it.”

      “And that raises another question…” I pointed out. “If he had nothing to do with it, then why is he dead and how did he get that way?”

      Byron nodded. “Sure. Murder, suicide, or something else?”

      It didn’t look like murder, at least not in any obvious way. “He’s lying in bed, and nothing has been knocked over or ransacked.”

      Just as I said that, I brushed against a vase on Huxley’s bedroom desk and knocked it tumbling end over end. It’s hard not to do that sort of thing when you’re wearing a dropsuit. Before it could land with a crash and shatter on the floor, a nearby android stepped forward and caught it, then placed it carefully back where it had originally been.

      I stared at the android for a moment.

      “Something wrong?”

      I shook my head. “If there was any kind of fight, the androids would just have cleaned up all the evidence.”

      Byron’s eyes moved from the bed to the vase, then back to the body. “We can’t rule it out one hundred percent, I’ll grant you, but I’m not seeing it. He’s just lying here, and there’s no wounds or blood stains on him.”

      “That doesn’t explain everything,” I said. I was trying not to move, knowing how likely it was that I would knock over something else if I so much as shifted my weight, but without even thinking, I gestured with my left hand when I said the word everything and knocked what looked like an ancient Chinese sculpture over.

      I was glad about the androids, or that jade horse would have seen the last of its days. A moment later, the horse was back where it had originally been. The android looked at me, standing there in my massive dropsuit, then moved the sculpture a few inches back from the edge. The little bastard didn’t trust me.

      “What doesn’t it explain?” asked Byron, oblivious to my clumsy destructiveness.

      “The fact that no one seems to know he’s dead. I mean, they didn’t announce it, they didn’t even send anyone over to pick up the body. They just left it here to mummify. How could something like that even happen in the first place?”

      “Let’s go back to the living room. And try not to knock over anything else. You might not get lucky next time.” So maybe he wasn’t so oblivious.

      We lumbered back to the living room, and Byron pointed to the rows of monitors. “See those screens? That’s how he runs his business. He doesn’t run it. Everything’s automated, same as it is here.”

      I thought about Young, the expert hacker I met back on Venus. He would have loved the idea of Huxley’s place, but I doubt he would have considered it “automated.” Someone with a highly developed intelligence had set all this up, and if it seemed automatic now it was only because he put everything in place beforehand. This whole house didn’t strike me as the creation of someone who wanted everything done for him. It struck me as the creation of someone who wanted total control, even over things he couldn’t be there for in person.

      “He probably wrote those scripts himself…”

      “Exactly,” said Byron. “He could have programmed them to use the same strategies and issue the same types of orders as he would have.”

      “So, what are you saying? That nobody knows at all? I find that hard to believe.”

      “If somebody knew, wouldn’t they have done something about the body in the bedroom?” he asked.

      “I guess they would have had to, but then the secret would have gotten out. If they’d sent in a cleanup crew, there’s no way they could have kept it secret after that. The story is just too juicy.”

      “So, if somebody did know, and they also knew that most of what he did for the company was automated anyway, they’d be better off not moving it. Just leave it here, let the androids and the A.I. system keep doing what they do, and no one’s the wiser. They can reveal it later in their own time. If ever.”

      It was a ghoulish scenario, but it could have happened that way. “Okay, let’s follow that thought for a minute. I’m a corporate executive, maybe someone he had out here occasionally for meetings or strategy sessions. I stumble across Huxley’s body, realize he’s dead, and wonder what the hell to do about it. I think of calling someone to come and deal with the corpse, but I decide not to. Why?”

      “The oldest motive. Money.”

      “If there’s any way I could profit off that, sure. But I don’t see how there would be. I can’t vote on his behalf; he already has the A.I. to do that for him. I can’t just rip the company off either. The A.I. is watching and it knows everything Huxley knew. He was clearly a genius, so could anyone who worked for him just go in and reprogram what he created?”

      “So, what are you saying here, Barrett?”

      “Either no one knows, or whoever does know hasn’t changed a thing. Their motive is not to rip off the company, or to give themselves a big promotion. Their goal is to keep everything exactly the same, to keep everything going without interference.”

      “Maybe. I think you’re giving them all a little too much credit. If somebody knows about this, there has to be a way for them to benefit personally. If we can figure out how, we’ll figure out who.”

      “This has to have something to do with what happened on Venus.”

      Byron didn’t reply. He probably just thought of it as empty speculation, but to be fair his whole idea about a conspiracy to keep Huxley’s death a secret was just as speculative. You see stories in the news, like an old lady who dies alone and doesn’t get found until the neighbors complain about the bad smell. Isolated out here among the trees and guarded by his proxy army, there was no one to even notice the smell.

      Huxley’s tech obsession had ensured that he could die without anyone noticing. His need for control had led to a lonely and pointless death, and there was no reason to see a conspiracy in that. When it came right down to it, we had no reason to think anyone even knew. Huxley’s systems had fooled the world.

      It reminded me of something from the Academy. “You know, this is kind of like a Turing Test.”

      “A what?”

      “Turing Test. It’s something they talked about at the Academy.”

      “Dr. Richter, Fundamentals of A.I.?”

      “Yeah, that’s the one. People used to think that a computer should be considered sentient if you couldn’t tell its conversation apart from a human’s.”

      “That’s just stupid,” said Byron. “Computers aren’t sentient, not even if they can fake it.”

      “Some of them are pretty good at faking it,” I said.

      He shrugged. “So what? It’s all just programming. It doesn’t mean anything.”

      That was certainly the conventional wisdom at this point, but Dr. Richter hadn’t been so sure. He used to say that people believed whatever they wanted to believe, whatever was most convenient for them to believe. We use A.I. for so many things, the idea that it might have a will of its own is going to make us uncomfortable. No one talks about the Turing Test anymore, but is that really because the idea wasn’t valid? Some of what I had seen on Venus made me question our assumptions.

      “Computers might not be sentient, but Julian Huxley has been running Huxley Industries from beyond the grave for years now and the vast majority of people have no idea. The decisions he’s making, the things he’s saying… they’re plausible enough to fool just about everyone.”

      “So, it’s almost like he’s still alive. Huh. You have an interesting way of thinking, Barrett. Even if it’s wrong.”

      That might be the only compliment I ever got from Byron Harewood.
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      Once we got back to Command, there were several long hours of debriefing from multiple levels of officers who wanted to know what we had found, how we had come to find it, and why we had done this instead of that. Director Park sent out a cleanup crew to remove Huxley’s body and had to decide what if anything to do about the fact that he was dead. We had nothing to do with any of that, so Commander Urich gave us each a day off while leadership considered their next move.

      As I often did after Venus, I decided to use my free time to visit Sophie Anderson. Gabe and I were friends, but he kept his family life sealed off from his work. I never even met Sophie until she was Gabriel’s widow and they sent me to bring her his badge and a folded flag. Now I went over and spent time with her every few weeks or so. We would have coffee and just talk in the way only people with a shared loss could.

      The first few times we mostly talked about Gabe. How the two of them had met. How he had recruited me for the Arbiter Force. How hard it had been for her when he was away all the time. How he had become my assigned partner when I got out of the Academy. How good he was at storytelling, making you feel like you were there with him when it happened.

      Over time, we ended up having more in common than just our memories of her fallen husband. We started talking about our own lives, our childhoods, and our hopes for the future. Sometimes we hardly even mentioned Gabe at all.

      When I got to Sophie’s house, I parked on the street and looked around at the trees that ran along both sides of the quiet lane and the comfortable little house with its white fence. They were starting to become familiar to me, and I was starting to associate them with my friend and his life even though I had never seen them before he died. I walked up to the door holding a bottle of red wine. A nice, fat bottle—enough to get both of us good and tipsy.

      When I rang the button, it took Sophie a few minutes to answer. I started to wonder if she wasn’t home, or if she was home but deliberately not answering—which would have been weird. She opened the door and smiled like she did whenever she saw me. Then she saw the bottle.

      “You brought wine? Thank you, Tycho.”

      “Well, you know, it’s healthier than coffee.”

      She laughed a little, then we went into the living room and sat on the couch. The easy chair was empty, but I knew from the first time I’d come over that she didn’t want anyone to sit in it. It was his.

      I heard the clink of glasses from the kitchen, and the quiet pop as she pulled out the cork. When she came back into the room, she handed me my glass and sat down across from me in a wooden rocking chair.

      It wasn’t all that delicious, really. I had picked something Danish, but it turns out the Danes can make bad wine too when they put their minds to it. It had a metallic aftertaste, and I could see her trying hard not to grimace when she sipped it. I must have looked like a cheapskate, but Arbiters don’t get paid as much as you might think.

      She brushed her blonde hair back from her face. Her eyes were sad, just like they had been the first time I met her.

      “Is Gabe on your mind a lot today?”

      She smiled and nodded. “Always. But you’ve been such a good friend, and such a big support to me. Not like everyone else—the people who just sent money or maybe a casserole before they forgot all about me. I truly appreciate it.”

      I took a large sip of my wine, and now it was my turn to grimace. “Sorry about the wine. This stuff is awful.”

      She laughed quietly. “At least it’s not retsina. That’s what Gabe would always insist we drink. When he told my father he liked the stuff, Dad actually walked out.”

      “Oh, your Dad is a bit of a wine snob?”

      “No. Just a reasonably civilized human being.”

      I laughed, and then had to wipe a mouthful of wine from my chin with the back of my hand.

      “So how are you doing, Soph?”

      She smiled. “Soph. I like that. Like we’re a couple of kids, and that’s your little nickname for me. I’m okay, but I do have something I want to ask you.”

      “Sure, what is it?”

      “It’s like I said. You’ve done more for me than anyone else. You’ve been a friend to me, a real friend. I like our talks; they help me process everything I’ve been through. But I’m worried about you. Why is it I never hear about a woman in your life? You deserve to be happy, have a family. But you never talk about it.”

      I set down my glass of wine and took a deep breath. This wasn’t something I wanted to talk about. “Well, Sophie, that’s just something I can never do again.”

      She set her glass down and leaned forward with her hands folded in front of her. “Come on, Tycho. What do you mean by that?”

      All right, cards on the table.

      “I need to tell you a story, something I’ve never told anyone. Not even Gabriel.”

      “Go ahead, Tycho.”

      “Well, I was married once.”

      “You were?”

      “It’s not something I talk about.”

      She reached a hand out across the gap between us and placed it gently on my arm. “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”

      “No, it’s fine. I’ll tell you.”

      She pulled her hand back again. “Okay. I’m honored that you would share something so personal with me.”

      I took a breath.

      “I haven’t always been an Arbiter. Any one of us could say the same; we all come into the Force from something else. For some it’s the military, for some it’s law enforcement, but not for me. In fact, my life used to be about as different from what it is now as it could possibly have been.”

      “Don’t tell me you were an insurance adjuster.”

      “No.” I laughed. “An engineer. That’s what I always wanted to do, what I always imagined myself doing. I met Daphne when I was still in school. Both of us expected to spend our lives together. We dated all through college, got engaged as soon as we graduated. You know how it goes.”

      She watched me intently. “Yes. I do. What was she like?”

      The question caught me. “It’s hard to remember. That’s the toughest part of it all, that I can’t really remember her. I remember her being angry, I remember her being kind, I remember her being sleepy… it’s all bits and pieces. It doesn’t add up to a whole person. I’m always missing her, but what I’m missing are just… moments.”

      “I’m sorry, Tycho.”

      “Thank you.” I thumbed the glass in my hand as I continued. “So, I finished school and was headhunted almost immediately. Mechanical engineering for a luxury sports vehicle manufacturer. My big break, to get recruited by a company like that when I was still so young.”

      “Was Daphne happy?”

      “I don’t think she cared. She never had any interest in careers or promotions. She just wanted to be married, to start a family together. And I wanted that too. I worked my way up through the company, always moving toward bigger projects. Bigger responsibilities. It took me away from her, and things got hard between us. Distant and tense, like there was always an invisible wall between us.”

      “That sounds like what happened with Gabe and me,” she said. “We talked about it.”

      “Yes. But then Daphne got pregnant, and I thought maybe that would bring us back together.”

      “Did it?” Her eyes were sympathetic.

      “I guess it did. I proposed to her, and she accepted. Everything was pretty wonderful, for a little while.” My voice faded out a little on those last few words.

      “You don’t have to tell me, Tycho. You really don’t.”

      “Just give me a sec.”

      I had some more of the wine and then leaned back. Her eyes were getting to me. Something about how sad she was for me. It was hard to look at.

      “So, we were engaged. I gave her a present, a cutting-edge car I’d designed myself. The perfect vehicle, designed to my own specs. Every last detail.” I saw that Sophie was holding her breath. She must have seen what was coming.

      “She loved it, of course. She drove it everywhere, showed it off to everyone. It was built for safety. That was my gift to her, to know that she and the baby could go anywhere they wanted, and they would never have to worry about anything. But I still had to follow the codes.”

      “What do you mean?” she asked.

      “Professional ethics, code of conduct. I’ll get back to that in a minute. So anyway, she got really into organizing the wedding. It kept her busy, so the fact that we weren’t spending a lot of time together stopped being a problem for about two months or so. And as for me, I stayed focused on work. I can’t even imagine it now, because I hated that job. I used to joke around with Gabe about it, how I wasn’t cut out for that life. But I didn’t know that back then. I thought that was the only kind of life there was. I even had an office and some stupid motivational poster hanging on the wall…”

      “You mean like that one?”

      She was pointing toward her study, where there was a poster showing the Milky Way beneath the one word: DREAM.

      I shook my head and laughed. “Yeah. Sophie, you should have heard me ranting about those posters when we were on Venus. You’d kick me out right now. I don’t know why, but the sight of them just fills me with a crazy rage. Maybe because they remind me.”

      “I shouldn’t have interrupted you,” she said. “Keep going.”

      “So, there we are. Our wedding day comes, we have a quick little honeymoon, then back to work. She’s getting big now, we’re past the point where there should have been much of a risk. But then one night, I get home from work late and she’s on the floor. There’s a puddle of blood underneath her.”

      “Tycho! Oh, I’m so sorry!”

      “Daphne was okay, but she had just had a miscarriage. The baby was gone, and the baby was the whole reason we got married in the first place. We’d been drifting apart for a good long while. We had nothing left at that point, and we were both too young and dumb to work it out. ‘We might as well admit it,’ she told me the morning after she got back from the hospital. ‘This whole thing was a mistake.’”

      “This just gets worse and worse…”

      “I moved out of our place and got a lease on a little studio. I kept trying to see her, but she never backed off from what she was saying. The whole marriage was a mistake, a bad decision, it was doomed all along. We should get out now, before anything else happened. I got the impression that she saw the miscarriage as a punishment, like we’d done something we shouldn’t have and we had to pay the price for it.”

      “That’s irrational,” said Sophie.

      “Yeah. But does it matter?”

      “It does. It’s important for you to know that. Losing your baby was random chance; no one was trying to punish you.”

      I didn’t know what to say, because I hadn’t even gotten to the worst part yet. “She filed for divorce, and the day of the hearing was set. She still had that car, and even though I wished she would sell it I didn’t plan to insist on it. She needed a vehicle after all, and I wouldn’t have to see her riding around in it. When that hearing was done, we could walk away from each other as if nothing had happened. Like we had never even met.”

      Sophie’s voice was soft. “It’s okay to be sad, Tycho. You don’t have to be strong.”

      I didn’t know why she kept saying things like that. It’s not like I was melting down or anything, but maybe she could see something in my face I didn’t know was there.

      “On the way to the hearing, Daphne got caught up in a major accident. A monorail had malfunctioned, and it wasn’t stopping for oncoming traffic. The car couldn’t stop; there wasn’t enough time. All it could do was redirect, driving her straight off the road and into the river. I designed it to be the safest car she could possibly drive. I worked in lots of little features, anything I could think of that would make her safer. But I still had to follow the Code of Conduct.”

      “What does that mean?” she asked.

      “There’s an A.I. in every car, and it has to make life or death decisions if the situation comes up. Like whether to plow straight into the maglev train, which would quite possibly have killed dozens of people but would have been survivable for the driver. Those cars have a lot of impact-resistant plating on them, and the prototype model Sophie was driving had even more. She might have lived.”

      “Are you saying the A.I. decided to kill your wife?”

      “That’s exactly what happened. It calculated the likely loss of life and drove her off into the river rather than letting her just hit that train. She probably drowned, but I don’t really know the details. To oversimplify, it decided that the minimal loss of life from an impending collision would come at her expense. So yeah, it killed her.”

      “Oh my god, Tycho! That is so horrible!”

      “It isn’t great. I needed to understand it, maybe because I half-suspected that what had happened was my fault. I used my company access to upload everything that was in the car's black box and examined the telemetry. I ran countless simulations, countless scenarios, and they all ended the same way. If a collision had happened, there was a 50% chance the car would have just derailed the maglev but not plowed right through it. Daphne would have been hurt, and the injuries might have been life changing, but she would probably not have died.”

      Sophie furrowed her brows. “So why isn’t that what happened?”

      “Because I had changed the design of the vehicle. Those extra plates along the front of the car? They altered the outcome from 75% survivability for the maglev passengers and 50% for the driver, to 15% for the passengers and 75% for the driver. The plates had turned the car into a high-speed missile and guaranteed that any major crash would result in mass casualties. To keep that from happening, the A.I. ran her off the side of the river embankment instead.”

      “Tycho,” she said as she reached out to touch my arm again. “You have to know this isn’t your—”

      “—I don’t have to know anything. I do know this. The changes I made to the car are what killed my wife.”

      “Tycho, no…”

      “Just a few minor design differences would have been enough to alter the outcome of that day in almost every way. She would have made it to the hearing, she would have started a new life. She would have lived. I killed Daphne, and the fact that I didn’t do it intentionally doesn’t make any difference at all if you ask me.”

      She didn’t ask me. Instead she just stood and put her arms around me in a long, warm hug.

      “Tell me something, Tycho.”

      I nodded. I was suddenly too exhausted to object even if I had wanted to.

      “Is that why? Did you become an Arbiter as an act of contrition? Sacrificing your life to… to pay her back, maybe?”

      I wasn’t sure. I didn’t want to think about it anymore. I just let her hold me.
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      So much for my day off. The visit to Sophie’s house was just as exhausting as any workday, but I did feel like we were suddenly much closer because of it. I left her house in a daze.

      When I got in my car, I was ready to be done with this whole “day off” concept and get back to work. The drive back to my place was going to take a little while, so I decided to bring up the dossiers on the three men we had arrested on Luna. Maybe I would see something that would move the whole case forward somehow, or maybe I would just improve my background knowledge. Either way, it was better than thinking about Gabriel’s widow and a hell of a lot better than thinking about Daphne.

      I brought the files up from my dataspike. Combatives A.I. Division Chair Anton Slotin, Ballistics Development Chair Stefan Graves, and Generative A.I. Division Chair Lucien Klein.

      I don’t know what I was expecting. Overt links to organized crime, some sign of unsustainable debt, anything that might make sense of their actions. From what I saw in their files, these three just weren’t that interesting.

      Slotin had a military background before he went into private industry, but he seemed to have spent most of his service moving from one cozy little desk job to another. Graves had a long family history of weapons manufacturing, going back to the now-defunct Graves-Wormbach Manufacturing company. When Huxley Industries absorbed GWM, Graves moved into Huxley’s top echelons as part of the deal. Klein’s background was in A.I., but he wasn’t so much an A.I. genius as a money man with some knowledge of artificial intelligence. His primary job would be better described as mediation, keeping an eye on the geniuses for the Board and keeping an eye on the Board for the geniuses. Neither side would like or trust him, but both sides would need him if they wanted to avoid dealing with each other directly.

      There was nothing obvious here, and if not for how disoriented I was feeling after that conversation with Sophie, I would probably just have dropped it. The case would be closed soon, and we’d get another one, most likely on some remote colony.

      I didn’t need to do anything here. Whatever the truth was, the three executives were no longer my responsibility. They had already been transferred to Federation detention, and, as far as Command was concerned, all outstanding matters related to the Tower 7 arbitration were now resolved. Their main concern at the moment was what to do with the knowledge that Julian Huxley was dead. No one back at headquarters was tossing and turning over what had motivated these three men to commit such serious crimes.

      I closed the dossiers, laughing at myself for my own immaturity. I was playing detective, trying to get all worked up about something that no longer had anything to do with me.

      But there was something odd about the whole situation at Huxley. This wasn’t a case of some disgruntled janitor selling access to confidential material, or some blackmailed executive handing over a prototype blueprint to a rival company.

      All three of the suspects had been linked to the weapons transfers by a paper trail that wasn’t even that hard to crack. All three were involved in the projects that developed the heavy androids Marcenn bought, the nanosuits his Eleven had used in the final battle at the top of Tower 7, and so on. How could three executive-level positions be involved without direct orders from the boss himself?

      But the boss was dead, and if Byron was right that someone knew about it, then it was probably these three men. The question was why.

      All three were top-level executives at Huxley Industries, and all three were paid as well as you would expect for men in that position. Why would any of the three have risked everything they had by selling weapons to a private party on an inner colony? They must have worked closely together to commit the crime, a situation of tremendous risk.

      Were they planning to short the company after the news finally broke? Were they all working for someone else, the real mastermind who called the shots? If that was Huxley, why had they gone so far to cover up his death? Why had they continued to work together to fulfill his agenda, whatever that really was?

      Now that my mind was moving, I connected to the Arbiter Force internal network and reviewed Huxley Industries' investor report. Everything about this case suggested a larger conspiracy, but I was no closer to really understanding it than I had been when I first discussed the issue with Gabriel on our way up Tower 7. If everything went back to Huxley Industries, then there had to be something here. Some little thread I could unravel.

      I scanned through the document, but all I could see at first was the same meaningless pablum you would normally expect to see in an investor report. Here’s everything that’s going fairly well for us, here’s a list of excuses about the things that aren’t going so well along with some tortured explanations for why it’s all just fine, and here are some wildly optimistic projections for the next few quarters. I don’t even know why the investors read these things, unless they’re either just that gullible or that much better at reading between the lines.

      Our forensic financial investigators had already turned up a list of keywords and phrases that referred to the black-market arms dealing. When I glanced through the transaction records, I found these keywords easily. The evidence was there. Even though the transactions themselves had involved serious crimes, the company had still logged them just like they would have logged anything else, relying on an almost childish code system to disguise the true nature of the most sensitive transactions.

      If that was their method, then it stood to reason they’d use the same method with other clients. If Slotin, Graves, and Klein had their own little arms ring going, I expected to find the same semi-amateurish misdirection in reference to other deals. But I couldn’t find anything, not even when I had my dataspike perform a series of semantic filter searches through the Huxley Industries financial records. My filters did turn up a number of transactions, but they were all the transactions we already knew about.

      If these three were criminals, they were criminals with exactly one client: August Marcenn.

      When we’d confronted the last eleven members of the Tower 7 Nightwatch under the control of Marcenn’s broken mind, they’d spoken a lot of gibberish. Or so I thought at the time, but now I was starting to wonder if there was more to it than I realized at the time.

      What was it they said? I closed my eyes and thought, picturing them perched up on the top of a building and speaking in that eerie, coordinated way of theirs.

      “The great work of the human race is in terrible danger. We acted to protect the glory. We would do so again. Do not prevent the work.”

      New working hypothesis, for what it was worth: August Marcenn wasn’t alone. His murderous fanaticism wasn’t just a personal savior complex, but an ideology shared by other powerful and well-connected people. The slaughter on Venus was not a simple case of megalomania, but a deadly ideology with other followers, other true believers.

      It was starting to look like we’d been right the first time, when we guessed that a death cult was behind the incident on Venus. But what exactly did the cult believe? The Eleven had rambled about a threat to “the glory,” by which they seem to have meant the glories of human civilization. And who was responsible for this threat?

      “Insidious powers, old and dispassionate.”

      An epic battle between good and evil, not an atypical ideology when it came to death cults. Unsurprisingly, the self-proclaimed good guys in this scenario were the ones committing mass murder.

      So, that was one way to look at it. A conspiracy, driven by some bizarre ideology. But it was kind of far-fetched, which had always been the weakness of the cult hypothesis. If you were starting a death cult with plans to kill vast numbers of people, how would you go about recruiting the wealthy and powerful to your cause?

      It didn’t feel right somehow, and there was another possibility. The three men had been set up, fall guys for someone else with a more easily understandable agenda such as an extremely large sum of money. The paper trail had been too obvious, the code they’d been using too easy to crack. The arrogance of the corporate elite, or evidence of a frame-up?

      I wanted to know, and that didn’t have as much to do with being an Arbiter as with simple curiosity. Never mind the old saying about that.

      Something hit the car with a jarring impact, shocking me out of my wandering thoughts. The hit was a hard one; I could feel it in the base of my spine. I was stunned at first. Car accidents are rare. Daphne’s death in one was a freak event. I had never even met anyone else who had lost someone in a car accident. What was going on? My car’s A.I. should have seen any trouble, made the necessary corrections, and avoided the impact.

      The car sped up, and I was thrown violently against the door and then just as violently the other way. With a mounting sense of dread, I realized that the car’s A.I. was taking evasive actions. Someone was chasing us.

      My voice was shaky as I spoke to the onboard computer. “Street view and sitrep.”

      The screen lit up, and I saw the street outside. We weren’t alone on the road. There were people on the sidewalks and other cars racing by, all of which were trying to get as far away from us as possible.

      The A.I. spoke, a soothing female voice with a British accent. “Sitrep as follows: we are pursued by an armored vehicle, and it is attempting to force us off the road. If we continue at this speed, we will impact an approaching monorail. To prevent this outcome, we may be forced to accept impact with the armored vehicle. Survivability is dependent on the angle of impact but is no greater than 25%.”

      My car was weaving back and forth, speeding up on every straight and slowing down on every curve. Beside the road, I saw the winding, snakelike shape of a nearby waterway. Up ahead, I saw a bridge across the river and a maglev monorail track with the lights of an approaching train.

      That was when I panicked. It couldn’t possibly be real, but there I was in a grotesquely familiar scene. It felt like some kind of cheesy ghost story, where you suffer in the most ironic way possible to punish you for your past sins. My peripheral vision disappeared, washed away by a red darkness. The sound of my ragged breathing filled the car.

      The maglev crossed in front of me, a rattling wall of metal and plastic. My car’s A.I., programmed to kill its own driver if necessary to save as many lives as possible, gave up on escaping our pursuers and braked with a jolt, throwing me forward against my seat belt. It must have decided in that moment that the survivability was optimal for everyone concerned, which did not imply we would all survive. Whoever was chasing me hit hard, an impact that slammed my teeth together and cut my tongue. My mouth flooded with thick, hot blood.

      I felt something like freefall and realized in a vague but terrifying way that the car was flipping end over end. We hit a person on the street, and I saw their head explode in a burst of blood and brains against the car before the screen went dark. We hit something else, something big enough to jostle my whole body. It held us in place for just a moment, then fell away, like someone had opened a trapdoor beneath my feet.

      I had lost any sense of up or down, but I felt a sickening lurch in the pit of my stomach as the car cleared the edge of the embankment, then a sudden jolt as it plunged into the cold, muddy water below.
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      I wasn’t knocked unconscious, but I did lose where I was and what was going on for several seconds. I heard a pleasant sound of gurgling water and felt like I was floating free. Perhaps in outer space? No. There isn’t any water in outer space, and I wondered why I had thought such a silly thing. Was I at a campground, waking up in my tent by a stream? I could get up and go fishing, or take a boat out on the lake nearby…

      I opened my eyes and saw the water slowly filling the car. The roof of my vehicle was now below my head, and I was hanging suspended by my own seatbelt. The disorientation cleared and I realized I must be underwater.

      The fear took over then. I needed to do something, but all I could think about was Daphne. Her last few minutes must have been like this, watching the water rise inexorably as it seeped in through the ventilation and the gaps between the body and the crushed passenger door.

      I’ve been in a lot of desperate situations, like being trapped by heavy battle androids in an apartment building or hunted by Nightwatch officers in impenetrable nanosuits. As bad as those situations were, neither of them felt as hopeless and desperate as those first few seconds in my car.

      I felt completely powerless, like I’d been caught in some kind of karmic beartrap and had no choice but to die. The water kept rising, slow and steady but clearly unstoppable. I was in terrible danger, but I knew exactly what I needed to do; I had been trained in how to deal with exactly this situation.

      There were a series of steps. The first was to wait, because I needed the pressure inside the vehicle to equalize with the outside. The next step was to get a door open. The third step was to swim away from the entry into the water. The fourth step was to reach the surface, and the fifth step was to reach the shore.

      My breathing calmed as I remembered, and I consciously shut off my own emotions. It took an effort of will, but I felt the coldness come down over my thoughts. Daphne died like this, yes—but I didn’t have to, not as long as I stayed calm.

      I checked my mental state by listening to my breathing. It sounded calm and regular, if a little deeper and faster than normal. So far, so good. I had no choice but to wait, so I used the time to improve my situation. I unclicked my seatbelt but found the mechanism was damaged. When it wouldn’t open, my breathing sped up a little. I heard a sound from outside the car, a distant popping I couldn’t identify. Not knowing what it was, my mind was distracted for just a moment. I gained control of my breath, realized I could cut myself loose, and retrieved my knife from my belt.

      The exact same knife I had killed several Nightwatch officers in hand to hand combat with on Venus would save my life again, as long as I could stay calm and focused on the task at hand. Once I made the cut, I dropped halfway toward the water with a sudden lurch, and the knife slipped out of my hand and disappeared.

      So much for that. I had cut the strap, but I was still hung up on something. There’s a time to be calm, and there’s a time for desperate effort. I yanked and kicked, letting myself give in to panic. I felt something give way, and my body dropped down into the rising water.

      The cold made me gasp, and I fought to a sitting position. These cars are well-armored, and the water was leaking in so slowly that I still had time to think. I found myself wondering about the continued popping sounds.

      What was going on outside the car?

      “Street view and sitrep.” No response. The A.I. was dead, probably killed at the moment of impact. I wouldn’t know till I got out there, so my best bet at understanding my situation was an educated guess.

      The level of force needed to send a vehicle flipping end over end would also be enough to destroy whatever did the damage unless it was up-armored like a troop transport. Whoever was chasing me had access to military or paramilitary resources. So, not a random attack, but an intentional assassination by professional killers.

      They would want to make sure they had fulfilled their contract, so they would probably be waiting for me when I reached the surface unless StateSec had already arrived. I needed to make sure I had a weapon, but I wasn’t armed and geared like I would usually be on a mission. This was a day off after all, and a visit to Sophie’s was not a situation where I’d expected to end up in a firefight.

      Fortunately for me, I’m as paranoid as any other Arbiter. In the seat above my head, I had a submachine gun with a full magazine of ammo. All I had to do was fish it out, and I would at least stand a fighting chance. I reached up toward the seat but the frame was badly bent. I couldn’t get my fingers between the seat and the floor.

      I would just have to take my chances… no. I still had that knife, assuming I could find it in the water at my feet. I reached down carefully and felt around for my missing blade. My fingers closed on it, but the cold of the water made them numb and clumsy. When I pulled the knife out, blood was streaming from my fingers. I couldn’t afford to care; I had to concentrate on getting that gun.

      I spit out a long strand of blood and phlegm, got a grip on the slippery knife, and started sawing away at the upholstery above my head. The water reached my knees, and I noticed it was starting to flow in faster. I didn’t have much time before I had to open the door and either make my bid for escape or drown because I had waited too long. The temptation was just to go, but if they gunned me down when I reached the surface then all this effort would have been for nothing.

      If I had seen what I’d be doing now the day I bought that car, I would never have paid extra for the genuine leather. Be that as it may, I yanked and cut until the seat was in shreds, then wrestled the case out through the ruin of upholstery.

      The water was rising, but I took the time to return my knife to its scabbard while hugging the case to my body. When I opened it at last, clicked the magazine into place, and put the strap around my shoulder, I gave a shout of triumph.

      My sense of victory didn’t last for long. I was still in the car, settling down into the bottom of the river. The water was rising, and there was a good chance I had a gunfight ahead of me as soon as I poked my head out of the water. My car’s 25% chance of survival had only been talking about the crash, so my overall chances of lasting through the next half-hour were probably more like 2.5%.

      That thought should have demoralized me, but for some reason it had the opposite effect. As soon as I realized that my triumph was temporary, and that I was probably about to die no matter what I did, I felt a surge of euphoria. If I was going to die, then it didn’t really matter what I did next, right?

      There was nothing to worry about if it was all going to end the same way, which meant it was all just a game. The goal wasn’t to go on living, but just to live for as long as possible. Two minutes instead of one, or five instead of two. Bonus points for kills, taking as many of them to the grave as I could drag down with me.

      The water was now at my chest, and it was almost time to make a break for it. I turned around, positioning myself to get out the passenger side door. Once the water stopped flowing into the car and the pressure equalized, I’d open the door. After that, let the games begin!

      My heart was pounding wildly as I prepared to start playing. I could hear it in my ears above the rush of water, above my hoarse breathing, above whatever that popping sound was.

      And then I got it. That sound was gunfire, which meant the killers were definitely still up there. Were they just firing into the water, hoping to hit me by blind chance? Somebody up there really wanted me dead and was prepared to go to great lengths to make it happen. Why wasn’t StateSec on the scene yet? Or maybe they were, and the hitmen were actually so determined to kill me that they were even willing to engage local law enforcement to do it.

      So much the better. I grinned like a death’s head as the water reached my chin, then I took several deep breaths and held the last one. It was time to go. I popped the door seal and pushed it open through the dark green water. I saw a fish flit past through the reeds and mud, braced myself with both feet and grabbed the sides of the door with both hands, then pushed off into the river.

      I didn’t go straight up. The air escaping the car would have bubbled up to the surface and flagged where I’d landed. Instead I swam away from the car, not completely sure what direction I was going but confident that anywhere was better. When I had gone as far as I thought I could manage, I drifted slowly upward, careful to make no sound at all as my head broke the surface.

      My body was desperate for air by the time I got there, and it was all I could do not to gasp so loudly they could have heard me from the riverbank. That would have cut the game short, so I fought my burning chest and breathed in slowly and evenly.

      I looked around, moving smooth and deliberate. There was something burning up on the road, most likely a vehicle. I was drifting toward it, carried along by the river current. There was the bridge up ahead of me, and shapes moving on top of it. I couldn’t see them clearly at first, but they seemed to be pointing down toward the water.

      There was a sandbar in the river just below the bridge, and a huge, tangled pile of trees and other random flotsam. If I could float up there, I could conceal myself among the intertwined branches while I called in reinforcements.

      I drifted closer and was finally able to identify the figures on the bridge. Four armored men were aiming down into the water and taking shots occasionally. I couldn’t make out any details from this distance, but they gave a paramilitary impression. At first I couldn’t understand why they were shooting randomly like that, but then I realized they wouldn't be able to use thermal imaging or backscatter scans to find me. Water is effective enough as a radiation shield to disrupt any scanning capabilities the men might have. They had misjudged how long it would take me to float down to the bridge, but in general they had the right idea.

      I wished I had something other than a submachine gun. Since the killers were armored, I wouldn’t be able to just unleash on them and kill them all. I needed to take precision shots, targeting the weak points in their armored suits, and that’s something a submachine gun just can’t do. The only way I’d be able to kill them was from almost point-blank range or by aiming directly at the face.

      I thought of Raven Sommers, the Section 9 sniper I had briefly met on Tower 7. She had a way of showing up, taking out your enemies from some hidden location, then disappearing again like a vengeful ghost. I could sure have used her help right then.

      I didn’t even have to try to reach the tangle of trees; the current pulled me to the same spot. This had an added benefit, because I was able to use the debris to screen my approach. I bumped up against a sodden branch and held on tight, watching the enemy to make sure they hadn’t spotted me.

      They took no notice, but one of them unclipped a grenade from his belt, primed it, and tossed it into the river. It exploded with a gush of water that jumped up three or four meters, and then they all started shooting again.

      I just stayed there behind the trees, as the bullets whizzed past, making the water splash and ripple like an artificial rain shower. Blood was trickling down my face, leaking out from the cut on my fingers and pooling in my mouth. Everything hurt and everything was wet, but I waited there patiently. Every second I lived was a win in the game, and there was no reason to rush the situation. A branch snapped in half about three feet away from me, but none of the bullets got any closer than that. Time to call in the reinforcements—

      No, not yet. One of the four men stepped forward, picked his spot in the river carefully, then dropped from the bridge.

      It was a strange sight to see, because it didn’t really look like a jumping human. There was no fluidity, no bracing for impact. He just plummeted straight down, like a falling boulder or a huge chunk of metal.

      My skin crawled at the sight, and I couldn’t pinpoint why at first. What I did know was that if he was in the water and almost totally armored, my odds of killing him from my current position depended entirely on ambush. I would have to stay still, wait till he showed himself, then shoot him in the head from as close as possible.

      But what if he spotted my legs kicking slowly? I glanced down into the water below me but couldn’t see him. I didn’t like my chances, especially not if he decided to head straight for the little island or, worse yet, throw a grenade in my direction just to make sure.

      I ducked my head back underwater and pushed away from the sand bar, kicking as quietly as I could manage. I had to fight the current, but if I could make it to the far bank…

      They started shooting again from up on the bridge, though I had no way of knowing whether they’d seen me or not. The bullets sliced through the water to my right and left. Where the hell was StateSec? There had been a serious car crash, vehicles were on fire, and men were shooting guns and dropping grenades in the river. How could that possibly have failed to attract attention?

      There was no time to worry about it. I had to reach the bank, find a hiding place, and call this in. Whoever these guys were, I wanted StateSec on their trail. Even if I didn’t succeed in killing any of them before they got me, that would at least be worth something.

      I went under the bridge, surfaced again on the other side, and took another breath. Where was the man who had dropped into the water? I hadn’t seen a glimpse of him, but I could hardly believe he had held his breath for that long. He was probably diving for the wreck of my car, hoping to get visual confirmation that I was dead inside. I had to make for the bank, where I could at least buy myself a little bit of time.

      I started swimming, trusting in the sound of the rushing water to disguise the noise I made. When I reached the shallows at last, my limbs felt like they were made of cast iron. I fought the pain and the exhaustion, dragging myself over the rocks in a low crawl. The men on the bridge had stopped shooting, but I could hear them calling to each other.

      “Do you see him yet?”

      “I saw something move over there!”

      “Bullshit, he’s drowned.”

      I came out on the bank, surrounded by clumps of grass and algae-covered rocks. I was right under the burning car, and smelled something like melting plastic and roast pork combined. I checked for my weapon and found it still secured around my neck. So far, so good. Now to get up that bank, hide behind the burning car, and call this in.

      I dragged myself up the embankment, slipping and skinning my knees. When I neared the top, I found a body sprawled out on the road in front of the burning vehicle. It was a middle-aged woman, who had apparently crawled from her car on broken legs and arms. As horrifying as it was to see her twisted limbs and know she’d crawled on them, that wasn’t what killed her. There was a little hole in the center of her forehead, and from the lack of an exit wound she’d been staring right up at the killers when they did it.

      I looked up through the open door of the burning car and saw a body engulfed in flames, so twisted and blackened I couldn’t even say whether it was a man or a woman. Across the road on the other side there was another car sitting with its door open. An older man was inside, still strapped into his seat. His head lolled back, and blood trickled down from a wound in his head.

      They were methodically executing all witnesses.

      Almost frantically, I crawled up behind the burning car and brought up my dataspike menu. StateSec could decide who was responsible for this fuck up when they conducted their investigation, but right now the important thing was for them to get on the scene and do it.

      I opened a call channel, but all I got was a blinking red logo for StateSec and a friendly message. No network detected. If you have an emergency, please shelter in place until help arrives.

      No network detected? That was simply unheard of. StateSec are the police, they have a dedicated network all their own, and they do whatever it takes to keep it up and functioning. If a mile-wide asteroid was about to hit the planet, the thing they would keep running until the fiery end would be the StateSec network.

      I didn’t have long to think about it. When I booted up my dataspike, the men on the bridge turned as if in response and started scanning the bank with their eyes. I didn’t make the connection, but by the time I got the No Network message, one of them was pointing in my direction. Then the shooting started.

      The burning car was good cover, but what was left of the body inside rattled and shook as the bullets hit it. With my submachine gun—a weapon that uses pistol ammunition—I couldn’t hope to hit them at range, so all I could do was crouch down behind the flaming wreck and wait.

      One of the men took out a grenade, fitted it to his weapon, and aimed slightly upward. They were going to blow me up, and unarmored as I was, they wouldn’t even have to be all that accurate.

      I jumped up and ran, firing controlled bursts of cover fire. I knew it was useless, but it might cause them to duck or pause for a moment. Then again, it might not.

      The grenade arced up, came down again behind the car, and exploded in a fireball of jagged metal shrapnel. If I hadn’t run, I would have bled out from a hundred wounds. I ran back up the river, hoping to put the cantilevers of the bridge between us. I needed them close to me, or there was nothing I could do against their armor and firepower. As things stood right now, I was a mouse trying to bite a cat to death.

      They were running toward me, moving with a speed that seemed almost inhuman. I leveled my weapon at the leading man’s face, aimed as carefully as I could, and squeezed the trigger. He twitched his head to the side just before I fired, and my bullets missed him and flew off into nothing.

      So much for the game and so much for bonus points. If I died today, it didn’t seem likely I would take anyone with me. I turned and ran again, legs pounding the pavement with desperate speed. I had a head start on them, but they were closing so fast it hardly mattered. As I raced along, I passed more bodies on the blood-slick street. Some had died in the accident, some had died not long afterward, shot through the head to keep them from talking.

      I got off the sidewalk and slipped down the embankment, getting myself out of their line of fire. I didn’t have a plan, or even the vaguest idea of how to escape this situation. All I knew was to run, and to make myself a difficult target.

      As I ran down the slope, I tripped and skidded a little. I lost my balance and went down on my hands and knees. From the top of the bank, my three pursuers started shooting at me again. With a burst of water, the fourth man came up from the river. He saw me kneeling there and leveled his weapon at me.

      I threw myself to the side, swung my own weapon up, and fired a burst. As I’d expected, the bullets just bounced off his armored torso. He grinned fiercely and turned, but I aimed my weapon straight at his face and he was forced to duck. Instead of opening fire, I stumbled to my feet and started running again.

      Bullets struck all around me. One grazed my leg. I half-stumbled but didn’t stop. To slow or stop was death. Movement was life. On the bank above me, I heard the snap of a grenade being loaded. Aiming up the slope, I fired a long burst to drive my enemies back.

      The man behind me called out to them. “Hold fire, I’m down here with him!”

      I turned and shot at him too, despite the fact that he had probably just saved me from having a grenade dropped on my head. He ducked behind a tree, and I charged straight up that muddy slope.

      They must have been too confident they had me trapped, because I came out between two of them and bolted off despite slipping once in the mud and almost going down face first. I made the other side of the street just before a passing car came shooting past, and heard their bullets riddling the vehicle’s side.

      Now that I was off the river, my options for escape and evasion had greatly improved. On the other hand, my magazine must be at or near empty. Never mind that my weapon was all but useless anyway. I had to keep on running, trusting in luck to save me.

      Someone near me staggered, and a spray of blood burst out the back of his neck. He fell down dead, and I wondered what the hell he was still doing on the street when a firefight was obviously going on all around him. Glass exploded from breaking windows and plasticrete burst from building facades.

      I rounded a corner and came out into a little pedestrian plaza with trendy clothing stores and outdoor restaurants. To my shock and horror, there were people crouching down behind several of the nearby windows. Rather than flee the area when the shooting started, they had all decided to shelter in place. As I ran past them, a bullet shattered a plate-glass window. I saw a blur of screaming faces and open mouths and pouring blood.

      The only thing I could do for them was to draw the fight away, so I jumped up to a fire escape and clambered up until I reached the roof, using the same strategy Gabriel and I had used for a while to evade the android proxies in Tower 7. I ran straight across one rooftop and then jumped to the next, using the free-running skills I’d been taught at the Academy. I crossed three rooftops this way before they got me in their sights again, but soon enough they were right behind me.

      These men were so agile in jumping from roof to roof, they reminded me of some of the prototype tech we had to deal with on Tower 7, or the custom androids at Julian Huxley’s estate. But they didn’t look like androids. In the glimpses I caught of them they looked like men.

      Two of them were closing in behind me and two were flanking me from either side, but all four were taking the occasional shot when they had the opportunity. The only reason they weren’t hitting me was my extensive training in escape and evasion, like how to move in unpredictable rhythms too complex and chaotic to be easily targeted.

      Of course, none of those chaotic movement patterns are as fast as simply running flat-out, so my lead was decreasing steadily. Not only that, but my lungs started to burn like acid, and there was a stabbing pain in my lower right side.

      I felt fingers brush my back just as I made another jump, and one of the men fell off the building behind me. He called out as he fell, but the man next to him made the jump successfully.

      On the building to my left, one of the killers was taking aim. I shot at his face, taking care to use only a single bullet. Of course, I missed, but he ducked to evade and I kept on running.

      The killer on the building to my right loaded a grenade. He aimed it ahead of me, hoping that I would run right into it. Instead I ducked, and it sailed past me into the street below. The explosion shattered all the street-side windows in the nearby buildings at once.

      I heard a sound, identified it as an approaching monorail, and tried to figure out where it was coming from. The act of looking for it delayed me just long enough that the man behind me was able to grab at me. I stumbled for a few steps and then collapsed.

      I threw him off me as I fell, and I kicked at him. He staggered backward and I shoved him, then ran and jumped for the next building as he went sprawling.

      This turned out to be the building to my right, where the man on that side was just about to load another grenade. When I landed next to him, he dropped the grenade and it went bouncing off to become the property of some neighborhood gang member.

      “I’ve got you!” he sneered and made a grab at me. I raised my gun and fired a shot, then ran and jumped off the edge of the building without even checking what was on the other side.

      It turned out there was nothing, because the street was too wide for it. I sailed out into empty air, realized my basic mistake, then gasped in terror. All the life I had left was the few seconds it would take me to sail across the open space, arc down toward the ground, then burst apart on the street. I had made the single biggest error you can make in free running, to jump without looking. There is no coming back from that.

      A blur of noise and color came screeching by below me. I didn’t recognize it as the maglev train I had just been looking for. I had no idea what it was except a flash of movement. When I felt the impact, I latched onto something out of sheer desperation even though all the air had been knocked out of my body as if by a giant metallic fist. Something flew by a moment after me, landed on the roof of the car behind the one I was holding onto, and fell straight through. I didn’t know what it was, and I didn’t have time to think about it.

      My hands scrabbled desperately as I started to slide off, and I was vaguely aware of pointing fingers and screaming. I held on somehow and managed to pull myself up on the top of the maglev.

      I had no idea why I was still alive. All I know is that I was on the roof of a speeding train, gasping for air and trying to collect my thoughts. I had survived the car crash, escaped the river, survived the gunfight, evaded my pursuers, and jumped from a building onto a passing monorail.

      Having been through all that, you might think I was in the clear. And I really should have been; I don’t know how many other people have ever survived so many deadly threats in such a short span of time. But it wasn’t over.

      As I lay there gasping, holding onto the monorail with all my strength, something burst up through the roof.

      I rolled backward, nearly falling to my death off the moving train. I kept myself steady somehow but didn’t even think about aiming my weapon. I was close to panic, not understanding what the hell had just happened. Then I saw the face, the neatly trimmed beard, and I knew what I was looking at.

      It was one of my attackers. He had made the same jump I had just made onto the maglev, but where my jump had been an outlandish piece of luck, he seemed to have made his intentionally. From that fact alone, I knew that he was not normal. With all my skills, I would never have attempted a jump like that if I had known what I was doing. But that wasn’t the only thing off about him.

      He had plummeted straight through the roof of the train into the cab below, which made no sense unless he was ridiculously heavy—yet he had then run across the cab in a matter of seconds to burst up right in front of me. So, he was far stronger than he should have been, far heavier than he should have been, and much faster too.

      Seeing the man up close for the first time, I had the impression of power. A reckless, destructive kind of power. He was lean but muscled, and his whole body looked somehow dense. The kind of body that would sink to the bottom of a river like a falling rock, or smash right through the roof of a monorail.

      As I stumbled away from him, he bared his teeth, an expression halfway between a sneer and a snarl. I couldn’t see his eyes behind his tinted shades, but from the expression on his face he looked more animal than human.

      As the train sped along, I took a step backward to brace my weight. Hudson Bay was coming up ahead of us, and by the time we hit the bridge I needed to be down there in that cab or risk being thrown off on the bend. I raised my submachine gun, then the killer took a step forward and stretched his left hand out as if to reach for me.

      My eyes went to his fingers. They didn’t look natural, something about them was wrong.

      He gave an ugly grin. I think he wanted me to see, because he spread his fingers as he reached out for me. They were long and tapered, more like talons than human fingers. The sight was repulsive, and I raised my gun to aim at his face.

      From where I was standing, I could shoot him clean through the head with almost no chance of missing. Even though I knew he could move quickly, he didn’t try to rush me. He just kept grinning, right up to the moment when I pulled the trigger. Then he opened his outstretched hand just as my finger tightened, timing it perfectly as if to block the bullet.

      That kind of timing is impossible, at least for anyone I’d feel comfortable describing as a human being. He did it anyway, catching my shot in his outstretched left hand. There was no blood at all, just the telltale puckering of synthetic muscle and pleximesh skin. His hand absorbed the force and stopped the bullet, which jutted out of his palm until he reached over contemptuously with his other hand and yanked it out, then he tossed it off the side of the train.

      His grin got huge, like a hungry wolf in a bedtime story. He took another step forward, and I finally realized what I was really dealing with. Illegal prosthetics, a nightmare I’d heard of but had never actually seen. The killer in front of me was an Augman.

      Human augmentation wasn’t a new technology, but it had always been highly controversial. Some people believed it made you more than human; others thought it made you something less. Some people accepted a prosthetic limb if it was medically necessary but drew the line at full-body prosthesis. People who were augmented to the point where there was hardly anything human left in them were known as Augmen, and they were hated and feared across the solar system.

      When the whole thing started, there was a time when it looked like everyone on Earth might get them. Athletes and entertainers couldn’t do without their augmentations, using them to run faster, jump farther, or hit harder. Wealthy playboys used them. Politicians used them.

      But it all started going bad. Organized crime syndicates adopted weaponized prosthetics as way to bring weapons into any space without raising suspicion. That was enough of a problem, but then unaffiliated criminals off the street started using them too. At the height of the fad, a few people much worse than simple criminals took full advantage of them.

      Anyone with a full-body prosthesis could take a lot of damage before going down, and there were some who were less interested in using them to get away with things and more interested in doing as much damage as possible before anyone could stop them.

      The first few rampage incidents really scared people, especially the people who already hated augmentations and feared those who had them. There was a lot of public talk about rounding up the augmented, quarantining them so they couldn’t hurt “tru-humans” ever again. A lot of other people thought that was wrong and argued that it was just an irrational prejudice like any other. Then the Reykjavik Massacre happened. A man with weaponized prosthetic limbs killed 49 people in a crowded nightclub and just walked away, impervious to repeated attempts to gun him down. They never caught the man. He walked all the way to the sea and kept going, and he disappeared beneath the waves in what he must have thought was a poetic death.

      That wasn’t even the most deadly rampage involving Augmen, but something about it just made people’s skin crawl. Maybe it was the way he just ignored all the bullets hitting him, or the way you could still see him walking under the water for a few minutes on the video of the incident before he finally disappeared into the dark beneath the surface.

      Prosthetics were heavily regulated after that, driving several major prosthetic companies under. The last few that were still in business all had contracts with the Sol Federation, so of course there were people who complained about “preferential legislation” and “capitalizing on tragedy.” You could get prosthetics if you were an injured soldier, or if you needed them for some specialized task the Federation had a use for, but that was about it.

      If I’d spent more time on Earth, I would probably have run into one of the Augmen before now. Most of my missions were out there among the colonies, where the maintenance and anti-rejection medical regimen made prosthetics impractical unless strictly necessary. Even decades after their initial development, it was still uncommon to see prosthetics off-world

      So a full-body prosthesis like the one I was looking at now? It was straight-up illegal, banned by the Sol Federation and all Earth member states.

      I kept backing up, and the Augman kept creeping forward. He could just as easily have caught up with me in a blur and snapped my neck, or ripped my head clean off if he was so inclined. I think he just wanted to show off his power, to terrify me before he killed me. Banned and persecuted wherever they went, the Augmen still saw themselves as a kind of elite. He just couldn’t resist the chance to try to put fear in me. The monster is coming, and even though he’s moving slowly you can neither hurt him nor escape.

      We hit the bridge over the Bay, and the cold blue waters sparkled far below me under the moonlight. I couldn’t win. I couldn’t even keep fighting; if I went on trying, the odds that more innocent people would die went up with every passing second.

      I looked at the killer’s face, and he saw what I was thinking of doing. His grin disappeared, and he came in at me with terrifying speed. I almost didn’t make it, but he still had a wide gap to cover and all I had to do was fall.

      He darted forward as I jumped. I felt his hands on me, but I slipped through his fingers. He screamed with rage as I dropped away, falling toward almost-certain death.
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      I don’t have clear memories of what happened next. I know I fell, and I can still vividly remember the sensation, but that’s all. I can’t remember what I saw or heard in that plummet from the train, just the feeling in my stomach as I dropped. I don’t recall hitting the water, though the temperature should have been cold enough to shock me awake even if I’d been knocked unconscious. I don’t remember swimming, and I don’t really understand how I could have done so.

      I only remember a green like dark emerald, and a sensation like fire. In that green I drifted, unaware of what was happening around me. I’m not even sure if I remembered who I was or gave any thought to my situation. It was Fiddler’s Green, the place where people go when they drown, and it was strangely comforting. I could have sunk down into it, drifted down to the bottom, and never been seen by another human being. The way I felt right then, I wouldn’t have objected. Drowning doesn’t always feel like dying. It can feel like rest.

      Of course, I didn’t drown. Every now and then, disturbed by a random sound like a seagull’s screech or a distant ship passing in the night, I became aware of the world around me with a disorienting feeling of confusion and nausea. Sometimes I remember kicking or spitting water like a breaching whale, rolling between the waves.

      These are disconnected images, not coherent thoughts. They’re little flashes of consciousness, soon replaced by the same contented nothingness. It almost swallowed me, and if I had ever fallen completely asleep it would have.

      Something was burning, and that feeling kept me awake.

      I kept drifting down into that peaceful green, only to be jolted awake. The bay felt nice, a good place to rest, but then the burn would flare, excruciating. I would open my eyes and see the waters and the sky, uncomprehending. My memories of the water are just those three things—the green, and the burning, and the disconnected moments of terror.

      After some time had passed, a span that could just as easily have been ten years or ten minutes, I became aware that I’d stopped moving.

      Something hard was against my shoulder, and I kept bumping into it over and over. Every time I did, it sent a white-hot spear of pain stabbing through neck and chest.

      I was alive and conscious, despite having jumped from the top of a maglev train into the Hudson Bay.

      And it was freezing now. I had to get out of this water, or I would close my eyes and just sink down to the bottom as I so nearly had already.

      I turned and looked up and saw that whatever was bumping into me was made of plasticrete. It took me a little while, several minutes probably as the onset of hypothermia makes a man dull, but I remembered eventually. The northern end of the bay had plasticrete tetrapods to reduce erosion and reinforce the seawall. I’d bumped into one of those, and if I could climb on top of it, I could get out of the water and eventually to shore.

      That was not a small “if,” because how do you climb up anything with a broken collarbone? I had somehow swum with one, if you can call it swimming, but I was semi-conscious at best while it was happening and didn’t understand that what I was feeling was extreme pain. I understood it now, and it didn’t seem likely that I could force myself up there.

      On the other hand, I had made it this far. It occurred to me in a vague way that I had one hell of a will to live, which filled me with a perverse pride. Is anything strong enough to kill Tycho Barrett? Maybe so, but nothing I’ve seen so far.

      Fuck it, I thought. Fuck them all!

      With a surge of anger, in a moment worthy of its own motivational poster, I got an arm around the tetrapod and began the horrifically laborious process of dragging my body up it while screaming loud enough to frighten away every bird and beast within a kilometer of the sound.

      I blacked out twice, coming to after intervals of flashing whiteness to scream again. When strength wears out and you have nothing left, you can still keep going on ego alone. Having decided I intended to live I was taking it quite literally to the wall. I don’t know how I did it, but I found myself on the top of the tetrapod at last. I lay there gasping, resting my head on the tetrapod behind it. It was hardly the most comfortable bed I had ever been in, but it was a big improvement over the water of the bay. I retched up saltwater and spit out something green and slimy, marveling at the fact that I was still somehow alive.

      Then I checked behind my ear, found that my dataspike was still firmly attached, and keyed it up. It was long past time to call this in and find out what was taking the proper authorities so damn long to get here.

      When I tried to reach StateSec, I got the same blinking logo as last time, and the same message. No network detected. If you have an emergency, please shelter in place until help arrives.

      So what the hell was going on here? An armed attack by Augmen had already claimed several civilian lives and damaged a maglev in the process. StateSec should have been all over that, and I should have been pulled out of the bay by a search team as soon as they figured out that I had gone into the water.

      I looked across the bay, but all I could see was the gray of the sea and the gray of the sky. No emerald green like in my dreamlike memories. No sign of StateSec, or any kind of emergency response at all.

      It didn’t make sense, not unless all the dataspikes in the area were somehow being jammed by the killers and StateSec still had no idea what was going on.

      Even if StateSec’s connection was down for some reason, the Arbiter network ought to be up and running. Within range of headquarters, those connections are hardened against almost all forms of jamming. At least in theory, I should be able to connect to the internal network even if the whole region had been reduced to a nuclear wasteland.

      I tried to make the connection, but I drifted off into unconsciousness for who knows how long. I only woke up because I was shivering violently. The message that came into focus in front of my eyes said connection attempt timed out. Try again?

      I tried again and forced myself to stay awake this time. I got the exact same message, connection timed out, along with an error code. I started to drift off. In all likelihood, I would have died of hypothermia while I was lying there soaking wet and bleeding on the tetrapod. The only thing that got me moving was a paranoid thought, a memory of the Augmen killers turning to look at me all at once the moment I keyed up my dataspike behind that burning car.

      It was like they knew. Like they were hooked in.

      I sat straight up, grabbing at my dataspike with numb fingers. If it was compromised, they could easily block it from accessing anything they didn’t want it to access. As long as they owned it, they might as well be right inside my head.

      They would know where I was.

      I was in such a panic that I didn’t even think of just powering it down and getting it dealt with later. I needed them to think I was at the bottom of the bay, not sitting here shivering at the edge of the seawall. I wrapped my fingers around it, yanked it from the side of my head, and threw it as far away from me as I could.

      It sailed into the water with a quiet splash, leaving nothing but ripples behind. With any luck, they would think I had drifted against the seawall briefly before finally sinking and go collect their bounty from whoever had contracted them. Even if they did, they would come by and check on me first. I had to get out of here, and I had to do it quickly, no matter how much it hurt.

      I had done so much, survived so much already. The thought of having to do anything else made me sick to my stomach. But it was that or die, and dying would only mean letting them win. I turned and saw that there was a rusting access ladder not far away. If I could crawl across the tetrapods, I could drag myself one-handed up that ladder and onto the seawall. If I did it fast enough, I might even make it to the shore before the hit team arrived.

      Slipping and sliding along the plasticrete, screaming every time I took a wrong step, I made my way. I have no idea how long it took, except that I was acutely conscious that I had given my position away and that my enemies would be here as soon as they could manage it. It felt like hours, but if it had been anything close to that they would have caught me there. For all my desperate frustration, it could only have taken me a few minutes to get across the tetrapod pile and reach that ladder.

      I glanced back the way I had come and groaned with despair. It wasn’t much, but there was a visible blood slick along the route I had taken. When the killers arrived, all they had to do was glance down over the seawall, notice the blood, and they would no longer believe I had drowned.

      I hooked my left arm over the ladder and pulled myself up one step. The sound that came out of my mouth was deeper than a shriek, but too high-pitched to be a moan. Anyone who happened to hear it would think they’d heard a ghost, which was close enough to being true. I stood against the ladder, using pressure to hold myself in place, and hooked my arm over another rung. By this awful method, I somehow managed in time to climb the seawall.

      When I reached the top, I collapsed and did nothing but bleed for a minute. Then I heard a car, convinced myself it must be the killers, and got myself on my feet. I don’t know who it was, but whoever they were, they had nothing to do with me. The sound faded away, and I dragged myself along the top of the seawall with glassy eyes and a determined stare.

      It would not surprise me in the least to find out that the locals still tell stories about the thing that dragged itself out of the water that day. I only saw one person, an old man out for a walk with his dog. Instead of doing anything useful he yelled in fright when he saw me, then turned and ran like he hadn’t run in decades. I still wonder what he thought I was, because the idea that I was simply a man who had been through a hell of a lot didn’t seem to occur to him.

      I reached a footpath, probably the same path the old man liked to use for his daily walks. It took me past a row of trees, a low wall covered in colorful graffiti, and into a parking lot. This led to an access road, which finally led up into the city streets. As I hobbled along, I ran over what had just happened and what I knew so far.

      When could my dataspike have been tampered with, and who could have done it? It might have happened during our raid on Huxley Industries. The company would certainly have had hackers on staff, and probably at least a few who were capable of such an exploit. They could even have done it when I used my skeleton key to bypass their gate security, using the connection to insert their own code and start poking around.

      But if that was true, what did they find out about me that made them decide I was worth all this?

      Whoever the killers were, they were expensive professionals, with heavy augmentations and a lot of firepower. They had found me on the road away from my home, which meant they had either been following me for some time or they knew exactly where I was going to be and when I was going to be there. The timing of their attack suggested psychological warfare. They left my car with no choice but to either crash into a train at high speed or let them hit me—recreating the moment of Daphne’s death, right down to ending up at the bottom of the river. It was like they were trying to mess with my head, using my trauma to paralyze me.

      So, their attack wasn’t opportunistic. Every detail was planned, and part of the plan seemed to have been to stage a cover story. A freak collision and a tragic drowning, so ironic as to suggest a possible suicide. When they picked up signs of life through my compromised dataspike it must have ruined their plan, and they decided to kill all the witnesses who had survived the crash before sending one of their men into the water to either confirm my death or finish me off.

      From there on out, things had only gone worse and worse for them. There were plenty of witnesses now, and there must be StateSec video footage too. A monorail had been damaged, and grenades had gone off in a residential neighborhood. There were multiple casualties, and clear evidence of killers with illegal prosthetics. That was probably the only reason they hadn’t tracked me down at the seawall, because they knew they needed to lie low and wait for another chance or they’d be picked up by StateSec. Not that StateSec would have an easy time taking these guys in…

      I couldn’t know for a fact that Huxley Industries was behind all this, but I did know that someone wanted me dead badly enough to pay a fortune for it. There aren’t many killers out there with such extensive augmentations, and there aren’t many hackers who can compromise an Arbiter’s dataspike without being detected.

      Whoever it was, they had a lot of resources. But one thing they no longer had was their own little spy device attached to my head, which meant they could no longer find me as easily as they wanted to. I tried to put myself on the other side. What would I do if I’d lost my access? I would try something else, like going after friends and family. Anyone from the dataspike’s contacts database.

      Sophie Anderson.

      They knew where she lived, or they could never have picked up my trail on my way home from visiting her. They would know from my travel log how often I saw her, far more often than I saw anyone else. If they wanted to get at me, Gabe’s widow was the logical choice. And I no longer had a vehicle, or even a dataspike I could use to call her.

      Forgetting my wounds, forgetting the pain in every part of my body, I started to run.
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      The desk sergeant looked up at me as I came through the door, blinked like he couldn’t quite believe what he was looking at, then shook his head. The door had almost finished closing, but it paused suddenly before finally slamming shut all the way. Then he blinked again and frowned at the door, before turning his eyes in my direction.

      “You’ve been in the bay.” His face looked mournful if not slightly irritated. People were going in the bay all the time. There was nothing he could do about it. Not many of them came back out though, at least not alive, and he wasn’t sure he appreciated it.

      I nodded wearily and placed my hands on his desk, bracing myself against its solid mass. Finding a station had taken some time, perhaps too much. All around me, StateSec officers were coming and going, filing reports, or dragging in people they’d collared. This was real police work, the daily business of law enforcement. Someone was yelling.

      “You goddamn WHORES! I didn’t stab nobody! He thinks I stabbed him?! I’LL SHOW HIM WHAT STABBING IS ALL ABOUT!”

      Two StateSec officers dragged the shouting man past us, seemingly unconcerned with whether he had stabbed anyone or not. “I didn’t stab anyone, but I definitely plan to” didn’t seem like the strongest defense to me, but what do I know?

      The desk sergeant looked me up and down. “You wouldn’t be the guy who jumped off the maglev, would you? Please tell me you’re not. I’ve got enough to deal with.”

      “Arbiter Tycho Barrett, 783-547-D. I need a welfare check on an individual, and I need to be issued a new dataspike. This is a formal request for interagency cooperation, forms to follow.”

      “Shit. What was that number again?”

      “783-547-D. This is high priority. I need that welfare check now.”

      “Shit. Name and address?”

      “Sophie Anderson, widow of Senior Arbiter Gabriel Anderson.” I gave him the address too, but the fact that she was an arbiter’s widow meant she’d be in the system and they would make her a priority. At least in theory.

      The desk sergeant keyed it in. “We’re a little short-handed. Something about a massacre, people chasing each other across rooftops, and someone jumping off a monorail. Think you can shed some light on any of this?”

      So, they did know what had happened after all. I still couldn’t understand why they hadn’t intervened, but maybe I was giving them too much credit. Maybe the standard response time for a firefight in the middle of the city was more than an hour. It didn’t matter. Even if StateSec was totally incompetent, they were still my best bet.

      “I’ll answer any questions you want to ask me, just get me that welfare check.”

      “I just sent a car. Listen, this might take a while. You guys usually work off-world, right?”

      His implication was clear. StateSec didn’t appreciate me causing problems on their turf and would kindly prefer for me to fuck off. After answering a lot of questions, of course, and filling out a lot of forms.

      My voice was less than friendly, just barely professional. “I’m off duty. I was attacked on the road.”

      “No kidding. Looks like you made some enemies.” From his tone of voice, he saw me as the sort of person who made enemies almost every day. Now that I think about it, that wasn’t completely inaccurate. He was looking at what appeared to be nothing, which meant he was accessing information on his dataspike. “I’m just verifying your badge number, then we can get you in to talk with someone.”

      “Thank you, sergeant.”

      “Okay, here we go. Constable Smough has been assigned to this case. He’ll debrief you in Room 3.”

      Just as he was saying this, a woman in a StateSec uniform came walking by. “Is this the guy that jumped off the train? He’s getting that chair wet.”

      “This is him. Why, do you want his autograph?”

      “Very funny. I’m on the same case. Let me have this one.”

      The desk sergeant shrugged, then called out to a man who was walking up from behind. “Cancel that one, Smough. Ornstein wants him.”

      “Ornstein can have him.” Smough retreated, obviously glad to have nothing to do with me. Compared to whatever he normally dealt with in his life with StateSec—like a stabbing that may not have happened but was definitely going to happen—the story I had to tell was probably a bit much for Constable Smough. He had no idea. Whatever these guys thought might have happened out there, a team of Augmen killers was probably not on their list of working theories.

      Ornstein turned to me. “Interview Room 3. Let’s do this.”

      I stood up and followed her, but I had no intention of letting this turn into an interrogation. You’ll never find a StateSec officer willing to admit this, but the Arbiter Force is on another level. We don’t answer to them, and it’s usually best not to let them forget that.

      She held the door open and I went in, but I didn’t sit down at the table. Instead, I leaned against a wall, hurting everywhere and dripping on the floor, doing my level best to project strength.

      It was around this time that being soaking wet really started to feel uncomfortable. I hadn’t given it much thought before, because I was fighting just to stay alive. Luckily for me, they seemed to have the heat on. I could even see the slight distortion in the air from the hot air spilling from the ventilation. I wanted to stick my hands in the heat and warm up, but under the circumstances I thought it was important to keep my dignity as much as possible. A shivering, wet dog doesn’t have much authority.

      Ornstein sat, but I didn’t join her. She looked me up and down, her face both skeptical and annoyed at the same time. “This is going to take a while. Wouldn’t you rather sit?”

      “I don’t have time for that. I need a welfare check on a Sophie Anderson. Speed is critical—”

      She raised a hand. “We’re already on that. You requested a dataspike too, right? What are we, an electronics store?”

      I frowned. It was time to start quoting chapter and verse. “My dataspike was compromised and had to be disposed of. I need a new one as soon as possible so I can file a report and begin to coordinate an Arbiter response. Under the Interagency Cooperation Act, Subsection 3, Paragraph 12…”

      “Ok, yeah, I know. You’ll get your dataspike. But I need your help too. This doesn’t all go one way you know. We have multiple bodies, a ton of property damage… this is honestly a clusterfuck. I need to know what happened.”

      I don’t know why, but something told me to keep the details to myself. “I was attacked on the road. My car was hit, and I had to escape from the bottom of the river. When I reached the surface, I found the hit team waiting for me. We exchanged fire and I managed to break off, but they gave pursuit. I tried to escape by jumping on that maglev, but one of the killers followed me. I jumped in the bay and swam to shore.”

      She gave me a look. “That way you talk about it, being chased by a team of ruthless killers is all in a day’s work. Escaping from submerged car, jumping from building to building, dodging grenades and bullets… and catching a moving monorail before throwing yourself into Hudson Bay. It’s quite a lifestyle.”

      “I’m an Arbiter.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Well, even for an Arbiter that’s a busy day. Look, there’s a lot of people dead here. A lot of innocent people, who were just hoping to make it home to their families. That doesn’t concern you?”

      I just stared at her for a minute. What did she think I should have done, die quietly and quickly to reduce the collateral damage? “The next time I get assassinated I’ll make sure to do it in a less-populated place.”

      “No need to be defensive; I didn’t mean anything by it.”

      “Are you going to help me or not?”

      “Okay, sure. One dataspike coming up. But then I’m going to need a lot more time with you. Hours, not minutes. This is a complicated case.”

      “I’m soaking wet and injured.”

      “I’ll see what I can do about that too. Hold on.”

      She stood up and left. When the door closed behind her, the heat waves I’d noticed earlier suddenly shimmered and then solidified, revealing a woman with blonde hair and prosthetic limbs. Legal prosthetics, or “capitalizing on tragedy to consolidate power,” depending on how you look at it. Legal, because she worked directly for the Sol Federation, just like me.

      I knew this woman. She’d been the Field Commander of the Section 9 team I met on Tower 7, although neither she nor her fellow spies were mentioned in my official report. There was nothing to mention, because Section 9 had no official existence.

      “Andrea Capanelli. Why—”

      “I don’t have time to explain anything, Tycho. You need to get out of here.”

      “If you’ve been following me around in thermoptic camouflage, I could really have used your help about an hour ago.”

      “I know, but I’m serious. Get out of this station or you’re going to die here.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “No time for questions, Tycho. You’ve got to go. Here.” She tossed me a dataspike. “Ornstein is not to be trusted.”

      She dropped back into camouflage, and I inserted the dataspike behind my ear. Now that I knew Andrea was here, she was easy enough to spot. When the door opened again, the heat distortion slipped behind Ornstein and disappeared. How do you like that? I thought. She didn’t even stay to help.

      The StateSec constable walked in the room carrying two cups of coffee. “I’ve got that dataspike for you, just give us a few minutes to get the paperwork taken care of.”

      She handed me my coffee, and I took a sip in spite of myself. The warmth helped a little with my discomfort, but I needed to act on what Andrea had told me. She might be a spy working for the most secretive intelligence agency in the Sol Federation, but she had never steered me wrong so far. If she said I needed to get out of there right away, I probably did.

      “A unit is on its way to that address you gave us.” Ornstein didn’t sit down. She seemed to be watching me suspiciously, as if she knew something had happened but she didn’t know what. “We need to complete your debriefing now. I have a lot of questions.”

      I shook my head. “They’ll have to wait. I have to get back to Arbiter Headquarters right away.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      She frowned. Me leaving suddenly was obviously not part of her agenda.

      “Something has come up.”

      “How could anything have come up? You don’t have your dataspike.”

      I started for the door, but she stepped in front of me and blocked my way. “What do you think you’re doing? You’re an important witness, you can’t just walk out like this!”

      She was acting indignant, but I thought I saw something else in her face too. Was it fear that I might get away?

      I showed her my official face, my move along, there’s nothing to see here face.

      “Thank you for your assistance, on behalf of the Arbiter Force.” My voice was firm and just polite enough. “You can send any questions you have to Arbiter Headquarters, and I’ll answer them by video at my earliest convenience. I’m leaving now.”

      Her jaw tightened, and for just a moment, I thought she was going to spit in my face. To a StateSec officer, an Arbiter throwing his weight around is like red to a bull. She bit her lip as if to control her temper, then stepped aside to let me pass. She turned away as she did so and set her coffee down on the interview table.

      “I want you to know, I’ll be filing a formal complaint.” Her voice was cold. “And you can forget about that dataspike. The paperwork won’t be ready in time, since you’re in such a hurry.”

      A formal complaint would do absolutely nothing, since my Sol Federation rank trumped her North Atlantic States rank every day of the week. Unless war broke out between us, of course.

      I headed for the door, trying to keep her in my peripheral vision. She stepped back and out of view, which put my senses on red alert. Luckily for me, I saw the shadow of her right hand as it slipped down to her holster. I wheeled out of the line of fire as she drew and aimed, pointing her gun where my head had just been a moment before.

      When Andrea’s right, she’s right.

      I let go of my coffee cup as I spun around, and it hit the floor and burst spectacularly. Ornstein’s weapon ID lock disengaged as she raised her arm, a distinctive electronic whining sound. I dropped to one knee as I grabbed her wrist with my left hand and punched her in the stomach with my right.

      I grunted in pain, having forgotten all about my broken clavicle in the heat of the moment. The punch was weak, which was only to be expected under the circumstances. Ornstein’s eyes narrowed quizzically, as if to say is that all you can do?

      With my relatively weak grip on her right arm, she was still able to bend her elbow. She began using it to pound on my eye over and over again in an attempt to dislodge me. Red explosions of pain disrupted my vision, but I held on with all the strength I had left and drove my bodyweight forward, hooking her legs with my own as I did.

      She stumbled back and hit the edge of the table. It flipped over, hit her on the side of the head, and drove both of us into the puddle of hot coffee on the floor below. She struggled furiously, trying to bring her gun to bear. If she managed it, she could say I attacked her, and that she’d had to shoot me in self-defense. The killing of an Arbiter by a StateSec officer would be a problem for everyone, but she could smooth it over as long as I wasn’t around to contradict her. Which was probably the plan in the first place.

      I couldn’t afford to let go of her arm, and she couldn’t afford to let me keep it. Without her gun, she wasn’t strong enough to overpower me. Still, it was hard for me to fight at all with one hand occupied, and I was injured on top of that. She thrashed and wriggled, trying to twist her arm out. When that didn’t work, she balled her left hand into a fist and started pounding on me. This ended up being one of the worst beatings I ever took in my life.

      Her target seemed to have been my face, but with the way the two of us were struggling she didn’t always manage to hit where she was aiming. Half the time, she landed somewhere closer to my broken collarbone instead. Every time she hit me, I screamed out loud. If anyone heard from outside the door, they didn’t intervene. After Ornstein had pummeled me about two dozen times, I figured it out. The room was soundproof, because StateSec liked the luxury of being able to interrogate people however they saw fit. Their taste for brutality might have gotten me killed, but instead it saved me from being piled on by a dozen StateSec officers eager to protect Ornstein from the big bad Arbiter.

      As she kept pounding on me repeatedly with a vicious hammer-fist, my opponent decided to offer some commentary. “You dumb piece of shit, why couldn’t you just have died in the fucking river. This wasn’t… supposed to be… my. Fucking. Job!”

      With virtually every word driven home by her punches, and with me yelling in pain almost every time she hit me, that was only a paraphrase. She was pretty clear about wishing I had died sooner, though.

      My grip was weakening, and it was starting to become clear that she would regain control of her weapon soon. Then all she had to do was stick the barrel under my chin, and she could spray my brains out the back of my head and make up whatever cover story seemed to fit.

      I needed to end this fight, and I needed to do it as quickly as possible. Ideally without actually killing a StateSec officer, since that could lead to something nobody was ready for. If I let go of her wrist, she would only shoot me. I had to do this without letting go, and there was only one realistic way to do that.

      Like everything else I’d experienced since leaving Sophie’s house—hell, since leaving my own house—this was going to be horrible. But it had to be done, and every moment I put it off was a moment closer to getting murdered. So I rolled her over, yelling twice as loud as I’d yelled before, and yanked her weapon arm across her body to put pressure on her throat.

      Now that I was behind her, it was a hell of a lot easier to control her movements. I dug my heels in over her legs and forced her head against her own arm with slow and steady pressure. As I got the choke in, I pulled her arm in the other direction. She made a sound like “ggghhh,” and I leaned in and whispered in her ear. “I didn’t die on the bridge because I’m a Sol Arbiter. Don’t ever forget that.”

      That was a bit unkind, but the whole speech about how I ought to be dead had ruined my mood. Fucking StateSec, I thought, as she finally went limp and stopped fighting. I cautiously eased the choke off, careful in case she was playing possum.

      The level of pain I was in was unbelievable. I wanted fistfuls of opiates, or whatever else I could get my hands on, but it would have to wait. Ornstein was unconscious, but she wouldn’t stay that way for long. I had interrupted the blood flow to her brain, and it had shut down for a minute. I hadn’t cut off the air supply, a much more dangerous type of chokehold. When she recovered, she’d be just as eager to kill me as before. Probably more so.

      I spit out some blood as I stood up, and it sprayed across the table like some kind of vivid art project. The more I thought about it, the more it seemed like Ornstein was right. I really ought to be dead, but since I wasn’t, I had no intention of just lying down and letting them finish what they’d started. Certainly not for these StateSec jokers. I reached down and rifled through Ornstein’s pockets, found the dataspike they were supposedly going to give me, and fished it out.

      Then I heard Andrea Capanelli’s voice.

      “You need to get moving, Barrett. You have fifteen seconds.” It took me a moment to realize she was talking through my dataspike. “Fifteen seconds?”

      “Twelve now. Go, go, go!”

      I slipped out the door, careful not to open it wide enough for anyone to see Ornstein’s unconscious body before I closed it again. When I stepped out, there was someone yelling at the desk sergeant and gesticulating wildly with both hands at once. “I need to speak to your boss, RIGHT NOW! I want a refund, do you hear me?”

      A refund for what? I had no time to think about it. I glanced toward the front door, but there were two men in black suits stepping in and looking around like they were searching for something. Was this why I only had fifteen seconds?

      “Not the front, Tycho!” It was Andrea’s voice again. “Don’t use the front door. Take the fire exit!”

      I looked to my right, saw a door marked Alarm Will Sound, and started toward it as quickly and inconspicuously as possible. I made it almost all the way there before someone said “Hey,” and instead of responding I kept right on going. The sign was right. When I pushed on the door, a buzzer started sounding and a red light started flashing.

      Someone yelled, “HEY, YOU!” but then I was through, and a car was waiting there with an open door. Andrea was inside, seemingly unfazed by the sight of my swollen and purple face or the blood and spit running down my lip. She leaned across the seat and gestured impatiently for me to join her.

      “Get in, Tycho! What took you so long?”
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      I closed my eyes and drifted off for a bit as we sped away, and Andrea just let me rest. When I opened my eyes again, I had the sense that a lot of time had passed, although I couldn’t be sure. The screen was blank, so I had no idea what was going on outside or where we were.

      I rubbed my eyes, which still wanted to stay shut. “We got away?”

      Andrea frowned. “Got away?”

      “StateSec didn’t chase after us? I choked out Ornstein.”

      “I thought you might have to do something drastic, that’s why I got the car. But no. We made it out without any problems. Did she try to do something?”

      “More than try. I only managed to avoid getting shot in the back of the head because of your warning, but after that she beat me so bad, I’m surprised you even recognized me.”

      “Yeah, you don’t look great. No offense, Tycho. Do you want some painkillers?”

      “Yes, please.”

      She opened a compartment and fished out some packets of pink and green pills. “Don’t take more than two unless you want to go back to sleep.”

      “Thanks.” I took the pills. “I need to stay awake; I’ve got to get this dataspike set up. It didn’t even show me you were speaking earlier.”

      I brought up a screen in my field of vision, accessed my contacts list through retinal-scan identification, and started syncing the new dataspike with my list.

      Andrea looked concerned. “What are you doing right now?”

      “Just syncing my contacts. When I’m done, I’ll get on the Arbiter network and reach out to my superiors.”

      She bit her lip. “I’m not so sure that’s a good idea.”

      She didn’t say why, but it didn’t take me long to work it out for myself. My old dataspike had been compromised, and I couldn’t be sure it had happened at the Huxley Industries campus. The Arbiter network was secure, but it’s hard to secure anything against an internal threat.

      “Do you really think it goes that far? That HQ itself is compromised?”

      “I can’t be sure. But think about it, Tycho. When the hit team made its move, did you get any help at all? From anyone?”

      “No,” I replied, a little pointedly. “Not from anyone.” I didn’t know if she’d been there when the Augmen came after me, but she couldn’t have been far away, or she would never have been able to find me at the StateSec station. Of all the times she could have picked to rescue me, she chose the one that left me almost dead.

      She squirmed a little but didn’t clarify. “You called for help, right?”

      “Yeah, I tried. All I got was an error message, something about how I should shelter in place. They never got there, or if they did it was after I was already in the bay.”

      “They did get there eventually, but just for the cleanup. That can’t just be Ornstein; the order to delay the response must have come from higher up.”

      “I just assumed it was incompetence. You know, it’s StateSec.”

      She shook her head. “I know that amuses you, but prejudices keep people from seeing reality. Like that movie on Venus—remember Arbitrate This? People want to see Arbiters that way because it makes them feel less powerless. It’s the same with this. StateSec isn’t incompetent. If they didn’t help you, it’s because they decided not to.”

      The same thing could be said about you, I thought, but kept it to myself. The fact was, Andrea Capanelli had saved my life. She just hadn’t done it as soon as I would have liked her to, and I didn’t know why.

      “So, what are you saying? This is some kind of huge conspiracy?”

      “Can you think of any other explanation? I jacked into some of the video footage of the attack. Those weren’t back-alley thugs. You were attacked by a team of Augmen.”

      “Yeah. I noticed. Like when I shot one in the hand and he didn’t even flinch. He seemed to react less than you did when the same thing happened to you.”

      With her prosthetic limbs, Andrea had more in common with my attackers than I wanted to think about.

      She looked vaguely uncomfortable. “Every model is different. And some are more… high-end than others. That’s what I’m saying. These guys must have cost a lot of money. On top of that, whoever hired them somehow pulled enough strings to keep StateSec away from the scene for a good forty-five minutes. Then there’s Ornstein. She must have been on their payroll.”

      “Just because they were able to corrupt some StateSec people doesn’t mean they could get to anyone on the Arbiter Force.” My voice sounded testy.

      Andrea rolled her eyes. “You’re being dense! Of course, they could get to them. They could find someone somewhere, maybe with a payoff or maybe with kompromat. It wouldn’t take much. They really just need someone willing to help them insert some malicious code. Doesn’t take a second and gets them in the system. You’re not a bunch of saints, you know.”

      “You’re right.” I sighed. “I’m being ridiculous. It’s been a hell of a day, and I’m really feeling the rivalry thing right now. They tried to kill me.”

      “From the look of your face, they almost succeeded. If I knew she could do that I would have stayed in there with you, but I figured you could handle her yourself as long as you had a warning.”

      That was the first thing Andrea had said so far to even suggest she could have been a bit more helpful.

      “Well, I did eventually. Handle her, I mean. But she has one vicious hammer-fist.”

      “I’m surprised you let her live.”

      “I had to. Tensions between the Sol Federation and the North Atlantic States are already high. I couldn’t exactly kill a StateSec officer.”

      “She didn’t extend that courtesy to you. Anyway, as I was saying, it’s better to stay out of the Arbiter network. At least for now. Any information you submit to Arbitration Command could tell your enemies how much you know, maybe even what you plan to do. StateSec obviously has complicit elements, so it stands to reason that the Arbiters may as well.”

      I didn’t like her analysis, but I didn’t feel like I could contradict it either. Then I remembered something else. I had requested a welfare check on Sophie Anderson, but what if the people they sent to check on her were in on the conspiracy?

      “Oh, shit.”

      “What?” asked Andrea.

      “Oh, shit! We have to get to Sophie!”

      “Gabriel Anderson’s widow? Your platonic girlfriend?”

      How much did Andrea know about my life?

      “Gabe’s widow, yes. I was on my way back from her house when the hit team found me. They could try to get to me through her!”

      “We can’t go there right now.”

      “The hell we can’t, Andrea! This is Sophie; I can’t just run away when she’s in danger!”

      “You don’t really know that she’s in danger. And if she isn’t, then going there now will put her in danger. Ever since that attack, you’re playing for much higher stakes. You need to understand that. Anyone you reach out to from this point forward becomes a target.”

      I must have seemed half crazy, but Andrea just looked me straight in the eyes and didn’t look away. She wasn’t going to budge. This car was going wherever she had already told it to go, and there was nothing I could do about it.

      “I’m calling Byron.”

      “Tycho, I—”

      I didn’t listen to her. I called up Byron on my dataspike, closed my eyes, and leaned back in my seat. The image of his face appeared in front of me, with that slightly judgmental frown I had come to expect.

      “Barrett. What can I do for you?”

      “I need to ask a favor.”

      “Okay.”

      Not anything you need, buddy. Not I’ve got your back. Just okay. He was a far cry from Gabriel, but he was all I had.

      “Do you remember my old partner, Gabriel Anderson?”

      “Of course.” He was looking at me like I was stupid. Why would he forget Gabe? He’d read the file.

      “I need you to swing by and check on his widow, Sophie.”

      His frown deepened, and the subtle but real sense that he was judging me deepened with it. “And this is something you can’t do because…?”

      “I just need you to trust me, Byron. I can’t get there right now, and I’m worried about her, okay?” The tough thing about trust is that you can never just assume it, and I was drawing on an account that we had never really deposited into. We had only been working together for a short while, and we didn’t get along all that well in the first place.

      “You could call StateSec and ask them to do a wellness check. They’d extend you that courtesy.”

      “Byron, please. I need another Arbiter on this one.”

      “That isn’t really what we do, but if you need it done then I guess I can swing by. Call me up in a few hours. I’m sure she’s fine.”

      “Thank you. I really appreciate it.”

      “Harewood out.”

      I opened my eyes again to find Andrea looking at me. “That sounded awkward.”

      “My new partner is a little… straitlaced. He likes to do everything by the book.”

      “There’s doing everything by the book and then there’s walking around with a stick up your ass. And then there’s walking around with a stick up your ass while quoting from the book. He seems to be somewhere around there.”

      I sighed. “Yeah. But at least he agreed to go check on her. Hey, listen, I have a question.”

      Her eyes narrowed a little. Ask a spy a question, and they’ll just start skimming through their favorite lies to pick the one they think you want to hear. “Yes?”

      I thought for a moment how to best phrase it but gave up and said it straight. “How long have you been watching me?”

      She looked away. “If I hadn’t been watching you, do you think you would have made it out of that StateSec station alive today?”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “You aren’t cleared for the answer. And while I could just as easily lie to you, I have... a certain respect for how you handled yourself up there on Venus. I’d rather treat you as a colleague and just not tell you anything when I can’t really tell you anything.”

      I didn’t know how to take that. Had she been there in Sophie Anderson’s house when I spilled my guts about Daphne? Had she been in my home without me knowing it? I remembered the way the door at the station had paused just briefly, catching the attention of the desk sergeant. That must have been Andrea, slipping in discreetly behind me with her thermoptic camo on.

      “I’ve been haunted by a woman before, Andrea, but this is ridiculous.”

      “That’s a cheesy joke. I’m not your personal ghost, there’s just a lot going on. Things that concern Section 9.”

      In theory, Sol Federation Intelligence has eight working sections. Internal Security, Counterterrorism, Interstellar Crime, Interplanetary Conflict, North Atlantic States, and so on. Section 9 is beyond top secret, tasked with doing things the Federation can’t be seen doing. On Venus, they’d been given the task of assassinating August Marcenn. I got to him first, which gave me a certain amount of cachet with them. They’d even offered me a job, although I had blown them off.

      “You’re working on this… conspiracy?” I asked.

      “You know I can’t tell you much, not without permission. But our current mission does have some overlap with your investigation.”

      “Okay. So, what can you tell me about the men who attacked me? You must have picked up something.”

      “Section 9 doesn’t have a complete picture yet. We can’t ID them, but they seem to be a team of fully prosthetic enforcers working for an unknown party.”

      For the most elite intelligence network in the entire solar system, they didn’t seem to know much more than I did. Unless she was still holding out on me. “Really? I could have told you that much. I mean, they all look the same, they dodge bullets, and when they can’t dodge them, they act like they don’t particularly care about them.”

      “If they didn’t care about them, they wouldn’t dodge them. Not that they really dodge them, that’s impossible.”

      “Okay, so they see when I’m about to pull the trigger and then move just before I do it. What’s the difference?”

      “There’s a big difference. Remember Raven?”

      Raven Sommer was a sniper, a member of Andrea’s Section 9 field team. In Tower 7, she’d plugged a few enemies from ambush right before they could finish me. They would never see her, so they wouldn’t be able to pull their bullet-dodging trick. “Okay, so Raven could probably shoot them. But wouldn’t they just shrug it off? That’s what the guy I shot in the hand did. He pulled the bullet out and tossed it away.”

      “What were you using?”

      “A submachine gun.”

      She spread her hands. “Well, there you have it, Tycho. That’s just a back-up weapon. It’s pretty much the same as using a pistol. Raven will be using something much more powerful.”

      “Okay. That’s hopeful. But you’re still dodging the question. You’ve got to know more about these guys than I do. I know you can’t tell me everything, but so far you haven’t told me anything I didn’t already know.”

      “You know how it is. Some things are classified, some are need to know, but you can get in a lot of trouble for being wrong about whether someone needed to know something. You know?”

      She grinned, but I wasn’t going to let her off the hook that easily. “Now you’re just trying to make me laugh to throw me off the scent. If it’s need to know, I need to know. I’m the one they’re trying to kill. They’ll probably succeed, and then it won’t matter that you told me because I’ll just be dead.”

      She sighed. “Alright. We think they’re probably connected to the murders of Anton Slotin and Stefan Graves.”

      I just stared at her for a minute. She stared back at me.

      “What?” she said.

      “The murders of… who did you say?”

      “Don’t tell me you don’t remember them. You arrested them yourself.”

      “Just repeat the names, Andrea!”

      “Anton Slotin and Stefan Graves.”

      “They can’t have been murdered. They were in Federation custody. We handed them over for prosecution just yesterday.”

      “They aren’t officially listed as having been murdered, but we’re pretty sure that’s what must have happened. Slotin was found dead by hanging in an apparent suicide nine hours ago. Video footage shows one of the four guys who ran you off the road talking to a guard on the same cellblock just before his shift.”

      “And Stefan Graves?”

      “Graves’ body was discovered next to two other detainees after a fight. This was about six hours ago. One of the dead men had a visitor two hours before that, and he seems to have been one of your guys.”

      “So they’re going around eliminating anyone linked to the Marcenn weapons transfers.”

      “That’s what it looks like, although we can’t prove any of it. We have the audio from the prisoner visit and it’s just a mundane conversation. Stay out of trouble, keep your head down, the lawyers are working on it. That sort of thing.”

      “They could have been using word code.”

      “Sure.” She nodded. “In which case the real message was probably pick a fight with the target and make sure he dies, or we’re cutting you loose.”

      They would have needed some other way to tell the prisoner who the target was, but there are a dozen different ways to do that. It tracked for the most part, although they had shown a lot more subtlety in taking out the two corporate guys than when they were chasing me across the rooftops shooting grenades.

      “What about Klein? The third man we arrested. They didn’t get him too?”

      She shook her head. “Not yet, although it can only be a matter of time. But don’t worry, we’re on it. I was suspicious when Slotin died, but men who are facing criminal charges do kill themselves sometimes. When Graves turned up dead too, I ordered an extraction. One death could be chance, but two within such a short time… it felt like a pattern. Before we even found the evidence linking the Augmen to the two deaths, my team was on its way.”

      “That’s good, but what can you really do here? Assuming your team even makes it to Klein before they do.”

      “Oh, they’ll make it. We have leverage on the warden, so he’s taking steps to make sure Klein is safe until my people get there.”

      “But what are you doing with him? He’s facing Federation charges, and your outfit doesn’t even officially exist. You can’t just pull him out of a holding facility and spirit him away.”

      “Of course we can. In case you hadn’t noticed, Tycho, we can do almost anything we want. He’s being taken to a safehouse, a place so remote they’ll never find it. That’s where I’m taking you right now.”

      This was a lot to process. When I met the man who called himself the Operator on Sedna Station, I had asked him for some time to think about his job offer. He had given me a contact number, but I had never used it and never intended to. I thought that was it, and I would never hear anything about Section 9 again.

      Now I knew they’d been spying on me, and that they were heavily involved in the same investigation I was currently pursuing. Not only that, but I was on the way to their hidden safehouse—where they would also be holding a Federation prisoner, a man they could not possibly have any legal authority to hold. Andrea called it an extraction, but it was close to a kidnapping. And if Klein was their kidnap victim, then what did that make me?

      “You look anxious,” said Andrea. “I can give you something for that, too.”

      “I don’t need any more pills. All I need is an explanation.”

      “An explanation for what?”

      “For your interest in me.”

      She clicked her tongue against her teeth. “Come on now, Tycho. What makes you think I have any interest in you? Goodness, you men are all alike.”

      I almost blushed, even though I could see perfectly well that she was only messing with me. “I don’t mean you, Andrea. I mean Section 9. Why are you bringing me to your safehouse?”

      “I thought it was obvious. You’ll die if we don’t. I mean, if we’re being honest, you got incredibly lucky today.”

      I thought back over my day. I had survived a car crash, retrieved my weapon, escaped a flooded car, fought my way past four killer Augmen, jumped on a passing maglev train, survived a fall into freezing water, and won a hand-to-hand fight with a killer StateSec officer.

      “It wasn’t all luck.”

      She put a hand on my arm. “I know it wasn’t. You’re a genuine tough guy. Happy?”

      I shook my head and laughed. It took a hell of a lot to impress Andrea Capanelli, and I wasn’t there yet. “I just don’t understand what this has to do with me. I never said yes when The Operator asked me to join Section 9. I’m not one of your people.”

      “Okay, you never said yes.” She shrugged. “But you never said no. I decided to extract you. Call me sentimental.”

      “Sentimental?” That wasn’t exactly the first word I would have used to describe her.

      But she was grinning again. She had a weird sense of humor. “Yeah, you know. An old comrade in arms, gets himself in over his head, he’s marked for death… how could I not do something about it?”

      “Marked for death. I don’t like the sound of that.”

      “You get used to it.” Unfazed as ever.

      “But why me?” I asked. “I just arrested some corporate types. Surely the Huxley Industries people aren’t stupid enough to take that personally.”

      “They probably wouldn’t have if you’d just arrested them. Your partner Byron Harewood hasn’t had any trouble at all as far as we can tell. It’s not just that you arrested them, but that you’ve shown interest in the case since then. That’s what we think anyway.”

      “Hmmm. Those three were probably meant to be scapegoats. Pin the blame on them, make sure they die before going to trial, then ride out the storm. But if anyone looked too closely…”

      She nodded. “There’s a trail of some kind, even if we can’t see where it is yet. I agree. You were marked for death not because you were one of the arresting Arbiters but because you showed an interest in the details of the case. Byron, being Byron, didn’t look any closer. They probably just consider him harmless.”

      “Could you please stop using the phrase marked for death?”

      She pouted. “For a potential recruit, you’re awfully sensitive. I hope the Operator knows what he’s doing.”

      I ignored that. “It’s true that I accessed the case files just a few minutes before being hit on the road.”

      “If they were in your dataspike, they saw everything you were doing. They might even have put in the kill order then and there.”

      “I don’t know. It seemed more planned out than that.” I thought about the maglev train, and the meticulously cruel reconstruction of Daphne’s last few minutes.

      “Well, either way. We still see you as a prospect. Section 9 could use someone like you: you’re careful, you’re well-trained (no matter what Jones used to tell you), and most importantly you’re empathetic.”

      Andrea herself was such a hardcase, I was half inclined to take this as an insult. “Empathetic? You’ve got to be kidding.”

      “I’m really not. Intelligence work requires hard choices, and some of those choices would break a weaker man. Emotional coldness is a type of brittleness. We need someone strong enough to feel things, when appropriate.”

      I thought back to Venus, and the thousands of people who died without anyone to help them, without anyone to fight for them, even though Section 9 was there all along. They didn’t intervene, not until it furthered their mission. And then they went to war, proving they could easily have done so all along. That was the main reason I hadn’t taken the job offer.

      Andrea was looking at me. “You’re still mad about Tower 7, aren’t you.”

      “I’m not… mad,” I said. “I don’t know what I am exactly. But it doesn’t sit well with me.”

      “I understand. We would have moved quicker if we could have, but we had a job to do.”

      “Then maybe it’s a job I’m just not suited for.”

      “You might be right, but on the other hand the sort of person unaffected by those hard choices isn’t right for the job either. What we do is sometimes harsh. Maybe even evil, if that’s the word you want to use. But it must be done. That’s what Section 9 is for, to do the things that must be done.”

      I didn’t answer her. I couldn’t. The Arbiter Force wasn’t all that different; our job was to solve problems for the Sol Federation by any means necessary. It’s just that we were on one side of an invisible line, and she was on the other, beckoning to me to cross.

      What do you say to that? I’m kind of bad, but I’ll never be as bad as you?

      I closed my eyes, more to get out of the conversation than anything else.
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      When I opened my eyes again, I was surprised at the time. We’d been driving for over nine hours, and I had no idea in what direction. When I glanced at the GPS, I found the app offline. I immediately assumed that Andrea had some device to keep it from connecting. I wasn’t just going to a safehouse. I was being taken to a secret location.

      “Where are we?” I asked, just to be obnoxious.

      Andrea chuckled. “We’re almost there. I’m glad you’re up, though. You were asleep so long, I was starting to get a little worried about you.”

      “Almost there is not a location, Andrea.”

      “You really took a hell of a beating there. I wouldn’t have thought Ornstein could have done that to you.”

      “It wasn’t just Ornstein. It was four Augmen, a river, a maglev, and the Bay. I’m not immortal. And we’ve already been over this.”

      “Well, you must be damn close to it. I think your candle was flickering there a little bit.”

      “You’re just buttering me up, so I won’t keep asking you where we are.”

      “You’ll see where we are in just a few minutes. Would your old friend Andrea steer you wrong?”

      Andrea wasn’t exactly an old friend, or a new friend, or even someone I’d known for a long time. She was someone I’d been through Tower 7 with. That wasn’t nothing—we had a connection—but I didn’t think it was solid enough to put any weight on. I didn’t really believe she’d steer me wrong unless her mission depended on it.

      I tried to put all of that into a pithy little reply, but what came out was, “I don’t know, Andrea, would you?”

      She pursed her lips. “If you need to make a call, you’d better do it. We keep radio silence at the Grotto.”

      “The Grotto, huh?”

      “It’s just a codename.”

      “Okay.” I called Byron, crossing my fingers that he had checked on Sophie by now. After nine hours on the road, the killers had had plenty of time to get to her if they were planning to. He didn’t answer right away, and I found myself drumming on the dashboard with my fingers in impatience and anxiety.

      His face appeared in my vision. “Harewood here.”

      “Did you get the chance to check on Sophie Anderson?”

      He nodded. “Sure. I said I would, didn’t I?”

      “Well, what did you find?”

      “I didn’t find anything. No signs of trouble, nothing weird going on. If anything was wrong, I would have called you.”

      “You didn’t see anyone suspicious in the neighborhood?”

      His brow furrowed. “Suspicious how?”

      “Anyone watching the house, lurking around outside? A man with a short beard, maybe?”

      “No. That would have been something weird going on. What is this, Tycho? Are you in some kind of trouble?”

      Andrea shook her head and raised a finger to her lips.

      “No. Look, I’m out of town. If you could check in on her again, I’d appreciate it.”

      I dropped the call, not giving him a chance to respond. Then I turned to Andrea. “So you don’t trust Byron now?”

      “I don’t trust anyone.”

      The car rolled to a stop, and the doors popped open. All I saw was a pine forest, so deep and dark we might as well have been in Siberia. When I stepped out and looked around, I saw that we had parked in front of a large house with huge glass windows, elegant lighting, and even tasteful landscaping. It was a rich man’s getaway, a summer retreat for some corporate overlord like Julian Huxley.

      “So… where are we?” I asked, and Andrea laughed.

      “We’re here, obviously.” She opened a panel on the side of the car, pulled out the charging cable, and plugged it into the side of the house.

      “No garage?” I asked.

      “It’s full.”

      I sighed as the knowledge that Sophie was alright finally sank in.

      Andrea looked concerned. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m okay now. I was worried about Sophie.”

      “I get it. When you have someone you care about, it makes everything complicated. You look more relaxed now that you’ve had a chance to check on her.”

      She was right, I did feel more relaxed. After nine long hours, it seemed a lot less likely that anyone was going to go looking for her. It was me they wanted, not the widow of a dead Arbiter who could no longer hurt them. I sighed again, much longer this time. I was letting the tension out, but the act of doing so did something to my injured collarbone. I winced in pain, and Andrea frowned with concern.

      “What’s going on there, Tycho? Let me have a look.”

      She took my arm and pulled it closer, and I gritted my teeth against the sudden agony. “Jesus Christ, Andrea!”

      “You’d better believe it. Without divine intervention, I don’t think you’d be standing here right now. How long has your clavicle been broken?”

      I thought back to the day before—was it the day before? Yes, it must have been. In a car with the screen off, you can lose track of time altogether. In several hours of dreamless sleep, I must have passed through an entire night like it was nothing. “Uh… eleven hours?”

      “We need to get you inside, see what we can do about this. And your other wounds too. Come on.”

      I couldn’t argue with that, although I didn’t exactly think of Andrea as the caregiver type. Field medic when she had to be, maybe—which is what this was. She led me up to the front door, where an automated cannon tracked her movements from the roof. She looked straight up at it and it powered down, satisfied that she was who she was supposed to be.

      I glanced up at it too, wondering what the A.I. made of Tycho Barrett. “Strange choice for a safehouse, isn’t it?”

      “Not for a location this remote. If we went with something smaller, it wouldn’t make any sense for it to be out here. On the other hand, this is exactly the sort of place a rich guy would have for a getaway.”

      “And the cannon?”

      “He’d have that too.”

      The door slid open, and we went through into a large and comfortable living room with several plush couches and piles of pillows. There was a working fireplace against one wall, a private bar, and a billiards table. The whole place was flooded with natural light from the windows, but the branches of the pine trees cast broken shadows across everything.

      “I’m back,” called Andrea. “Look who I brought.”

      I heard a kettle whistling—an actual kettle, something I’d seen maybe once in my entire life. “Hold on,” called a voice. “The tea’s ready.”

      “Lemon and two sugars,” Andrea replied. Then she turned to me. “You?”

      “Ummm… black, I guess?”

      “Predictable. One black, Raven.”

      Raven Sommer, Andrea’s expert sniper. Like all the others on Andrea’s team, I hadn’t seen her since I left Venus. Not that I’d spent much time with her then either, as she was usually skulking somewhere looking for her next shot. From our brief interactions, I remembered her as a black-haired woman with light brown skin, and a mischievous attitude that seemed mildly disturbing for someone of her profession.

      “One lemon with two sugars, one black,” she called. “Coming up.”

      Andrea touched my arm gently. “Come over here and sit down, Tycho. This isn’t going to be easy.”

      She led me over to one of the couches, and Raven came in with three china teacups. She set two of them down on the little table in front of the couch and took her own to a leather easy chair across from us. She flipped her dark hair out of her face.

      “Oh, look.” She smiled. “It’s Tycho Barrett! Welcome to the Grotto, Tycho. Are you part of the family now?”

      Her smile was so sweet, I almost forgot for a minute that her specialty was killing from a distance. “I… um…”

      Andrea’s voice was vaguely amused. “Besides being tongue-tied whenever a woman smiles at him, Tycho is currently in a transitional state.”

      “A transitional state?” I frowned. “What does that mean?”

      “It means she’s still hoping you’ll join Section 9.” Raven sipped her tea. “Try the tea, Tycho, it’s oolong. You look like you could use something soothing.”

      It wasn’t easy to try the tea, since Andrea was already starting to work my sleeve off so she could do whatever she was planning to do to me. I picked the cup up awkwardly, managed to taste it, then spilled a large swallow down my chin. Raven put a hand over her mouth to cover up the fact that she was laughing at me, but I could see it in her eyes.

      I put the cup down. “That was… hot.”

      This time, both women laughed.

      “Give the tea a break for a minute,” said Andrea. “It needs to cool down anyway, and we need to get your shirt off.”

      “I’ll take care of it.” I tried, but the shirt turned out to be crusted with blood and soaked with sweat. When I tried to wrestle it off me, I ended up yelling.

      Raven was horrified. “What are you doing? Stop hurting yourself, Tycho, you need some help.”

      She put her tea down and hurried over, moving so quickly and fluidly that it was easy to imagine that she was about to perform a mercy killing. Instead, she wiggled my shirt off me and pulled it away, leaving my broken clavicle exposed.

      “This is really fucked up, Andrea. Look at this.”

      Andrea leaned in for a closer look. Her eyes got big. “You mean you won a fight like that? Holy shit, Tycho. You are one hell of a hard ass!”

      “I don’t feel like one. I feel like a dog on the way to its last vet appointment.”

      “Well, I’d put you to sleep if I could, because this is going to hurt. We probably don’t want to put you under completely with the facilities we have here, though. I can keep the pain to a minimum, but it will still hurt.”

      “If I’m such a hard ass, I guess I’ll just have to grit my teeth and deal with it.”

      “That’s a big boy. Hold on, I’ll get my stuff.”

      I shook my head at the condescending comment. I guess she just figured she couldn’t compliment me if she didn’t make fun of me a little too. Raven sat down beside me as Andrea went into another room.

      “Is everyone here?” I asked.

      Raven shook her head. “Not quite. Andrew Jones is off world chasing down a lead for us. Everyone else is here, though. Even you!”

      I was mildly disappointed to hear that Jones was not around, which surprised me because I found the man extremely unlikeable. He was an infiltration specialist, and the first member of Section 9 I had met on Venus. He had spent most of our opening conversation making fun of the Arbiter Force and implying that our training was not up to standard.

      I had seriously considered punching the man, but in the end, we had spent several hours fighting side by side against androids and Nightwatch officers. Apparently, that was enough to make up for his personality, because I wouldn’t mind having a beer with him. On the other hand, having tea with Raven wasn’t bad either. At least she wasn’t making fun of my training.

      I smiled a little. “It feels weird to see you here.”

      “Why is that?”

      “I guess I just think of you as this force of vengeance, hovering somewhere in the background on some Venusian rooftop.”

      “It’s not always a rooftop, and it’s not always on Venus. But a force of vengeance? Yeah, that’s me. Doesn’t mean I can’t enjoy a cup of oolong.”

      She winked.

      I didn’t know whether she was flirting with me or not, so I looked down at my feet.

      Raven shook her head and called out to Andrea. “Tycho is one shy little guy.”

      “He’s not that little,” Andrea replied, coming back in the room with her gear. “But yeah, he’s a shy one. I’ve got my med-kit and my hypospray. Raven, you know what’s about to happen.”

      “You don’t have to tell me twice. See you later, Tycho.” Raven stood up, retrieved her tea as quickly as possible, and hurried out of the room like there was a mean dog after her.

      “What was that all about?” I asked.

      “Hold on a sec, here’s the anesthetic.” Andrea injected the hypospray somewhere on my neck, and I was suddenly aware of a huge improvement in my situation.

      “Wow. I didn’t realize how much pain I was in until it stopped.”

      “It’s about to start up again, but it won’t be as bad.”

      She fished around in her med-kit and came out with a small but extremely sharp-looking surgical knife.

      “Now, you asked a question.” She started working, and she was right, it hurt. It felt like a rabid animal chewing on my collarbone. But it felt strangely distant, like it was all happening to someone else.

      “I did. What was that with Raven? She ran out of here like something was after her.”

      “She has aichmophobia.”

      “Aichmophobia… a fear of knives?!”

      “Knives, needles, sharp corners… you name it. She can’t handle sharp things. It’s probably why she’s a sniper.”

      It seemed kind of strange that an elite paramilitary intelligence unit would hire someone who couldn’t handle sharp things. Especially considering that Andrea’s second in command, Vincenzo Veraldi, was an expert knife fighter. “How does she get along with Veraldi?”

      “Things are sometimes tense. But that’s probably more to do with… well, I’ll leave it at that.”

      I didn’t ask. The pain in my collar was getting too intense for me to think of anything else. I was starting to see black around the edges of my vision.

      “Hang in there, Tycho. You didn’t just break this, you fucked it up nine ways to Sunday. Who told you to get in the fight of your life with a broken clavicle?”

      “You did? When you told me not to trust her and then slipped out the door?”

      “If I hadn’t done that, you would never have made it out of that StateSec station. Here comes the hard part.”

      I had definitely been under the impression we were already in the hard part. Whatever the hard part was, it hurt a lot more than what I had thought was the hard part.

      “What the hell are you doing in there?!”

      “I’m setting and bracing the bone with a nanomesh film, then injecting you with another hypo—this one filled with nanites. They’ll fill in the gaps until the bone grows back. I’ll get you back as a working team member. No need to replace you or retire you early.”

      “Retire me?!”

      “No need to worry about that. Put it from your mind.”

      I heard the laughter in her voice, but that didn’t mean for sure that she was only joking.

      “Andrea, I…”

      “Hush. I need to focus.”

      I’ll give her this—as much as it hurt for her to perform surgery on me while I was still awake, she knew what she was doing. Her movements were quick and accurate, and I wasn’t nervous. Other than her little reference to retiring me.

      She pulled back to look at her work for a second. “Okay, you can talk again. Hopefully not just to complain. I’m doing the best I can here.”

      “No complaints. You seem to be on top of it. Did you used to be a doctor?”

      “Wouldn’t that be something, if they’d recruited me straight out of medical school into a top-secret team of elite spies? No. I have my skills, but not that many. My talents have always been more about breaking things than fixing them.”

      “That’s not reassuring.”

      “I’m not a reassuring kind of girl.” This wasn’t true. She could be reassuring when she wanted to be, but it was more of a leadership skill than an interpersonal one. “Anyway, you already said I was doing a good job, so you can stop your complaining! No, I’m not a doctor, but my mother was. Back on Mars.”

      “Yeah?”

      The way she said this, it seemed kind of significant. Then I realized what she was hinting at. Judging from her age, she must have been just a kid during the Great Martian Blackout.

      “Andrea—”

      “Hush again and let me work. I’ll tell you a story if you’ll be quiet.”

      I closed my mouth. When she was satisfied that I would hold my silence, she continued.

      “This is a story about a little girl who was born on Mars about… well, never mind how many years ago. This girl had a mom, and her mom was a brilliant surgeon. A specialist in prosthetics, which is unusual off-Earth.”

      It was more than unusual; it was almost unheard of. How could a prosthetic surgeon even make a living on Mars?

      “The girl loved her mom, though she might have been just a bit resentful at how little time they got to spend together. What with all those flights off-world to perform secret surgeries and all.”

      Oh. Her mother was a black-market prosthetic surgeon. The kind of doctor that made Augmen.

      “There were always dust storms, and some of them were bad enough to cover the entire planet. During a particularly bad dust storm while her mother was away one year, the sand buried a reactor complex and it had to be shut down. The other reactors couldn’t keep up with the heavier load from all the colonies, so that one emergency triggered a cascading chain of system failures. Backups and fail-safes went down one by one, and the planet was without power for nineteen days. The Great Martian Blackout.”

      When I was wandering around through the empty buildings in Tower 7, Gabriel and I found a lot of bodies. Some of them had been killed by the androids and Nightwatch, but some of them had clearly been killed by other civilians. I remembered a dance club where the staff had been lined up in the middle of the floor and executed at point-blank range—probably over drug territory.

      The Blackout on Mars was a lot like that. Gangs settled scores with each other, people looted all the shops, rapists and robbers and killers roamed free. No one even knows how many people were killed before order was restored. There were so many bodies they used construction suits to bury them.

      “Now, the little girl had a nanny. Her mom made a lot of money, and a nanny was just a necessity since her mom was away so much. But the girl was mad; she missed her mom and wanted to find her. And she didn’t really understand what it meant to go off-world, so she thought if she went around and called out for her mom that maybe she could find her. She wandered off, and the nanny went frantic looking for her. That’s when the lights went down.”

      I almost shuddered. A little girl, wandering around in total darkness on the streets of a Martian city just as the Blackout started. It was hard to imagine anything more terrifying. Now that I thought of it, how had Andrea managed to keep her head together during the blackout on Venus? Based on everything I’d ever learned about traumatic stress she should have been curled up in a ball on the floor somewhere.

      “The nanny couldn’t find her, and of course she couldn’t find her mom. When the lights went out, she panicked and started screaming. People helped her, of course. This was before all the worst things happened. Someone came and got her and dragged her into a building for shelter. She was in that building when the fire started, and she couldn’t get out of it before the building fell.”

      Andrea went on talking about it in the same cool voice. It was like it had all happened to someone else.

      “Her legs were crushed. Pinned down under all that rubble. Everyone else was already dead, all the people who’d taken shelter there. The nanny found her like that, with her legs pinned under tons of plasticrete and her arms burnt from shielding her face when trying to run out just before it fell.”

      “I didn’t know—”

      “Quiet now. It’s just a story to pass the time while I get this done.”

      I shut my mouth again, and Andrea nodded in satisfaction. “So, there was the nanny, only she couldn’t dig the little girl out and she didn’t want to leave her. She stayed there with her, even when the gangs came through the neighborhood. She lay right on top of her, making sure they didn’t see that the girl was there. It worked for a while, but someone shot her in the back as he walked by. The nanny was dead, and the little girl was still trapped with her bleeding body on top of her. The girl was there for days, waiting for someone to kill her too. When the rescue teams finally found her, there was no way to save her arms or legs. And only one person who could save the rest of her.”

      Her own mother, the prosthetic surgeon. I was wrong, Andrea’s prosthetics weren’t legal—at least not originally. Her limbs came from a black-market surgery just like the kind that made those Augmen, although less extensive. I suddenly felt guilty for the prejudiced thoughts I’d had about augmented humans.

      Andrea finished up, looked at her handiwork with a satisfied eye, then switched the canisters in her hypospray. “The mom wanted her daughter to follow in her footsteps, to make a living the same way she had. So, she taught her some of what she knew. The daughter refused and went on to kill quite a few of the kinds of people her mother used to work for. Maybe even some of the exact same. They don’t really speak anymore, but she did pick up certain skills that come in handy now and then.”

      She injected the hypo-spray in my neck once more and switched back to first-person as if she’d been talking that way all along. “I’ve had prosthetics for most of my life now. I’m used to the weight distribution, the response time, the simulation of touch. They've been a part of my body for almost as long as I can remember. That’s why I can do things most people can’t, like jumping out of a four-story window without breaking any bones. I’m not superhuman—a full-body cyborg could do much more than I can. My prosthetics are still just attached to flesh and bone. But I can kill those Augmen. If they try to come after you again, I’ll put all of them in the morgue.”

      “That’s… sweet of you?” I ventured.

      She laughed. “There’s nothing sweet about me, Tycho. This was a lot of work, and I don’t want those bastards messing it up.”
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      I stood up from the couch, gingerly flexing my arm so I could see how well it worked. There was a stab of pain, but it was already less than what I had experienced before. I could feel my strength coming back a little. “You did a good job, Andrea.”

      She walked to an adjacent room and opened a drawer, then tossed me a sweatshirt.

      “I know I did. It won’t be quite as strong, but it will do whatever you need it to do over the next few days. And that’s the point. I can’t have you going around in a splint for six weeks.”

      “Your concern is touching. Truly.”

      She laughed. “Come on.”

      She went down the hallway, and I glanced at the art on the walls as I followed her. None of it was interesting to me. It seemed generic, like the kind of stuff you could order from a special catalog to decorate your giant new rich-person house. Abstract shapes and planetary landscapes, well executed but nothing special. I wondered who had originally owned the place, and what had happened to him. After all, he hadn’t brought the generic art with him when he moved out.

      “The guest bedroom’s down here.” Andrea pointed toward the end of the hallway, and at first I thought she was showing me to my room. When she opened the door, I was surprised to see one of the three men I had arrested just a few short days ago. The last one still living, as it happened.

      It was Lucien Klein, Generative A.I. Division Chair for Huxley Industries, until recently. “You,” he said. “The bigshot cop.”

      Klein’s wrists were handcuffed together, and he was raising both hands to smoke a cigarette, obviously not too happy about it. His face was red, and his expression somewhere between irritation and murderous rage.

      “I’m not a cop.”

      “No need to explain yourself to the prisoner,” said Vincenzo Veraldi, as stylish as ever with his dark blue suit jacket and hint of stubble. He was playing with a knife, making it twirl around his fingers so fast it looked like a spinning propeller.

      “It’s the prisoner’s job to explain himself to us.” This was Jonathan Bray, a specialist in the use of extremely heavy weapons. On Tower 7, I had personally seen this man create a mountain of corpses. I would have said that Bray lacked the subtlety for interrogations, but his massive frame definitely added an intimidation factor. With Veraldi spinning his knife like that and Bray being Bray, I could tell they weren’t playing “good cop, bad cop.”

      “I fixed up Tycho’s shoulder.” Andrea was obviously proud of her handiwork, because that had nothing to do with the topic at hand and was not really something to talk about in front of Klein. She gestured at my shoulder, but since I was now wearing the sweatshirt she had given me there was nothing to see.

      Veraldi raised an eyebrow. “Playing doctor?”

      She threw him a look that made him step back and put his hands up. “No offense. Just a little innocent work humor. Are you ready for the briefing?”

      She glanced at Klein, as if she was having second thoughts about the whole conversation. In the Arbiter Force, we would have made a point about not discussing any of these things in front of a handcuffed prisoner. But Section 9 wasn’t law enforcement, and I couldn’t be sure they had any intention of handing Klein over to anyone when they were done with him. It doesn’t really matter what you say in front of a dead man.

      I had the feeling that this had already occurred to him, because he was looking at Andrea with something that wasn’t quite fear but was definitely no longer bluster. “Don’t mind me. I’m just over here smoking.”

      She turned back to Veraldi. “Go ahead.”

      “Okay. So, we extracted Klein, but three full-body cyborgs attacked the convoy as we were leaving. Two of the cyborgs were KIA. We have the bodies down there in the basement. They’re both in Faraday bags. Can’t be too careful. Young is down there now; he’s trying to see if he can recover any useful information from them. We had to do two vehicle changes after the attack to be on the safe side, so we’re down to three cars, including yours.”

      “Huh. I could have parked in the garage. Alright, Klein. It’s time to start saying something useful. We saved your life, and you are definitely going to repay the favor.”

      “Saved my life? How does breaking me out of a secure Federation facility so I can get attacked by cyborgs count as saving my life?”

      “I guess my associates here didn’t tell you about Slotin and Graves.”

      He shook his head.

      “We didn’t tell him anything,” said Bray. “We’ve just been softening him up for you.”

      Klein was staring at Andrea. “What about Slotin and Graves?”

      Andrea pulled up a nearby chair, flipped it around, then sat down facing him. “They’re dead. Someone is killing everyone who knows.”

      “Everyone who knows what?”

      “Whatever you know.”

      His eyes darted from her to Veraldi, looking for a hint of sympathy and not finding one anywhere. “And you’re saying you’re going to protect me? If I tell you what you want to know?”

      “No.”

      “What do you mean no? Isn’t that the deal?”

      “The deal is that you owe us. You’d be dead already if my people hadn’t gone in and pulled you out of there. Every minute you’re still alive, every hour, you owe us. You’re going to tell us what we want to know to pay us back. If you want a better deal than that, you’ll have to sweeten the pot.”

      Klein laughed nervously and looked around the room. “Can you believe this bitch?”

      Bray sighed. “That’s one.”

      The smile faded from Klein’s face. “One?”

      “Of three,” said Bray, his face darkening.

      Klein swallowed. “What do you want to know?”

      “That’s better.” Andrea smiled. “For starters, I want to know if you have any theories of your own about who would want you dead.”

      “Who would want to kill the division chairman of a weapons manufacturer? That’s a long list.” He took a deep drag of his cigarette.

      “You know this isn’t anything political. The anti-war crowd don’t hire their own cyborg hit teams.”

      “Don’t they? I think everyone would hire their own cyborgs if they could. That’s why I’m in this business.”

      “Fair enough. But I’m talking about someone else involved in the weapons trafficking operation, someone who wasn’t taken into custody. This looks like someone trying to tie up loose ends.”

      I stepped in a little closer. “Nguyen, for instance?”

      Klein scoffed. “Nguyen? Are you really that simple? Nguyen couldn’t organize a bachelor party, never mind a thing like this. No. The only people involved in the operation were Anton Slotin, Stefan Graves, and me.”

      Andrea gave me a look. Be careful. In interrogations, too many cooks can spoil the broth. But she didn’t stop me.

      “There was no one else who knew about it?” I asked.

      “Oh, sure. There was one other person who knew about it. Julian Huxley.”

      So, Klein was playing games. Feeding us whatever garbage he thought we’d be dumb enough to gobble up. “That doesn’t make any sense, Lucien.”

      “We’re on a first-name basis now? Is that one of your little interrogation techniques?”

      The bluster was back. It probably came naturally. “Your story doesn’t work, Mr. Klein.”

      “Why not?” He asked. Of course, he had no way of knowing we’d raided Huxley’s residence.

      “Because Julian Huxley died three years ago.”

      The arrogant smile disappeared, but Klein didn’t offer to clarify.

      Bray stepped in. He probably thought I’d dropped the ball, and now he wanted to give Klein a chance to get back on our good side. “Are you saying those weapons were being sold, with Julian’s consent, for more than three years now?”

      “You people and the first names. To hear you talk, anyone would think you played badminton with the man. No, that’s not what I’m saying. The whole operation, the whole project, it only started a year ago.”

      Andrea leaned in. “The project? Let’s be clear here. We’re talking about a trafficking operation that resulted in the death of thousands of people.”

      “And I’ve lost a great deal of sleep over that, believe me. But it was business. You don’t turn down an opportunity like that.”

      When you’re talking to a sociopath, it’s easy to forget what they are until they remind you. I decided to push some more. “So, if it started a year ago, there’s no way Huxley was in on it. Huxley’s been dead for three years.”

      “If you say so, buddy. I’d use your name, but I don’t actually know it. We weren’t introduced.”

      The name thing again. This guy was obsessed with it, and it was nothing but a distraction. “What do you mean?”

      “You wouldn’t understand. None of you would. You are just a cop, and these guys are whatever the fuck they are. Ninjas, I guess. This is over your head, above your paygrade, whatever you want to call it.”

      “That doesn’t matter.” Andrea spoke again, her voice harsh. “You answer the questions, and we’ll figure it out later if we have to.”

      “Okay. So you have enough resources to hire your own geniuses?”

      “We have one in the basement.”

      She was talking about Thomas Young, a strange man in some ways but definitely a genius. On Tower 7, he had taken control of Marcenn’s android army with a hacking exploit, then led them into battle by remote control to retake the lower levels from the Nightwatch.

      “In the basement?” Klein looked horrified. “Don’t you know you’re supposed to treat them better than that?”

      Klein himself was certainly no genius, but it was his job to manage the geniuses. That sometimes meant catering to their eccentric whims.

      “He likes it down there. Now spit it out.”

      “Okay, okay. Look, I’m telling the truth. The trafficking, as you call it, began about a year ago. Whatever records you have from the Lua Campus, they should corroborate it.”

      “Then what did you mean when you said that Julian Huxley knew what you were up to?”

      “He isn’t dead. It’s as simple as that, on one level. He just isn’t dead.”

      I wasn’t going to let him just blatantly lie to us. “That’s bullshit, Lucien. I found the body myself, surrounded by all his little robots. His corpse was mummified. It was definitely his face, and the autopsy came back with a positive ID. It was Julian Huxley, and the man had been dead for three years.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “You managed to get up there? Past all his androids? That’s kind of impressive.”

      “We killed all the androids.”

      “Huh. Guess we need better androids. Oh well, the geniuses will handle it. Anyway, he isn’t dead. What you found in that bed up there wasn’t really him.”

      “You’ll have to clarify.” Andrea’s voice sounded testy. “And no more sparring around. What’s this big complicated thing we supposedly wouldn’t be able to understand?”

      He sighed the sigh of the long suffering. “I’ll make a stab at it. You know what my position is, right?”

      I answered him. “You’re the Generative A.I. Division Chair.”

      “Excellent file-reading skills. You’ll do well when you move up to a desk job. So what does that mean?” He looked around the room, his face intentionally incredulous. “Does anyone know? Can anyone here tell me what Generative A.I. is?”

      “I’m pretty sure I blew some of it up once,” said Bray.

      Veraldi half-grinned, although I thought Bray was just playing into Klein’s hands. But then he surprised me.

      “No, seriously Klein. It means you make a type of A.I. that can take a good guess about something based on what it sees or hears, the kind that lets cars understand spaces they’ve never been before.”

      I thought that was a pretty good explanation, especially for a guy whose primary professional skill was the strength to operate a ridiculously large gun single-handedly. But Klein didn’t seem quite as impressed.

      “Any of you read Samuel Johnson? No? I didn’t think so. You might want to look up what he says about a dog walking on its hind legs.”

      Bray held up two fingers. “That’s two.”

      “Come on, you don’t even know what I meant by that!”

      “I can take a guess. Just like that A.I. of yours.”

      “Okay,” said Klein, trying to hold up both hands in a placating. “Okay, okay. Let’s step back from the brink here. I’m sorry I’m being a prick, alright? It’s not you, it’s the situation. In the past few days I’ve been arrested on trumped-up charges, thrown in jail with a bunch of random scumballs, kidnapped from a perfectly safe cell, attacked by cyborgs, and now forced to smoke with my hands cuffed together by a bunch of slack-jawed ignorants.”

      Andrea shook her head slowly in amazement. “Your de-escalation skills are terrible.”

      For whatever reason, Bray didn’t declare this latest tirade to be strike number three. He just stood there looking at Klein.

      Klein suddenly started talking very quickly. “It’s not that you’re wrong, okay? You’re not actually wrong. It’s a good layman’s explanation. You are obviously the least ignorant person here, and I’d be happy to offer you a job when I beat these charges. As, uh, security or something. But that’s only the most obtuse application for Generative A.I. There’s a lot more you can do with it, as I will now be happy to explain to you.”

      Klein was a man who could manage to be insulting even while babbling in pure fear. It was perversely impressive. Now that he was talking, there was no reason to stop him no matter how he chose to express himself. As the whole room stared at him, he continued.

      “Generative A.I. uses pre-existing data—previously created interpretations—to generate the interpretation of new data. The stuff my team was working on can filter new experiences through what are essentially memories. The same way a human does.”

      “He’s right,” said Bray. “I don’t understand a word of this shit.”

      “That’s because he’s still trying to be evasive.” Andrea stood up and started pacing back and forth. “He’s using as much jargon as he can so we won’t be able to follow him, because there are things he still doesn’t want us to know.”

      Klein looked incredulous. “I’m using as little jargon as I possibly can!”

      “Let’s set that aside for a moment.” Andrea paused in mid stride and looked up at the ceiling like she was trying to pick her words. “You don’t know who we are, but you must have a guess or two. Right?”

      “Like I said, you’re ninjas or something. Spies, special forces. Whatever.”

      “So, tell me this. Why haven’t we tortured you?”

      “Why haven’t you… what?!”

      “It’s a simple question, Klein. Why haven’t we tortured you? If we’re some kind of ninja unit. We think you’re holding out on us, so why haven’t we tortured you?”

      This didn’t seem to be a line of questioning he wanted to pursue. His face looked clammy suddenly. “Because I’m too important?”

      “You’re not important to me. Is Klein important to any of you guys?”

      We all shook our heads as he looked from face to face with glum anxiety.

      Andrea went on. “The reason we haven’t tortured you, Lucien, is because it doesn’t work. It’s an ineffective way to interrogate people. The value of the information you get is not worth the effort. It’s something we just don’t do.”

      I wasn’t sure whether this was true or not, but Klein certainly looked relieved to hear it. “That’s—that’s good to know.”

      “I’m not sure it is, at least not for you. Because we can’t exactly hand you back. We didn’t really have any legal authority to take you out of that detention center in the first place.”

      “I knew it…”

      “You’re not getting the point. The moment your value to us becomes less than your cost to us, the question stops being what can we find out from Lucien Klein and changes to what do we do with Lucien Klein?”

      “By do with, she means dispose of,” Bray added.

      I didn’t know whether this was true or not either, but it had the desired effect on Klein. “Look, I’m telling you the truth! I’ll tell you everything you want to know! But when I’m done, how do I know you won’t just dispose of me then?”

      Andrea sat down again. “In every conversation, each party involved has a strategic goal. In this particular conversation, your strategic goal is to get us to like you. To get us to like you as much as possible, so the question stops being what do we do with Lucien Klein and changes to what can we do for Lucien Klein?”

      I could see him thinking about that one. If that was his goal, he was off to a bad start. “What do you want to know? I’ll tell you everything.”

      “All that stuff you were saying about Generative A.I. What does any of that have to do with Julian Huxley? And this time, spell it out.”

      Klein put his hands together like he was praying. “Julien Huxley’s body may have died, but his mind is still very much alive. Huxley is the first intrinsic immortal in human history.”

      I was starting to see a clearer connection to what had happened on Venus. August Marcenn had created a type of computer virus and used it to reprogram the consciousness of his Nightwatch officers into copies of his own consciousness. What Klein was saying sounded vaguely similar. A twisted attempt to live forever, by displacing yourself from your own body. But I didn’t believe it. Even if it was possible to make a copy of your own mind, the copy still wouldn’t be the same person.

      Andrea was either confused or playing along. “What do you mean by that? Intrinsic immortal?”

      “Six years ago, Julian Huxley began to suffer from motor neuron disease. Okay? He considered filing for an exemption to the full-body prosthesis ban, but the disclosure of his sickness would have impacted the company’s value. Julian loved that company more than anything. It was his legacy. Instead of doing anything that might have hurt Huxley Industries, he chose to disappear from public life and find another solution. He came to me for help with his problem.”

      “How did he think you could help him? You’re not a neurologist.”

      “A neurologist couldn’t have done anything for him anyway, or he would have just bought one. But I could. He wanted to create an A.I. proxy, a perfect copy that would think and act just as he would.”

      That’s basically what the Nighwatch was supposed to be for Marcenn, a distributed copy of himself, like a flesh-and-blood A.I. Of course, it didn’t work out that way. All the copies were corrupt, and they went on a deranged killing spree on a scale I’d never seen before.

      “Alright,” said Andrea. “I’m not saying I buy any of this, but sure. You agreed to help?”

      “I agreed to help, and I brought Anton and Stefan into the project. The work was simple, essentially just constantly recording Julian’s mental activity and appending that information to the data model.”

      “Jargon, Lucien.”

      “It’s not jargon, that’s the simplest way I can say it. Anyway, it worked. We made a copy, a complete and working copy of Julian Huxley’s mind. By the time his body died, his android proxy was already complete.”

      “So, you’re saying he’s out there somewhere? In an android body?”

      “I can’t be sure.”

      “Why can’t you be sure?”

      “I haven’t heard from him in a long time. I don’t know what’s up with him. He… changed.”

      Andrea didn’t say anything, she just sat there waiting for him.

      Klein was struggling for words, but at last he came out with it. “Over time, Julian became… really comfortable in his new existence. He used to tell me what it felt like, the sensation of connecting to vast computer networks, experiencing the flow of information like waves and currents washing over him. You wouldn’t understand. I wouldn’t understand. He’s the only one who would, the only one in all of history. And then one day he vanished.”

      “What do you mean exactly? He was already in seclusion, right?”

      “Yes, but I always knew how to reach out to him. If I went to a certain node on my dataspike he would show up soon afterward, and we could discuss anything we needed to discuss. But then one day the node was gone. Julian had burned it himself. There was no way to reach him, and I haven’t heard from him since.”

      “Why do you think he did that?”

      Klein shrugged. “I mean, he’d been getting weirder and weirder. It’s no wonder really. But he disappeared, and for all I know he’s plugged into some network somewhere, riding those currents. Anyway, before he vanished, Julian personally ordered the diversion of advanced weapons research projects to Venus, care of August Marcenn. He got it all set up, made sure everything was in place, and then he burned the node.”

      “Like he was covering his tracks?”

      “What good would that do? I knew he had done it. I knew he was responsible for it. But his body was dead, the man couldn’t be convicted of anything.”

      “His body was dead?” I interjected. “You mean he was dead. Whatever you built, it wasn’t him.”

      “How do you figure?”

      “It was a rogue android, an unusually clever rogue android. But it wasn’t him. An android is not the same thing as a human being, not even if you copy over some information from one to the other.”

      “Okay, smart cop. Is every cell in your body the same as on the day you were born? It’s the Ship of Theseus problem.”

      No one took the bait, which didn’t stop him from expanding on the topic. I knew it wouldn’t.

      “You know, Plutarch? If Theseus gets some boat repairs and they replace a few parts, it’s still the same ship, right? But then he gets repairs again, and again, and again, and eventually there isn’t even a single board from the original ship left. Is it still the same ship, or not?”

      “No,” said Andrea.

      “Yes,” said Veraldi.

      “What?!” said Bray.

      All more or less at the same time.

      Klein grinned. “Or George Washington’s ax, same thing. The head and the handle have both been replaced, so is it still George Washington’s ax?”

      “You’ve seen George Washington’s ax?” asked Bray.

      Klein closed his eyes and took a deep breath. While he did, Bray winked at me. He wasn’t as dumb as he looked.

      Andrea sat up suddenly and cocked her head to the side, a common reaction to receiving a dataspike message. Then she mouthed the words keep him talking to Veraldi, who nodded in response. She gestured to me, and I followed her out of the room.

      Once we were out in the hallway again, she shook her head. “What a piece of work. I hope they nail that guy’s head to the wall.”

      “He’s really something. But what was that?”

      “That was Thomas Young. He’s got something to tell us. We’re going to meet him in the basement.”
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      “Hold on, Andrea.” We were walking down the hall, heading for the basement and whatever Thomas Young wanted us to see.

      Andrea paused, looking back over her shoulder. “Yeah?”

      “You’re going a little too fast for me here. I need to catch up.”

      She smiled a little. “You were hurt in the shoulder, not the legs.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “Okay. Young will be annoyed, but I can give you a second. Come in here.”

      She went through a door, which led to a small private study. There were a few reproductions of famous sculptures like Rodin’s Thinker and a few old books. It was all just as generic as the art on the walls, and I started to think of the place as a fake mansion, built solely for use as a safehouse and put together to withstand casual scrutiny. From that perspective, it didn’t really matter what paintings were on the wall or what sculptures or books were in the study, because none of it was real. The Grotto was a prop.

      Andrea sat on a swivel chair and swung around to face me.

      “What do you make of Klein’s story?” I asked.

      She frowned. “What do I make of it? I don’t make anything of it. I don’t make anything of anything really. You don’t get too far by speculating, so it’s better just to let all the pieces pile up until you can fit them together.”

      “But the implications of it… Andrea, he’s telling us some amazing things here. A man having his consciousness mapped to a machine? Intrinsic immortality?”

      “Klein’s a blowhard, a corporate reptile who thinks he’s a tech genius just because he manages actual tech geniuses. I wouldn’t take anything he says too seriously.”

      “I sure as hell don’t want to. It creeps me out a bit, honestly.”

      “Yeah, you were like that on Venus. Any time any of the Nightwatch officers would try to talk to you, you would just kill them on the spot. It was kind of funny, because they sure weren’t talking to anyone else. We used to joke that you’d make a terrible intelligence operative. Don’t take that personally, because I honestly think you would make a great intelligence operative, but that was our joke. That your whole interrogation method was just to kill the prisoner before he could talk. We called it pulling a Tycho.”

      I didn’t know what to make of any of this—the fact that she was joking around about people dying, the fact that they were joking around about me after I was gone, or the fact that I had become part of their private slang, but however I chose to take it, she was not exactly playing it straight.

      I didn’t shoot anyone we had taken prisoner. I was shooting Nightwatch officers who were still armed and dangerous, it’s just that I did tend to freak out and start shooting when they tried to talk to me. The fact that they always said the same thing was a big part of that. You haven’t really killed us is a creepy thing to hear, especially when you’re hearing it for the tenth time and you’ve already killed the last nine guys who said it.

      “You are completely misrepresenting what I actually did.”

      She laughed. “Oops, looks like you’re taking it personally after all. Well, don’t pull a Tycho on me. I’ll shut up.”

      There was no way I could win. Now that they’d all decided what pulling a Tycho meant, any complaint would only be held against me. “Never mind, never mind. But seriously, Andrea, you must have some opinion on what Klein was telling us.”

      “I do have an opinion. My opinion is that Klein is a pretentious fuckwad who thinks he’s way smarter than he really is just because he can quote some fat old English guy to make his point. His story is just that: a story. Without hard evidence, it doesn’t really mean anything.”

      “I guess that’s all there is to it, really.”

      “Don’t get all sad on me, Barrett. We’re conducting an investigation here. We’re following leads. When we’ve followed enough leads as far as they will go, we’ll start to get a picture of what the truth is. And who knows? It might even look something like that fairytale Klein was trying to tell us. But I wouldn’t bet money on it.”

      Now that Gabe was dead, Andrea seemed to have taken on Gabe’s role in my life. He used to tell me all the time: don’t bother speculating, don’t get bogged down in what-ifs and maybes. Follow your leads and see where they go, or you’ll wander off into your own daydreams and lose sight of the big picture. Byron would say the same thing; it was Arbiter doctrine. It was never the same hearing it from Byron, though. He just seemed to lack imagination, so maybe not speculating came easy to him.

      “Alright.” I shook my head, wondering when I was ever going to learn what Gabe was trying to teach me. “Let’s go see Young.”

      Andrea stood up and patted me on the shoulder in that jokingly condescending way of hers. “It’s okay, Tycho. There, there.”

      She walked out the door, and I followed her with my cheeks burning. At the end of the hall, she came to a mantrap and pulled it open. It opened on a staircase, which led down to the Grotto’s basement.

      “No security code?” I asked. “No secret password?”

      She played along. “We’re planning to have a fake wall installed in that study. Swiveling bookcase, the whole business. Takes a while to get the expenses cleared on that kind of thing.”

      “Yeah, no doubt.”

      She went down into the basement, calling out to Thomas Young. “We’re here, Young! What was it you wanted to show us?”

      His voice was irritated, as she had known it would be. “It’s a good thing it wasn’t too time sensitive. Otherwise, I’d be forced to explain to you how the resulting crisis was entirely the fault of your procrastination.”

      “I wasn’t procrastinating. Tycho had a question to ask me.”

      “Tycho?” His head popped out as I walked down the stairs, and he frowned as he saw me. “Oh, yes. Him.”

      Young’s face looked disdainful, with a hint of confusion. Like he was pretty sure we had met at a boring cocktail party, but he couldn’t quite place me because the conversation had been so unmemorable.

      Andrea laughed. “You’re such an asshole, Young. You knew perfectly well that he was on his way here.”

      “I can’t be responsible for keeping track of every stray you decide to adopt.”

      I reached the bottom of the staircase and took a look around. It was a finished basement, of the sort the original owner of this house might have called a “rumpus room” or a “man cave” if he had ever actually existed. Young had cleared away most of the arbitrary games and bric-a-brac and was examining the cyborg bodies on what might have been a snack table.

      “Well, I’m here now.” Andrea waved in the general direction of the cyborg bodies, which were still concealed beneath their Faraday bags so they couldn’t receive or transmit anything we didn’t want them to.

      Young pursed his lips at her and continued in an officious tone. “Very well. Here is my report. I have completed my preliminary teardown of the cyborg remains. Component data and network access history from the bodies of the men suggests they both recently spent several days in northeast Nunavut, triangulated by signal strength to an area in the city of Sif.”

      Andrea frowned. “Sif? What the hell would they be doing all the way up there?”

      “I’m sure I don’t know.” Young had a prissy way about him, but this was largely just for show. Although his mind was unusually keen, he was every bit as competent and ruthless as his fellow Section 9 agents. Andrea waited for him to give us more, and in a moment, he obliged her. “I did check for behavior patterns to compare them to known profiles. Given the dates and duration of network access, I suspect the men were in the area to find something or someone.”

      Andrea smiled. “Thank you, Thomas. That wasn’t really so hard, now was it?”

      “Hmmph.” He turned to me, no longer pretending not to know who I was. “Well, Mr. Barrett, it’s so good to see you again. How have you been keeping?”

      “How have I been keeping?” It was a strange idiom, and it threw me for a second.

      “Yes, how have you been… doing? Has your social life been eventful and your… pastimes stimulating?”

      Young’s attempt at small talk was so bizarre that I couldn’t even begin to think of how to answer him. I looked to Andrea for help, but all she did was shrug.

      Fuck it, I thought. “No, Thomas. My social life has been depressing and I don’t have any pastimes worth speaking of.”

      “Oh.” He frowned. “I’m sorry to hear that. I can’t imagine what a person like you would do without a diverting pastime.”

      “What exactly are you saying, Thomas?”

      Andrea grabbed my arm. “We don’t have time for this. You can force Thomas to explain exactly how he was being condescending to you later. You need to get cleaned up.”

      “Cleaned up? I thought you did a pretty good job dressing the wound…”

      I turned my head to look at my shoulder.

      “I’m not talking about your injury; I’m talking about you. If you think I’m getting back in a car with you before you’ve had a shower and a change, then you just don’t know how bad you smell right now.”

      “Oh, that. I guess that’s valid.”

      After everything I’d been through, I thought I should probably be praised for not smelling worse. But sitting in a car with me for several hours in my current condition might be a bit much to ask, especially considering that she’d already done it once.

      “Come on.” She headed back up the stairs. “I’ll show you where the shower is, but first we need to find you a clean set of clothes. I assume you’re happy to wear all black?”

      “It seems a bit… conspicuous. Don’t spies need to blend in?”

      “You’re not a spy yet, are you, Tycho? We’ll get you clothes in every style and color, but only after you join the club and get the secret decoder ring. Until then, you’ll have to settle for the Tourist Package.”

      She ended up dressing me in a black turtleneck with black jeans, black socks, and shiny black shoes. I think if she could have found a black beret, she would have forced me to wear that too.
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      Sif was an ugly town, like most former boomtowns are. Unlike Grise Fiord or Whale Cove, it didn’t have a history. There was no ancient Inuit settlement there or even an old trading post. It was an overgrown mining site, born in a minerals rush less than a hundred years before. What started as a man camp made up of Quonset huts and mess halls was now a grimy and prosaic little city with far too many taverns, brothels, and gambling establishments per capita for its own good. I was reading up on the local culture on my dataspike as we approached, trying to prepare myself for whatever we might run into. It didn’t make for encouraging research.

      
        
        In Sif, municipal corruption and organized crime are too closely intertwined to be discussed as separate topics. Essentially, local offices of all kinds—from mayor to dog-catcher—are controlled by one of several political clans. Members of these clans own nearly all the city’s semi-legitimate businesses such as bars and gambling establishments, and they are believed to exercise total control over prostitution, drug-dealing, and other forms of vice.

        

      

      Raven leaned in from the back of the car. “Learning anything interesting?”

      “Mostly that Sif is a horrible, horrible little place.”

      “Yeah, well…”

      She turned on the screen, and the interior of the car suddenly showed a panoramic image of the outside world. The building on our right was like a huge, squat cube, painted in a senseless patchwork of off-white and green. Rust patches stained its surface. To our left, the waves of the Arctic Ocean crashed against the docks, where two cadaverous yellowish-brown polar bears picked through a huge mound of trash. They looked up as we passed but showed little interest. Their eyes gleamed in our headlights, but otherwise the creatures looked half-dead.

      Raven gestured at the screen. “I hate this place already.”

      “It’s not like we’re on vacation.” Andrea shut the screen off. “Come on, let the car find a parking spot downtown and then we’ll get started. It’s time for your mission briefing.”

      “Mission briefing?” I wasn’t one of them, at least not officially. She couldn’t technically brief me.

      “That’s right, your mission briefing. Don’t quibble with me, Tycho, just be quiet and listen.”

      “You got it, boss.”

      She glared at me. “Okay. In my opinion, those Augmen were in town for one of two reasons. Either they needed to meet a contact, or they were tracking down a target.”

      “Could be both,” Raven pointed out.

      Andrea nodded. “Could be both. If they had a contact here, their contact could have had information about how to find their mark. The reason I’m leaning more toward contact is the StateSec record for the past week.”

      “Something unusual?” I asked.

      “I guess you could say so, considering that the murder rate here in Sif is about ten times the national average. People get killed here so often they don’t bother to bury them all. If you don’t have family here, your body gets dumped in front of the nearest hungry polar bear.”

      I was mildly appalled by this. “That doesn’t seem like a good idea.”

      “It probably isn’t, but on the other hand it may be the reason Sif has one of the last remaining wild polar bear populations, so there’s that. Anyway, there were no murders on the books last week. Not even one.”

      Raven seemed amused by this. “They should hold a parade. Sif is really turning around.”

      “I think that might be jumping the gun a little. Either way, it looks like Sif had a good week. Which means no reports of Augmen killers suddenly shooting up half the town, which means no mark. So, I’m guessing that they were here to meet someone with information they needed.”

      “It’s a long way to go for a name and address.” Raven drummed her fingers against her legs. “What if they just, you know, fucked it up?”

      The car swung into a parking spot and turned the screen back on, so we would know what we were stepping into before we exited. I saw a parking lot and a glowing sign that read The Flying Dutchman. Across the street, there were two other businesses named Terror and Erebus. All bars or similar establishments, from the look of it.

      Andrea nodded. “Yeah, that’s possible too. They came here to kill someone but couldn’t find whoever they were looking for. I’ll buy that story, but we still need to get out and have a look around. If they were looking for someone they couldn’t find, then their mark might still be in the area. If they were meeting a local contact, the contact is still probably somewhere nearby. Either way, the person they were looking for knows more than we do.”

      “So, our cover is what? Journalists from the big city?”

      Andrea laughed. “I wouldn’t try it, Raven. The locals would feed you to the bears before you got the sentence out, and it wouldn’t even have anything to do with our case. A journalist from the big city would not be welcome here.”

      “So, what then?” I asked.

      “You don’t have any questions and you won’t answer any questions, you’ll kill anyone who looks at you funny. If you act like that, people will just assume you’re up to no good and they’ll take it easy around you. You might overhear something, but more importantly you’ll get to look around. We’re looking for any common factor, anything that stands out about the places these cyborgs visited.”

      “Eyes open, mouths shut,” said Raven.

      “Exactly.”

      The doors popped open, and we stepped out onto the streets of Sif. Inside the Flying Dutchman, someone fired a weapon into the ceiling. We saw the flash through the window and heard the crack. Andrea shook her head. “I’d better clarify. I want you to act like you’ll kill anyone who looks at you funny. I don’t want you to do it. Sif is on a roll; we don’t want to ruin their good thing.”

      Raven smiled. “Without my rifle, I’m not a problem for anyone.”

      Judging from her smile, Raven in a bar was a problem for everyone. And not just because she still had a sidearm.

      Andrea wanted to hear us both say it. “What about you, Tycho? Are you cool?”

      “Cool, calm, and collected. But where are you going to be while we’re out there not getting into bar fights?”

      “I’ll be nearby. The car picked up some encrypted signals traffic. It’s probably nothing to do with us, but I want to make sure we aren’t being followed.”

      She activated her thermoptic camouflage and dropped out of sight. Only a few short days ago, Byron Harewood had criticized me for being too reliant on Arbiter armor and the technological advantages it gave. I had to admit, I wished I had some armor on right then. As it was, all I had was the ridiculous black outfit Andrea dressed me in and a sidearm with plenty of ammo from the Grotto’s armory. It didn’t seem like a lot, not for a place like The Flying Dutchman.

      Raven touched my arm. “Come on and buy me a drink. It’s our first date, so don’t get cheap on me.”

      With some trepidation, I followed the sniper through the doors of the Flying Dutchman. According to the position data Thomas had given us, this was one of the top three locations where the Augmen had spent time while they were here.

      From the look of the place once we got inside, it was certainly plausible that they might have met a contact here. The bar was dimly lit, but even so it was immediately obvious that no one ever came here unarmed or expected anyone else to. Within thirty seconds, I saw a wider variety of firearms, knives, hatchets, and ball-peen hammers than I would have expected to see in your average colonial insurrection. Many of these weapons were clustered down at a long table in the back, under a banner showing a Narwhal, carried by men whose jackets showed the exact same image. Members of the Narwhal clan.

      No one was too obvious about it, but all eyes marked us as we came in. I went up to the bar, ordered two whiskeys, and sat down. Raven somehow managed to smile at everyone, but it was the kind of smile that was more likely to start a fight than to prevent one.

      I got her attention and toasted her by raising my glass of clear liquid that in no way resembled or smelled like whiskey.

      “If this is our first date, should you really be flirting with everyone in the bar?”

      She raised her own glass and knocked it back. “If you can’t keep me, you haven’t earned me.”

      The bartender leaned in and spoke under his breath. “You two are welcome, money always is. But mind your manners.”

      He looked me in the eyes, and I nodded once. Then he moved away, wiping down the bar with a grayish rag.

      Raven looked around. “I don’t see anything that stands out here. It just seems like a normal bar.”

      I resisted the urge to ask her how often she hung out at bars controlled by nautical-themed crime clans and concentrated on the mission. “You see that table in the corner? If you were sitting over there, you could keep an eye on whatever street that is without anyone being able to approach you from behind.”

      “Let’s go see if there’s anything worth looking at, then.”

      We went over to the table, earning a glare from the bartender because we hadn’t ordered any additional drinks. At the Narwhal table, a man with a giant beard was just standing up as his friends laughed at him.

      “I don’t know, Tycho.” Raven looked out the window. “There’s really nothing over there but that fish and chips shop, and they don’t even seem to be open.”

      “Don’t look now, but I think you have a suitor.”

      The bearded man was approaching, egged on by the unhelpful advice of all his clan buddies.

      “Go get her, Midge!”

      “Tell her all about your horn!”

      Raven seemed confused. “Horn? Oh right, that unicorn whale thing.”

      When he reached our table, Raven spoke before he had the chance. “They call you Midge?”

      “They do.” He grinned, showing a mouth with several chipped and broken teeth. “It’s ‘cause I’m big.”

      “You’re not really that big.” She turned to me with an inquisitive look. “I mean, compared to Bray, he’s kind of a little guy, don’t you think?”

      Midge’s eyes got an evil gleam in them, and his hand drifted down to the hatchet at his belt as he awaited my response.

      “He’s a hell of a lot bigger than I am.”

      Midge grinned again. “That’s right, I am. So how about you fuck off and let me talk to the lady here?”

      Raven leaned in playfully and whispered something in his ear, and Midge’s jaw dropped. He swallowed nervously and started to back away. “I don’t… no I don’t think I’m into that. Sorry, lady, you’ll have to find yourself another guy.”

      He turned around and retreated to an outburst of hilarity from the Narwhal table.

      I looked at her suspiciously. “What did you say to him?”

      “Nothing to do with you.” She smiled sweetly. “Come on, let’s go check out the next spot on our list.”

      We left the Flying Dutchman with a lack of bloodshed that seemed almost miraculous. On the street outside, a thin layer of ice crunched beneath my shoes. “The next spot is called the Essex. Says here it’s Snow Wolf territory.”

      “I like all the animal names. It’s kind of sweet.”

      “Yeah, well… just try not to get us killed in there. Okay?”

      “Anything for you, Tycho.”

      She put an arm through mine, and we walked the block and a half to the other bar. The Snow Wolves and the Narwhals had a longstanding rivalry for the post of Zoning Officer, so the fact that their clan bars were so close to each other seemed like an oversight on the part of everyone involved. Of course, that was assuming they wanted to avoid random outbreaks of violence, not necessarily a valid assumption.

      As we walked down the street, I saw a man walk up rapidly behind another man and push him over, then start kicking him viciously with heavy boots while he curled up on the ground. The one doing the kicking was yelling something about stolen fish.

      “Don’t get involved.” Raven’s voice was cold, without a hint of the flirty little games she seemed to enjoy so much. “That has nothing to do with us.”

      “Are we just going to let that guy get beaten to death?”

      “He probably won’t die, but even if he does, stopping it from happening is not worth our whole mission. You need to focus.”

      We reached the Essex, and Raven smiled at the elegant wooden sign out front. “This place is nice.”

      She was right, it was nice. A little more elegant than the Flying Dutchman. Not that there was really that much difference between them, but the Essex did have a wooden signboard. We went in through the door and found the interior much the same as the other bar, except that members of the clan that owned the place were less in evidence. There was a banner of a white wolf hanging over the bar, and a man with a gun sitting down at one end. When he saw us come in, he tipped his hat to Raven. I’d like to say it was a mysterious black hat, but it wasn’t. It was a cheap cap with a feed-store logo on it.

      She smiled in response then stepped up to the bar to order our drinks. I wandered over to the window to look out on the street, but the view was largely the same as from the other bar—yellow streetlights shining harshly on pavement, and the dark windows of the fish and chips shop.

      Raven came up from behind me and handed me the drink. “Just wet your lips. We need to keep our heads straight.”

      I took the glass. “But this one is whiskey. Real whiskey, from the look of it.”

      “Yeah, the Snow Wolves seem to be a bit higher-end than the Narwhals. I wonder where all their people are though.”

      “Probably out plundering a container vessel.”

      “That’s not as far-fetched as it you might think. Vessels sometimes get hijacked crossing the Northwest Passage through here. What do you want to bet a lot of that stuff ends up here in Sif?”

      She shook her glass and the whiskey sloshed. She had a point. Sif was honestly an awful little city.

      “Come on, let’s check out the third spot.” She put her glass down on the windowsill and turned to go. I touched my whiskey to my lips, so I could at least say I had sipped pirated booze, then I did the same.

      The third spot was also in the same neighborhood, on the same block as the shuttered restaurant. It was a place called The Mary Rose, and it featured a sign of an alluring woman in red holding a long-stemmed rose. We could hear the music from the street out front. It sounded like a live band, but the style was so out of date as to be slightly embarrassing.

      Raven smirked. “You look like you disapprove.”

      “Only of the music.”

      I followed her inside, a little embarrassed to be entering a brothel. As soon as we walked in, the mystery of the missing Snow Wolves was put to rest. There were at least fifteen of them, milling around and talking with each other quietly or sitting in some corner with one of the girls. They weren’t the only clan present, either. I saw two men with Sea Lions jackets and a woman wearing Caribou colors—the two clans that most often held the office of Mayor. Unlike the Narwhals, most of the clan fighters here carried their guns with some discretion. You could tell they were armed by the way they moved, or the bulge of weapons beneath jackets or shirts, but they didn’t flaunt it.

      We had now seen members of four of the five main political clans that controlled Sif, and three of them were hanging out and drinking at the same brothel. I wondered what the regular people of the city did for entertainment, because I wouldn’t feel too comfortable spending an evening downtown if I was one of them.

      The stage was in the back, but hardly anyone was paying attention to the band, including the members of the band. Their shambolic performance was off-key, off-rhythm, and under-motivated. Empty beer cans littered the floor at their feet, although I suspect a number of them might have been thrown there. There were tables in front of the stage, but the only people using one were an amorous couple. I wasn’t sure if their encounter was business or pleasure, but a security guard was leaning over and whispering something fiercely in the man’s ear while reaching discreetly for a stun baton.

      Raven leaned in. “Don’t stare at the nice local perverts, Tycho. Come upstairs.”

      “Hmm? Come upstairs?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. I’m done playing around for tonight. I want to check something, and I need some backup. If you can get your mind on work, that is.”

      I wasn’t technically working, but I followed her up the staircase anyway. As we went up, I heard the sound of a table collapsing, followed by the crackle of the electric baton. The crowd laughed at whatever had happened, and someone shattered a glass on the floor.

      When we got upstairs, we found a woman waiting at a little table. She wore thick, dark makeup and had big puffy hair, and she looked at us with jaded eyes. “No outside couples. House girls only. Unless you’re hiring one for both of you.”

      Raven put a hand to her mouth. “You read my mind. Can we get a room overlooking the street?”

      “No rooms, just booths. But knock yourselves out. Booth 6 on the left.”

      Raven reached for her wallet, but the old woman stopped her. “Pay the girl directly. She’ll tell you her price. I can send you a brunette, or… no, just a brunette.”

      “A brunette will be fine.” Raven walked toward Booth 6, and I followed behind her with my eyes on my feet.

      When we reached the booth, a woman with curly brown hair and a leather skirt came wandering over. “Hey, I’m Chantelle. Should we talk about what you want?”

      Raven whispered something to her and Chantelle nodded, then took her payment and went away. I followed my companion into the booth.

      “What was it you wanted to check?”

      She was leaning across the bed as if setting up a sniper rifle, aiming at a window across the street diagonally. “Do you know what those windows are?”

      “I’m a little disoriented.”

      “Those are the windows of the apartment just above the fish and chips shop.”

      “Huh. Okay, that’s interesting. So, the one common denominator so far is that building?”

      “That apartment if I had to guess. We have one more place to check, right?”

      “Right. A gaming hall called the Iron Mountain.”

      “And where’s it located?”

      I checked my dataspike. Sure enough, it was on the other side of the same building. “It’s on Egil Street, so it ought to have a view of the back of the restaurant.”

      “It might, it might not. We have to confirm, not assume. But if it does, we have our answer.”

      She stood up, and I followed her again. The old woman looked at us, took a drag on her cigarette, and said. “Well, that was fast. Hope it was a special experience.”

      We heard a gunshot from downstairs, and more sounds of breaking glass. Then more laughter.

      “Do you have a back way out?” asked Raven.

      “Does a fish swim? Just keep going past Booth 10, you’ll find it down that way.”

      We made our exit and soon found ourselves on the street again. “It’s a great place to visit,” I quipped. “But I wouldn’t want to live here.”

      “Oh, I don’t know. With a suit of Arbiter armor, you could probably clear up most of the problems here in an afternoon and then live like a king at the Mary Rose.”

      I made a mental note to send a memo: Arbiter armor not to be shipped via Northwest Passage. The idea of anyone from Sif getting their hands on one of our combat suits was mildly terrifying.

      The cross street we were on was home to several restaurants, including one called Indian Restaurant and another one called Russo-Chinese Restaurant. Despite the unimaginative names there were people in both of them, enjoying a night out just a few steps from the brothel. I glanced in the windows as we walked past, but the patrons of both places turned their faces away and stared into their bowls. It probably didn’t pay to look out the window too often in this town.

      When we turned the corner onto Egil Street, I stopped dead in my tracks. “Is that what I think it is?”

      “It can’t be… oh shit, it is! Tycho, that’s crazy!”

      The owners of the Iron Mountain were the Polar Bear clan, and true to their name they had a polar bear out front. Not a banner hanging over the door, an actual polar bear. It was chained up just far enough from the door and the street that it couldn’t reach the guests, and it was chewing on what looked like a dog carcass to keep it happy. It seemed healthier than the other local bears I’d seen. The Polar Bear clan had an absolute lock on the Sanitation and Treasury departments in Sif, and they were showing off their power and prosperity.

      “I don’t really want to go over there, Raven.”

      “I don’t blame you, Tycho. But we don’t need to go in, we see what we need to see from here.”

      Sure enough, the building across the street from the Iron Mountain was the same building as the fish and chips shop, and anyone on the second floor of the gambling establishment would be able to see into the apartment upstairs if the blinds hadn’t been closed.

      The door on the first floor had a sign that read: Rooms for Rent, Pay by the Week. No ID? NO PROBLEM. As we read the sign, a man with a bleeding wound on his left cheek staggered up to the door, and I recognized him as the man who had been knocked down and kicked for stealing fish a little while before.

      He used his keycard to get in, and although he glanced at us as we slipped in behind him, he didn’t question our presence. With shoulders hunched, he hurried to a door on the first floor and got it open. For just a moment, the overpowering stench of raw fish wafted out, then the door clicked shut.

      “That goddamn fish thief.” I shook my head.

      “We need to get upstairs.”

      Raven found the stairwell, and we crept up the steps as silently as possible, which wasn’t really that silent, as the stairs creaked loudly enough to warn anyone listening that someone was coming up. When we got up top, we found only a single door. The rental rooms were downstairs behind the fish and chips shop, but the top floor was a single apartment. The sign on the door read SLIP RENT UNDER DOOR. OTHERWISE, KEEP OUT.

      I held back when I saw the sign, unsure of what I would say if anyone challenged us. Raven shook her head at me and turned the door handle slowly. It wasn’t locked, and it swung open with a gentle push.

      She whispered in my ear. “If you had a sign like that, would you leave your door unlocked?”

      I shook my head and drew my sidearm, and she did the same. As we stepped in, I reached around for a switch and turned the lights on.

      The place had either been tossed, or whoever had lived here was worse than a slob. There were papers everywhere, and drawers had been emptied all over the floor. Some things had been broken, including an old vase. A lamp was knocked over.

      Raven’s nose curled up a little. “I smell blood.”

      “That’s quite a talent to have. Let’s sweep the whole place.”

      We went room by room. When we found the dead man, he was seated in a chair with his head slumped back. There was one entrance wound in his chest and one in his head, and a splatter behind him on the wall.

      I opened a channel to Andrea. “We found their mark. Looks like they found him first, though.”

      “I’m on my way.”
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      The dead man had a funny look on his face, like getting murdered had taken him completely by surprise. The chair he sat in was an expensive new swivel chair with scraps of the plastic it had been shipped in still clinging to it here and there. I wondered how much of the furniture in Sif had been appropriated from some container ship over the past few years. There was probably an auction house or a black-market store somewhere to distribute it all.

      He was sitting in front of a desk with a pile of papers on it, including what looked like rent payments from the tenants downstairs. Some of the tenants had paid in local scrip. Paper money was hardly used at all in the big cities, but some smaller communities issued their own on a time-credit basis. Some had paid in IOUs, including one that read “IOU ten pounds Trout.”

      In Sif, you could apparently pay your rent in stolen fish.

      “I think this guy was the landlord.”

      “What an astute observation,” Raven replied in a sweet voice. She was busy checking the dead man’s pockets. “See if you can find anything that would tell us who he is. I can’t find any ID.”

      It stood to reason that a landlord with no ID would also be understanding about tenants with no ID. “He could be a fugitive. It’s not a bad plan for staying hidden.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Sure. Pick a remote community known for lawlessness, pay cash for some income-producing property, and leave the paperwork out of it. You see the same thing out in the colonies sometimes. Plenty of small planetoids have bar owners wanted for multiple felonies back here on Earth.”

      “I wonder how they’d feel if they knew they could have just come here instead. But how does he connect to our mission? Until we know who he is, it almost doesn’t matter that we found him.”

      “Well, let’s give Thomas something to do. Hold on.” I leaned over the body and activated the facial topography app on my dataspike. When the app was done, I sent the scan to Thomas Young along with a message: Can you ID this guy?

      I knew he’d be working on something, and he wouldn’t want to interrupt whatever he was doing to do me a favor. With the way I’d phrased it, any failure to respond on his part would look like an admission that he couldn’t do it. If there was one thing Young couldn’t tolerate, it would be the suggestion there was a problem he couldn’t solve.

      His return message was not too friendly: You manipulative twat. Of course I can do it. Give me a few minutes.

      I grinned. He saw right through me but still couldn’t help himself.

      Raven raised an eyebrow. “Did you just send that to Young? He’s not going to help you. Young never helps anyone except Andrea.”

      “He just agreed.”

      “Then I’m impressed. I’m never flirting with you again, you’re too good at game-playing.”

      I winked at her and she rolled her eyes. Then I looked around, trying to reconstruct what might have happened. As an Arbiter, I’m technically in law enforcement, but the laws I enforce are mostly the big ones, stuff like war crimes and treason and attempted genocide. I’d learned how to analyze a simple crime scene in the Arbiter Academy, but it was mostly theory. Still—

      “I can see you trying to remember how that chapter in your textbook went,” teased Raven.

      “Yeah, I don’t have tons of practical experience with this. But let’s see what I can come up with while we’re waiting for Thomas.”

      I went back to the first room we’d cleared—a simple bedroom, with an old bureau and a cheap frame bed. Someone had dumped out all the bureau drawers and strewn the contents of the closet all over the room. There was a poster on the wall, but it didn’t seem to fit the life of a cash-and-barter slumlord in the city of Sif. It was a faded image of a hand holding up a torch, and an androgynous figure staring heroically into the distance in front of a soaring bridge. Across the bottom, the poster had the words “NEW LIFE 2835: VISIONARIES ON THE VOLGA.”

      The windows in this room looked out on the front of the Mary Rose at a diagonal angle. Anyone lying in Booth 6 with a sniper rifle could have taken out whoever was in here as soon as they showed their face.

      I looked through the kitchen, where someone had also been dumping items out intentionally. Himalayan pink salt was all over the floor, along with multi-colored peppercorns and a bottle of truffle oil. Again, this didn’t quite fit. The pink salt and peppercorns, sure, but that truffle oil is an acquired taste, and Nunavut is not the place to acquire it. There was a pan in the sink, and even though it must have been sitting there for hours it still smelled like something you’d order off a menu with just four items on it. Whoever this landlord was, he had a taste for the good life.

      I walked through the living room—the room with the door—but couldn’t see anything that stood out other than the obvious fact that someone had either been looking for something or just deliberately wrecking the place. We’d found the body in the office, but there was another room beyond it. I went through and found that it looked out on the Iron Mountain across the street. The polar bear had finished his food and was straining at the end of his chain to sniff at customers on their way in or out. One of them was laughing about it drunkenly while his partner shrunk away. The security guard was trying to calm them all, especially the bear. I let the blinds fall back and looked around.

      There was hardly anything in this room except a mattress in one corner, with a thin pillow and a brown blanket. Two people had been staying here, one in a bedroom with a single poster for decoration, the other in this empty room with no decoration at all. They hardly even had a life here, just an off-the-books business and an apartment that would have seemed oppressive to your average prisoner. Yet at least one of them had a taste for gourmet cooking.

      The only thing in that room other than the mattress and bedding was a small but extremely expensive signal booster on one wall, allowing the inhabitants to connect to any computer system in the world at the fastest possible speeds.

      Raven was pointing at the chair when I came back to the office. “Look. The exit wound goes through the chair back. He was sitting down when they got him.”

      She swiveled the chair around, and I saw that she was right. The bullet had blasted a gaping hole in the back, exposing blood-splattered foam and fiberboard underneath. The chair wasn’t as nice as it looked. It was kind of cheap.

      “At least it was quick. If they shot him in the chest the second they saw him, then he didn’t suffer much.”

      “That makes sense, Tycho, but check this out.” She pointed from the dead man to the living room. “There’s a line of sight from the entrance of the apartment to the chair, so whoever shot him could have done so after stepping around the open door.”

      I looked where she was pointing. “Yeah, that tracks. He was sitting here going through his IOUs, probably deciding whether to have trout or… let’s see, frozen curry for dinner. If I read this guy right, he would have gone for the trout. The door opens, he turns around with this surprised look on his face, and they shoot him in the chest. Then he sits there staring down at his wound, and they walk over and shoot him straight in the head to finish him off.”

      “Did you find anything in the back room?”

      “A mattress and a signal booster. Whoever these guys were, they put a high priority on high-speed network access.”

      “So there were two people living here?”

      I nodded. “There were two people staying here. The setup in back looks like an improvised guestroom, not a place where someone was living long term. My guess is that the only one living here was this guy.”

      “Which implies that they didn’t get the wrong guy. He was the intended target. Hold on.” She went back to check for herself, then returned a second later. “That signal booster is top of the line. Katori Tech, which just happens to be owned by Huxley Industries.”

      “Well, what else would it be? Katori’s signal boosters are the best.”

      “It’s a Katori 383. Really new. It’s not technically impossible that the landlord could have gotten his hands on one, but it’s more likely the guest brought it with him.”

      “Okay, so he’s the tech guy. He might have been the one doing the fancy cooking too. Expensive tech, expensive tastes…”

      “That’s possible,” she said. “But still, I think we’re going to find out that this all connects to everything else somehow.”

      “I’d certainly like to think so. I’m not exactly thrilled about my prospects with whoever handles policing here in Sif.”

      “If you were a cop here, you’d walk around staring at the sidewalk all day and blushing every time one of the hookers glanced at you.”

      “You’re probably right. Hold on, what’s this?” I stood up and walked over to the door, then ran my finger along a curved gash in the wood. On the floor nearby, there was a broken bottle. Unlike all the other shattered things in this destroyed apartment, it looked more like an improvised weapon than anything else. “Do you think that bottle could have made this mark?”

      She came over for a closer look. “Sure. But if they shot Mr. Landlord while he was sitting down….”

      “Then the struggle was with a third party.”

      She bit her lip. “There’s only one body, though.”

      “So he got away. Let’s say he was in the kitchen when they came in, so he broke a bottle and came at them berserker style. He cut his way out.”

      “If he cut his way out, they why isn’t there any blood?” she asked.

      “Because cyborgs don’t bleed?” I shook my head, unsatisfied. I wasn’t sure about my own analysis. I’d fought the cyborgs myself, and I wouldn’t have rated my chances against them with nothing but a broken bottle. Anyone who could cut his way to safety in that situation must be death on wheels.

      My dataspike alerted me to an incoming call, which turned out to be from Thomas Young. His face appeared in front of me, looking as self-satisfied as always but far from amused.

      “I have the dead man’s ID. His name was Misha Orlow, and he was a civil engineer. He won an award once at a major conference…”

      “Let me guess, the New Life conference eighteen years ago?”

      “Visionaries on the Volga? Yes, that’s the one, New Life is an annual engineering conference. Does it really matter?”

      “Just confirming something.” In Misha Orlow’s lonely life, that award was the one and only thing he had wanted to be reminded of. “So, what’s he doing up here?”

      “He’s not a fugitive, if that’s what you’re thinking. As far as I can tell, he just decided to drop off the face of the map. We’ll get to that in a minute. Do you want to hear the rest of what I’ve found out or not?”

      “No question about it, Thomas. Go ahead.”

      “So, first things first: his kids don’t speak to him. Or didn’t speak to him. They’ve been estranged for years.”

      I noted the change in tense but didn’t say anything right away. I didn’t think Thomas would appreciate being interrupted again.

      “Still, considering that they don’t have any contact with him, the timing of all this is… statistically remote. When this man died, his entire family line died with him.”

      “But that happens, right? Lonely guy in the middle of nowhere dies alone, and part of why he’s alone is because he doesn’t have any family left.”

      Except he didn’t die alone. Someone was here with him, sleeping on a bare mattress in the other room.

      “It’s the timing of it, as I said. His wife Elena died fifteen years ago of Alzheimer’s disease. That was three years after he won his big award, and things didn’t exactly perk up for him after that. The estrangement from his children seems to date to around that time. They had sporadic contact for a few years after that, but no contact with any of his kids for the past decade. No contact with anyone, including former colleagues. I’m guessing he was already in Sif by that time. It was like he just didn’t want to have anything to do with anyone anymore.”

      Part of me wondered how Thomas knew so much, and how he had discovered it so quickly, but I had seen him in action. The man who could take control of an entire android army on Venus could certainly get his hands on Misha Orlow’s personal data.

      Thomas continued. “What’s strange about the timing is that he had two adult children, Lara and Quentin Orlow, and both are recently deceased.”

      Young looked worried, or maybe “perturbed” would be a better word. I didn’t think he was worried about the people involved, though. It was more likely the statistical anomaly that was bothering him.

      “Well, how recently are we talking?”

      “Quentin Orlow was killed in an armed robbery just two days ago. Masked men came into his place of business—Orlow’s Dataspike Repair—and shot him dead. He didn’t have any children. Lara Orlow and her entire family were killed yesterday in a fire. From that point on, Misha Orlow had no living relatives. Then someone tracked him down and killed him.”

      “One is chance, two is a pattern…” I said.

      “What?”

      “Just something I’m thinking about. And there’s nothing in his record to indicate why his kids stopped talking to him, or why he came up here to Sif and started renting out rooms?”

      “My analysis rates it as psychological, a reaction to his wife’s death. He grew up without a father but started a family of his own. When he lost his wife, he also cut off his family. Her death was probably the triggering event for an underlying personality issue.”

      “What happened to his father?”

      “No info available. Father is unknown.”

      “So, he disappeared just like his father had. Huh.”

      Thomas shrugged. “I suppose. The interesting question is the apparent coincidence.”

      “And it may only be an apparent coincidence. Thanks, Thomas. I have to go. I’ll keep in touch.”

      “There’s really no need.”

      His face disappeared, and I shook my head. “What a friendly man.”

      “Thomas isn’t like other people.” Raven was looking out the window. She wasn’t tense, but her body language still looked anxious. “What was he saying?”

      “Both of this guy’s kids were killed in the past few days. One in a robbery, one in a fire. He was the last living member of his family.”

      She turned and looked at the dead man. “Hmmm. He doesn’t look like the sort of fellow to be involved in a vendetta.”

      “Strange, though, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah, a bit. Doesn’t it seem like Andrea is taking a while, though?”

      “Now that I think of it, yeah. Do you want to go out and look around for her?”

      She shook her head. “Without my rifle, I feel naked. If there’s trouble coming, I won’t be much more use than you will.”

      “Um, what?”

      “No offense, Tycho. That didn’t come out the way I meant it to.”

      These spies from Section 9 all had a huge tendency to be condescending. I wondered if that would change if I ever accepted their job offer, or if they would just keep acting that way.

      “Look, we’re assuming the Augmen were behind this, but we haven’t proved it. Let’s see if we can find some hard evidence.”

      She nodded. “Sure. I’ll check this room and the back room; you check the others.”

      I don’t even know why I was doing this exactly, because it’s not like we were trying to build a criminal case. Section 9 was off the books; even if they arrested someone, they had to find a way to do it through legal channels. Circumstantial evidence was all we needed for our purposes. I was mostly just trying to change the topic and kill a little time while we waited for Andrea.

      Either way, I found something. It was in the living room, the place where I thought the struggle had most likely happened. Something glinted in the light, and when I leaned in to see what it was, I found a few fragments of pleximesh skin embedded in the wall.

      I touched one of the pleximesh scraps with my finger and pulled it away, wondering what bits of android skin would be doing here and how they would have become embedded in the wall in the first place. Then I noticed something else, something that looked like a silver paste. When I scraped at it with my finger, it turned out to be bits of an odd metallic composite, similar to the silica fiber lining of an android proxy joint.

      “Hey, Raven…”

      “Yeah?” She came out from the back, and I brought her the sample I had just taken.

      “What does that look like to you?”

      Her brow furrowed. “Huh. Pleximesh skin, like on an android? And that composite…”

      We were both interrupted at the same time by our dataspikes alerting us to an incoming group call from Andrea.

      Raven pulled out a little plastic container and handed it to me. “Bring that with us, it might be important.”

      She took the call, and I opened up the small container and scraped the skin and composite fragments into it. I heard Raven saying, “What? Where are you?” Then I clicked the sample container shut, slipped it in my pocket, and joined the call.

      The only thing I could hear at first was Andrea breathing. That made me nervous on its own, because anything that could make Andrea Capanelli breathe heavily had to be bad news indeed. Raven looked me in the eyes and put a finger to her lips, telling me to stay silent as long as Andrea did. She must be in danger, or she would never have gone silent right after calling us.

      All we could do was sit and wait, but I went to the window in the back to see if there was anything out there that could give me a clue to what was going on. The only thing I could see at first was that the street was empty, but then I figured out why that was bothering me. The polar bear was gone.

      Moving a chained-up polar bear is something you just don’t do on a whim, but the people at the Iron Mountain had done it. Not only that, but their security guard seemed to have retreated inside, and their lights were out.

      With a sense of approaching doom, I crossed the apartment as quietly as I could and checked the windows in the front. The Mary Rose was just shutting its lights down, and someone was closing the doors. As the lights flicked out, I could see through the windows that none of the chairs were stacked up. This wasn’t closing time; this was something else.

      Raven looked at me again and sent a dataspike message. What?

      The polar bear’s gone. Lights are out on both sides. Something’s happening.

      Be ready to move. Stay away from windows.

      We could still hear Andrea breathing over the dataspike, but I couldn’t figure out why she wasn’t just sending us a message. If she was in so much danger that she couldn’t spare any of her attention…

      I heard something else. A voice talking in the background, behind Andrea’s breathing. “Get around back but stay out of sight. Don’t alert the target; you know his training.” Wherever she was, she was within a few feet of whoever had just said that.

      This was a raid of some kind, but who was carrying it out? Corporate mercenaries, or StateSec maybe? Were they about to bust one of Sif’s organized crime families, or had they figured out we were here somehow, and they were coming to kill us?

      Raven motioned for me to draw my weapon, and she did the same even though she was clearly reluctant to use anything other than her familiar rifle.

      When the silence broke, it was like a dam bursting. There was a rattle of gunfire, and it sounded like it was happening right next to my head. It even echoed, although I realized a moment later that I was hearing the same sounds twice. Every shot I heard over my dataspike was followed a fraction of a second later by the same sound from outside. Andrea was close, which meant the raid was happening somewhere nearby and she was right in the thick of it. She must have crept up on the attackers with her thermoptic camouflage, then jumped up without warning and opened fire.

      Glass exploded all over the floor in the back, and a bullet whined its way through the wall and up into the ceiling. Andrea’s voice came through the dataspike.

      “Get out of the building! Get out now!”

      We bolted, startled into movement by the urgency in her voice. Windows burst on both sides at once, and I heard the dull clunk of gas grenades as they hit the floor, followed by the hissing sound of the gas dispersing.

      I threw the door open, knowing we only had seconds before the gas overpowered us. Whoever this was, they were definitely here for us—or, more likely, for me. They probably wouldn’t know who Raven was, but if they had tracked me down somehow, they’d kill anyone who happened to be with me.

      I ran down the staircase, fully expecting to meet a cyborg killer on his way up to finish what they’d started back in the city. I didn’t see anyone on the stairs, but the fish thief was poking his head out when I got down to the hallway below.

      “Are they raiding the Iron Mountain?” he asked me, confused.

      I hadn’t expected to ever speak with the man, but I gestured with my gun for him to get back in his apartment. “Get down on the floor and stay away from the windows, this is going to get bad!”

      “Okay. I already left my IOU by the way.”

      I didn’t know who he thought we were, but if we were welcome to go in the landlord’s apartment then we must be someone he could talk to about his rent.

      He disappeared behind the door, and Raven and I tore down the hallway. The door opened, and another grenade came sailing in. I fully expected to be ripped to shreds and filled with shards of jagged metal in the next two seconds because we had nowhere to run, but it turned out not to be fragmentation grenade. Instead it was a concussion grenade, a “flash-bang,” intended for stunning a target into terrified submission.

      I couldn’t tell why the Augmen were trying to stun me rather than blow me up, but I didn’t have time to think about it. In accordance with my training, I wrapped both arms around my head and pressed them tight against my ears, while turning away from the grenade.

      When it went off, the flash of light was so bright that it seared a photographic image of Raven’s face onto the space in front of me, which lingered for several seconds before fading away. At least I knew she had covered her ears, because I could see it in that fading image. The bang was so loud I couldn’t hear anything else for several seconds, which might as well be an eternity when people are shooting at you. I spun around in agony and fell to the floor, stunned into helplessness. Raven did the same.
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      The explosion outside was so powerful it shook the building, and the flash of light under the door frame was so bright it left me blinded again, just as my sight was starting to come back from the flash-bang grenade. I couldn’t recover right away, or even get myself oriented well enough to realize that whatever had caused the explosion had probably saved me from whoever was about to come in the door.

      When enough time had passed for my head to clear a little, I dragged myself to my knees and then my feet. I still couldn’t hear properly, but I was able to stagger over to Raven and helped her up.

      She shook her head with a violent gesture, like she was trying to shake off the aftereffects of the concussion grenade. Then she sent me a dataspike message. What was that?

      I shrugged, knowing that she must not be able to hear any better than I could. We held onto each other’s arms for a minute so we wouldn’t fall over, then limped back to the door. There was no way to know what was on the other side until we opened it, but opening it exposed us to potential attack. The door solved that problem for us by falling off its hinges, sinking slowly, and then clattering to the floor. I had to jump back a little so it wouldn’t land on my toes.

      On the street outside, there was a small crater, black around the edges. Raven laughed, and I looked at her and shook my head. She must be losing her mind, to laugh at a smoking crater in the middle of the street. She started to send me a message: It’s Andrea… fuck it, then she leaned in and put her mouth over my ear.

      “Andrea had a rocket launcher, she kept it in the car! She must have seen them coming after us and fired the rocket launcher to drive them back!”

      “Holy shit!”

      From a nearby street, I could hear the sound of a firefight. “Come on, we’ve got to get to her!”

      “What?!”

      “Come on!”

      It isn’t realistic to carry on long conversations via dataspike message, because the subvocalization-to-text software is just too irritating. You either have to subvocalize with the most painstaking care, or words get messed up and sent incorrectly, sometimes in embarrassing ways. However, neither of us could really hear the other yet. There was nothing we could do except yell and keep all communication as simple as possible.

      I was feeling steady now, so I started toward the sound of gunfire at a swift jog. As we ran down the street, every business we passed was closing its doors. I glanced at the windows as I ran by and saw men and women with guns, peering out with masks over their faces. The clan militias that dominated this city must be in a panic, thinking an all-out clan war was breaking out.

      A block or two from Misha Orlow’s place, we ran past City Hall. By far the most impressive structure in Sif, City Hall featured marble pillars along the front and a row of battlements along the top. Behind the battlements, armed men paced along the roof. As we passed their location, a single shot chipped the pavement a few feet away from me.

      Raven glanced over her shoulder. “They’re shooting at us!”

      They certainly were. It’s a good thing that untrained militiamen are not usually good shots, because neither of us were wearing any kind of armor. They fired down the street at us as we ran by, but only succeeded in breaking out the window of a bakery and putting holes in a few cars. I was glad they didn’t get any closer, because then I would have had to shoot at them too, and I didn’t have any quarrel with Sif’s gangster-politician families.

      We only ran a few blocks, but that wasn’t the only time we were shot at before we caught up with Andrea. A group of Polar Bear fighters opened fire on us from behind a dump truck, and a civilian with no obvious clan affiliation took three shots in our general direction from an upstairs window.

      My dislike of Sif was growing by the minute, and my reluctance to kill its inhabitants faded every time one of them took a potshot at me. If whatever was going on right now caused a full-scale gang war, a lot of the locals were going to die. On the other hand, it would take most of them a long time to die because they just couldn’t hit anything.

      I heard a BOOM and saw a flash of light and knew that Andrea must have fired her rocket launcher somewhere nearby. With her thermoptic camouflage, she could wait in hiding anywhere she wanted and then unleash a powerful rocket, maybe even powerful enough to give the Augmen pause. Whether they were scared or not, they certainly seemed to be retreating in the face of this invisible threat.

      “We’re almost there!” I called, and Raven nodded. Just one more corner, and we would join the fight, but with our sidearms it wasn’t at all clear that we could make any difference. I knew for a fact that they wouldn’t hurt the cyborgs, so trying to catch up with Andrea was arguably a suicide mission. On the other hand, we didn’t have anywhere else to go.

      I stopped short. “What are we doing?” I yelled. “We can’t fight them with these!”

      To my great surprise, Andrea suddenly stepped out of camouflage and tossed something to Raven without warning. Her sniper rifle. Raven caught it in midair and gave a whoop, and Andrea turned to me.

      “Turns out we should have gone in heavy. Keep your head down, and we’ll try to get you out of here alive. This is going to be dicey, though.”

      She disappeared again, leaving me the only person in this gunfight who couldn’t hurt the enemy at all. Raven’s rifle was not extended yet, so she slung it over her shoulder. “We need to get to cover. You can be my spotter.”

      She turned and ran, heading for a nearby building. I was happy to follow, knowing that my weapon was all but useless. As we got to the door, it slammed open and a man with a wild red beard peered out. He was armed with a shotgun and aiming it directly at my face. “This is my hole. Fuck off and find your own!”

      I turned out of the line of fire, then yanked on the shotgun barrel so hard that the man stumbled forward. He fell to his knees on the street, and I threw the shotgun down next to him then slipped through the door behind Raven. We closed the door and locked it behind us, leaving him out there to find whatever hiding spot he could.

      Raven laughed. “That was kind of rude!”

      “If he hadn’t stuck that gun in my face, I wouldn’t have done it. Come on.”

      We were in an office building. The fact that Sif had office buildings was a little hard for me to credit, but it wasn’t something I was going to worry about right then. We ran up three stories to the top floor, then pushed our way into a doctor’ office.

      “Alright, spot me a target,” she said, unslinging her rifle. I looked out the window, expecting to see one of the Augmen somewhere below me. What I saw instead was an armored Arbiter turning his head from side to side and advancing cautiously down the street. A few feet behind him, a second Arbiter brought up the rear.

      “What the fuck?!”

      She came up behind me, glanced out at the men below us, and frowned. “Huh. An Arbiter drop team. What are they doing here?”

      Andrea appeared, kneeling down to aim her rocket launcher from the end of the block. The Arbiters fired at her but fell back rapidly. Their bullets hit the windows behind her head, showering her with shards of glass. She dropped back into camo without firing her rocket.

      “I have to get down there!” I stood up. “There’s some kind of misunderstanding!”

      “Good idea. You get them talking and try to do it down there where I can see you.”

      “Don’t shoot at anyone, Raven, those are Arbiters!”

      “They’re also shooting at Andrea, so if you don’t want me to kill them, you’d better get them to stop. I don’t know what’s going on down there, but if they keep it up much longer, I won’t be able to stop something bad from happening.”

      I turned and ran without another word and was back on the street inside of a minute. The Arbiters had retreated, but I could still hear shooting from a block away. Couldn’t Andrea see they were wearing Arbiter uniforms?

      There was another flash, and all the windows along the street exploded. More shards of glass fell everywhere, and I covered my head with both arms. I heard the sound of running feet, and Andrea dropped out of camo. “What are you doing out here, Tycho? I’m out of rockets, I can’t hold them back any longer!”

      “What are you doing?” I yelled. “Why are you fighting Arbiters?”

      “Those are the guys who were coming after you. They shot gas grenades in the window and then a concussion grenade through the front door. They would have charged in to finish you off, but I fired that rocket near them. They had to pull back, but they won’t keep retreating now that I’m empty.”

      “They’re the ones who fired the grenades?!”

      “Yes, it was them.”

      “What a fuck up. They must have been there to arrest Misha Orlow for some reason. Or maybe whoever he was staying with.”

      “I don’t know, Tycho, but we need to move!”

      From the end of the street, the shapes of two Arbiters could clearly be seen. They approached slowly, unsure whether Andrea was out of rockets or not. When they saw us talking, one of the two men leveled his weapon at us. The other one put a hand on his arm to tell him to wait.

      “Tycho Barrett! Tycho Barrett, put your weapons down!”

      Now that they saw us, the two men began to approach more rapidly. The one who had leveled his weapon went to the right side of the street, and the one who was talking went to the left.

      I still didn’t get it. “Misha Orlow’s dead!” I called. I was making assumptions, taking it for granted that they must have been there to arrest Misha. After all, why would the Arbiters be arresting me?

      “Barrett, surrender your weapons and lie down on the ground!”

      That was when I first recognized Byron’s voice, although my mind still resisted the idea that he was here for me. He was closing in, as rapid and confident as any Arbiter would be, but I wasn’t scared.

      “Byron? What are you doing here, Byron?”

      “Tycho, surrender your weapons and lie down on the ground! By order of Commander Urich, under the authorization of Director Singh, I’m here to take you into custody for the murder of Sophie Anderson.”

      The murder of Sophie Anderson?

      The next few seconds were like a fork in the road, one of those moments where your whole future depends on doing one thing instead of another. In some alternate universe, maybe I fell down on the street and just gave up on everything or stood there with my jaw hanging open stupidly while they came in and cuffed me. In that alternate universe, I’m probably still sitting in a prison cell right now. But that’s not what happened, not in the universe we live in.

      Instead, I got mad. Mad on a level I can’t even articulate. I had trusted Byron to check on Sophie for me. I had treated him like Gabriel, someone I could count on to have my back. In my stupidity, in my naivete, it had never even occurred to me that they could have gotten to him too.

      But of course they could have. They had corrupted a StateSec officer, why couldn’t they do the same with an Arbiter? Everyone has a price, or so they say. I didn’t know Byron well enough to know his price, but with the resources they had already spent on trying to kill me, it would just be one more budget item.

      Byron had betrayed me, using my dataspike contact to track me down. I had walked right into it, endangering not only myself but my new friends in Section 9.

      And Sophie was dead.

      Was he personally involved in killing her? I had no way of knowing, but it didn’t matter. He was trying to frame me for her murder, and that was more than enough.

      Sophie was dead, and her blood was on Byron’s hands.

      Grief hadn’t hit yet. Anger was first. Rage. It wasn’t really broken down into discrete parts like that. It was more of a feeling, a sick-to-the-stomach lurching sensation, and then white heat.

      As Byron and the other Arbiter came running down the street, I leveled my weapon on them and pulled the trigger until the magazine was empty. I was shouting while I shot at them, something incoherent, and I wasn’t even thinking about the fact that I couldn’t pierce their armor.

      They could have killed me right then—another possible alternate-universe outcome—but two things stopped them. One was the fact that they wanted to arrest me and my sidearm was no more dangerous to them then a rioter’s brick would have been. The other was Raven, who took her shot as soon as they came into view beneath the window.

      Andrea hadn’t really been trying to kill them up until that point. Even the rockets from her launcher had been fired near them, not at them. Her only goal had been to drive them back so we could extract ourselves from the situation without unnecessary bloodshed.

      Raven must have been thinking the same way, because she could have targeted the gap between Byron’s chest and throat. Instead, she targeted the gap at the bend of the elbow, putting his right arm out of action. He staggered at the impact and dropped to his knees, and the other Arbiter rushed over to cover him and get him out of the line of sniper fire.

      My head came clear, or clear enough that I stopped trying to shoot through Arbiter armor with a simple handgun. I turned and ran, then I ducked back into the office building Raven was shooting from. I reached in my pocket, retrieved another magazine, and clicked it in place. I was thinking clearly now, but the rage hadn’t lessened. Sophie was dead, and Byron was trying to frame me for her murder. There would be a price for that, but if I wanted to stay alive long enough to extract my payment, I would have to think.

      Arbiter tactical doctrine relies heavily on technology, because that’s the biggest advantage we have over most of our opponents. It’s against Sol Federation law to sell or possess any weapon capable of piercing Arbiter armor to any of the off-world colonies, the crime Klein and his buddies were accused of committing. Because of this law, Arbiters can wade into battle against far superior numbers and know that they still have the advantage. You can die by mishap, such as a stray bullet getting in through the gaps in your armor. You’re not likely to die in the line of duty just because someone is shooting in your general direction.

      When Byron got moving again, his first priority would be to take out the sniper or force her to move. He would probably do that with a grenade volley, after which he would pursue and clear the building. When he came through the door, he would come in hard. A concussion grenade like before? Perhaps, but now that I’d started shooting at him, he would probably go for the kill. He’d kick the door open, send a grenade in, then come in behind it shooting.

      In that brief moment, when the door was open but he was relying on his armor to protect him from my handgun, that’s when I would have my chance. I holstered my gun, knowing that it wouldn’t do me any good right now. At this point, I was glad Andrea didn’t have any more rockets. She would have used one to drive him back and protect my position, but I didn’t want her to do that. I was a cornered rat, and I was about to bite the cat.

      From the floor upstairs I heard the THUMP of an explosion and knew that Byron was doing exactly what I had expected him to do. There was another THUMP and then another, and by that point I knew that Raven had either escaped the room upstairs or been mangled beyond all recognition. I ran up to the door and crouched up against the wall, counting slowly as I visualized Byron running in for the kill. 3… 2… 1…

      The door flew open, and an Arbiter rifle stabbed into the empty space like a spear. I grabbed it with both hands and yanked it forward violently just as the person holding it pulled the trigger. The frag grenade launched, but the weapon was now pointing at a spot on the floor a few feet away. As the Arbiter stumbled forward a few paces and fell, the grenade bounced back up toward his stomach and detonated there.

      In that enclosed space, the sound of the explosion was horrific. My ears were ringing again, but worse than that, they were burning. The grenade would have killed me, and killed me in the ugliest way, but the Arbiter’s body took most of the blast. Because of his armor, he wasn’t killed when the grenade went off. He was killed when I jumped on him, wrapped my legs around his body, drew his knife from his utility belt, and stabbed him repeatedly at the weak point under the armpit.

      The man went limp on the floor, and I knew right away that he was dead. I grabbed his rifle and managed to get it leveled on the other Arbiter just as he came through the door to help his buddy.

      I pulled the trigger three times, and he staggered backward as it punched through his armor and into his body. As he collapsed on the street, I heard him say my name.

      “Tycho…”

      So I hadn’t killed Byron; I’d killed the other one. I resolved to fix that error. Consumed with rage, I took the rifle and aimed it under his chin. Andrea slammed into me then, knocking me sideways, and I lost the rifle as I fell over.

      Andrea was glaring at me. “Don’t make it worse.”

      “He killed Sophie!”

      “You don’t know that! Now get your head in the game, or you won’t be alive another hour! StateSec is on the way, they’re flooding this whole city. We need to go to ground!”

      I blinked at her stupidly, trying to make sense of what she was saying. StateSec didn’t really have a strong presence in Sif, which meant they would have to fly a strike team in if they wanted to do anything like what she was saying.

      Then I heard the roar and saw the dropship come streaking by above our heads. That was exactly what they were doing. In a matter of minutes, the streets would be swarming with StateSec officers. I’d be arrested for murder—not just of Sophie Anderson, but of an Arbiter on duty.

      “What are we going to do?” I asked, bewildered. I wasn’t sure if there was anything left to do. I was as good as dead, with all the resources of the solar system stacked against me.

      Or maybe not quite all the resources. “I’ll draw them off. We’re all going to scatter in different directions. Get out of this neighborhood and get that wound closed, then meet at the rendezvous.”

      She cloaked herself so quickly I didn’t have time to reply. I looked down to see what she was talking about and saw that she was right. Even though the dead Arbiter had taken most of the frag grenade blast, I’d still been hit, and I was bleeding from a wound in my chest. It wasn’t too bad, but it would have to be dealt with. I looked up and she was gone, and I didn’t have any idea where the rendezvous was.

      I started running, knowing that I had no chance at all unless I got out of the neighborhood. A small drone shot by above me, then it turned and swooped back in my direction. So, they’d already found me, and if that drone had a shoot-to-kill order—

      I turned and jumped, smashing through the window of a store. The drone fired and missed, and I had a moment to savor the pure joy of being wanted “dead or alive.” I scrambled to my feet, knocking over a display of fishing lures. As I ran out the back door and into the street beyond, an image came through on my dataspike of an underground parking deck with a sleek black car in it, license plate 659-SF-DIP. The image included an address and a rendezvous time.

      I powered down my dataspike, knowing that they could use it to track me. If I couldn’t evade them, there was nothing more my new friends could do for me. My life was over.

      The next few hours were strangely like Venus, running and hiding from my enemies in the darkness while they hunted me down. It was a strange night for Sif, a city where the law was never much more than a convenience. There were militia fighters everywhere, but none of the clans wanted a war with the North Atlantic States. The game was power: getting more of it for your own family, not going up against it when you didn’t have to. At first, the clans probably thought that StateSec was there to arrest their chieftains. I heard some gunfire, but it didn’t last long. Whoever was in charge of liaison made the calls they needed to make, and the shooting stopped.

      That’s when it got bad, because the clan militias decided to turn out in force as a show of loyalty. StateSec was one thing, but the Polar Bears and the Narwhals ruled these streets. Worse than that, they knew these streets. I cleaned my wound up behind a pile of trash bags where I was lucky enough to find an unopened bandage, while a militia patrol walked by and a drone hovered two streets over.

      Come to think of it, it was worse than Venus, at least in one way. In Tower 7, the people who were hunting for me were also law enforcement, but I outranked them as the representative of a higher authority. On the streets of Sif, I represented no authority at all. The godfather of the Snow Wolves, a corrupt machine boss, had more sway with the ruling powers than I could ever expect to have again. It was a lonely thought, but I felt no sorrow over my fall from grace. All I felt was rage, and the determination not to go to the grave alone.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, Tycho. It’s good to see you. We were starting to wonder if we’d have to leave without you.”

      Vincenzo Veraldi, the second in command of Andrea’s team, was leaning on the car, seemingly unconcerned. On my way to the parking deck, I’d had to evade a drone for four blocks and dodge two StateSec patrols and three militia crews. Veraldi looked like he’d spent most of that time catching up on his light reading.

      “How do you plan to get out of here?”

      “Diplomatic plates. They won’t even question it, and they couldn’t stop us if they did.” He pointed at the license plate: 659-SF-DIP. “Sol Federation Diplomat.”

      The door opened, and I crawled in. When I looked in the back, I was relieved to see both Raven and Andrea. Up until that moment, I hadn’t known for sure whether either of them had made it out. Especially Raven, considering the two grenades the Arbiters had fired in her direction.

      “It’s good to see you, Tycho.” Raven smiled, but I couldn’t bring myself to smile back. Andrea frowned with concern, but I didn’t react to that either. I closed my eyes and curled up like I planned to sleep for the rest of my life.
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      It was morning in the safehouse, but it didn’t feel like morning. The sun had risen. Light flooded in through the branches of the trees and shadows played across our faces. I had a cup of coffee in my hands, and I’d slept through the night.

      All these things were true, but the fact remained that it didn’t feel like morning. It felt like midnight, a sky without the moon or stars.

      I sipped my coffee and stared, not seeing the forest outside. Not seeing anything. I don’t remember thinking, not for those first few minutes when I was sitting there alone. I just looked out that big front window, watching the breeze stir the branches outside. Watching the loons fly by. Watching the world, like I wasn’t part of it.

      Andrea came in and sat down across from me in one of the easy chairs. She had coffee too, but she wasn’t sipping at hers. She was looking at me, and the expression on her face was deeply worried. It looked like she didn’t know what to say and wasn’t sure she should be saying anything. She was a warrior, and far more comfortable with setting up an ambush than talking to people about their feelings. For her to have decided she needed to do so, the look on my face must have been something to see.

      “Tycho,” she started.

      “It doesn’t matter.” My voice was cold, as tense as a coiled spring. “I don’t need you to do anything. I don’t need you to say anything. It doesn’t matter.”

      She frowned, and this time she did take a sip of her coffee. Her first attempt had not succeeded, and this wasn’t her strong point anyway. She could walk away and tell herself that at least she’d made the attempt—but she tried again. “You need to talk about it.”

      “Why?”

      “What do you mean, why? That’s what people do. They talk about the things that bother them. They share their burdens. Let me take a little of the weight off.”

      “How? Will it bring her back?”

      I’ve seen a lot of death. I’ve caused a lot of it, though I like to think I’ve prevented more. But the people that mattered—Daphne, Gabriel, and now poor Sophie—I couldn’t save any of them. I’d been trained for one purpose, to be an expert at fighting and killing so I could prevent conflicts from getting out of hand. None of it had helped me save anyone I cared about in the first place.

      Andrea was staring at me, searching my face for any clue of how to proceed. I didn’t even know why she was trying, especially when I could see she didn’t want to be having this conversation.

      “It won’t bring her back. You’re right, Tycho, I can’t help you. I can’t undo any of the things that happened.”

      “Right. So, because there’s nothing you can do, it doesn’t matter. I don’t need anything. I’ll just keep moving forward. Until I’ve killed every last one of the bastards. And maybe then I’ll keep killing, we’ll just have to see.”

      I took another sip, but even I could see that my hand was shaking.

      “You’ve lost a lot, Tycho. But sometimes it can help to talk about what you’ve lost. Even if just a little.”

      I didn’t say anything. There was nothing else to say. It wasn’t just that I’d lost Sophie, though that was bad enough. I’d lost my whole life. I wasn’t even an Arbiter anymore, but a wanted killer. And Byron had betrayed me. In the Arbiter Academy, they drill it into your head that your partner is everything. The one you can count on, the one you would lay down your life for. We’d never been close, but it was still supposed to mean something. The man had taken everything I believed in, set it on fire, and then pissed on the ashes. What was there to say about all that?

      Andrea suddenly changed direction. “Have you ever read the Hagakure?”

      “No. I’m not into that stuff.”

      A lot of Arbiters read the Hagakure, or Sun Tzu’s Art of War, or Musashi’s Book of Five Rings. Gabriel always laughed at them for it. He said it was a fantasy, that they wanted to be ancient warriors on some honorable mission because it made them feel better about all the garbage they actually had to do for the Sol Federation on a daily basis. He felt so strongly about it that I stayed away too, although I have to admit I did glance at those books from time to time.

      “Well, the Hagakure says this: There is surely nothing other than the single purpose of the present moment. A man's whole life is a succession of moment after moment. There will be nothing else to do, and nothing else to pursue. Live being true to the single purpose of the moment.”

      I looked her in the face, impressed in spite of myself. I didn’t know if it was good advice, but it did have a certain obscure profundity. “That isn’t bad. So, what is this purpose? What are we doing?”

      She sighed in relief and put down her coffee. “You had me worried for a minute there, but now you sound like yourself again. Come on, Thomas has some things he wants to show us.”

      “Doesn’t he always?”

      I stood up. It’s not that I felt better. I hardly felt anything, except a dark combination of numbness and rage. It’s just that I wasn’t stuck anymore. I could move again, and I could take steps toward getting justice for Sophie.

      Andrea nodded slightly, like a little bow. “Good man. Come on.”

      We went downstairs, where Thomas was tinkering with all the things he tinkered with. He looked up when we came in and smiled benevolently. Thomas Young wasn’t always irritated or condescending; when he wanted to show off, he could be downright charming.

      “Barrett and Capanelli! Just the people I wanted to see!”

      “Sorry we were delayed.” Andrea knew how to handle Thomas, which is to say with extreme caution.

      “Think nothing of it. I have things to show you.”

      He beckoned Andrea over to a screen that showed an image of what he had under his microscope. It was the fragment of pleximesh skin I’d recovered from Misha Orlow’s apartment. On another screen, I could see the metallic composite I’d collected at the same time.

      Andrea leaned in toward the screen. “What am I looking at here?”

      “Well, pleximesh skin, of course. And silica fiber joint lining.”

      “So, an android?”

      “That’s what I was trying to tell Raven when you called us.” I looked closer, but I couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary. What was Thomas so excited about? “I think the person staying with Misha Orlow wasn’t a person at all, but an android. Which raises the question of why a rent-by-the-week slumlord in the shittiest city on Earth would have an android of his own.”

      “I suppose it does,” said Thomas. “But that’s not all. Don’t tell me you aren’t seeing it. I mean, it’s right in front of you.”

      “Don’t tell you I’m not seeing what? If you tell me what I’m not supposed to tell you I don’t see, then I’ll tell you I see it.”

      Andrea glanced at me, perhaps wondering whether my dry sense of humor was coming back or whether I was just having a nervous breakdown. “We’re going to need you to help us out here, Thomas.”

      Although he smiled, I have no doubt that Thomas was simply overjoyed. He got to show us the thing we should have been able to see for ourselves. For a guy like him, it doesn’t get much better than that.

      “First, it should be obvious to anyone with a passing knowledge of android design that both the pleximesh and the composite are identical to the materials used by Huxley Industries.”

      “Um… okay.” Andrea frowned. There was nothing I could see in either image that could possibly have given me that information, and Andrea was obviously just as baffled. It looked like neither of us had “a passing knowledge of android design.”

      “Second, there’s the little matter of this number right here.”

      He pointed at the screen, where a series of numbers tracked different facts about the samples. “Do you see what I’m saying now? That’s the spectral signature.”

      “Wait, you mean the radiation exposure?” Andrea was starting to get excited.

      Thomas nodded enthusiastically. “That’s right. Just collecting that sample probably took a year off our good Mr. Barrett’s life. I’m joking, Mr. Barrett, it’s not as bad as that.”

      “I don’t know why you insist on calling me Mr. Barrett.”

      “Because you insist on calling me Thomas.”

      That was an awkward moment, but I handled it by just not saying anything at all. He held my gaze until he knew I wasn’t going to say anything, then went back to his rant.

      “This is where things start to get intriguing. There aren’t many places you can get an exposure like that. Not many at all. In fact, I’d be willing to bet my next paycheck that the android this sample came from spent at least a year in the ruins of Artorias.”

      Artorias. The lost city, people called it. Artorias was ground zero of a large exclusion zone that was flooded with radiation following a containment failure during the early years of boson aperture development. The Artorias Disaster had claimed a thousand lives in the immediate aftermath, and maybe ten thousand more in the years that followed. The city was evacuated, but a lot of those people didn’t really get away. They had already received the dose that would eventually kill them, they just didn’t know it yet.

      Now Artorias was a ruin, and it was technically illegal to even enter the zone. The radiation there had been decaying for decades now, but it still wouldn’t be safe for several hundred years. Human nature being what it is, that didn’t mean that no one lived there.

      Although the city was still essentially abandoned, a handful of diehard locals, dissident utopians, and desperate fugitives made their homes among the ruins. So did a great many animals, unconcerned with the invisible radiation that still permeated the entire zone.

      A few years before, there had been a brief fad for VR docu-gaming set in the exclusion zone. There were people who claimed to find a special beauty in the eerie fusion of human technology and resurgent nature there, although few of them were stupid enough to want to go there in person.

      I could finally see what Thomas was so worked up about. “If that android was in Artorias, then so are the answers we’re looking for.”

      Andrea gave me a questioning look. “What makes you say that?”

      “It just doesn’t make any sense for the Augmen to have hunted down and killed a random man in Sif. We’re talking about a man who takes rent payments in fish, right? Misha Orlow might have been a big deal as a civil engineer, but that was all a long time ago. On the day he died, he was a marginal character. A burnout. But there was something about him we still don’t know, and it has to be connected to our case. The cyborgs tracked him down just like they tracked down Slotin and Graves.”

      Thomas nodded slowly. “Yes. That’s not a bad deduction, Tycho.” Why he suddenly switched to my first name I really don’t know, unless he was just being passive-aggressive in some subtle way. From his tone of voice, he was impressed that I could string two thoughts together at all, as he had assumed that to be beyond my meager abilities. “And don’t forget the others.”

      “Others?” asked Andrea.

      “Yes. When you were all in Sif, Tycho here insisted I identify the dead man for him immediately. So, I identified him, and did a basic check on his known connections. In the 48 hours before Misha Orlow was killed, his son Quentin Orlow was murdered in an apparent armed robbery and his daughter Lara Orlow died with her entire family in a house fire. From the look of it, someone decided to wipe out the entire Orlow family line.”

      “That’s some ruthless business,” said Andrea. “So, what do we have here? A washed-up civil engineer with a radioactive android fresh from the ruins of Artorias somehow manages to anger someone powerful and murderous enough to erase his lineage from the Earth. We’re definitely missing some important puzzle pieces.”

      “And that brings me back to my point.” I was sure of this, even though I couldn’t prove it yet. “The same cyborgs that tried to kill me, the same ones that attacked your convoy and tried to kill Klein, the same ones that did kill Slotin and Graves, are the ones who murdered Orlow’s entire family and then tracked him down to Sif and put two bullets in him. What’s more likely, that there are two totally separate reasons for all this craziness or only one?”

      I didn’t mention Sophie Anderson. For all I knew, Byron had killed her himself.

      Thomas was even more condescendingly impressed. “Occam’s razor. Yes.”

      “Okay, Tycho, I think you’re right.” Andrea was smiling. “The android is the missing piece. I’d bet two paychecks on that. But where is the android now?”

      “Artorias is a place to hide,” I pointed out. “That’s where it came from, and it just tangled with a cyborg hit team and somehow managed to escape. If it was going to go to ground, what better place could it possibly pick?”

      Thomas frowned. He’d brought us down here to show off, but now the attention was mostly on me. He turned to his screen and switched to a different display. “All right, enough of that. Tycho Barrett is capable of basic deduction and we’re all quite happy for him. Now it’s time for Exhibit Two.”

      The new screen showed a list of numbers. An extremely long list of numbers. It was nothing but gibberish as far as I was concerned, but the man’s condescension was starting to get to me. I leaned in for a look, racking my brain for any information that might tell me what these numbers were. I could hardly believe it, but I came up with something.

      As Andrew Jones had taken great delight in pointing out, they don’t really teach hacking skills at the Arbiter Academy. They mostly just show us how to use a skeleton key, a little device that gives us access to all the backdoors tech companies are legally required to leave for us. Still, they do give us a basic explanation of how the whole thing works. Buried in my memory somewhere was the knowledge that these numbers were routing IDs. Thinking like a detective, I looked for a pattern in the gibberish… and sure enough, there was one.

      “This routing ID appears over and over.” I pointed at the screen, indicating several spots on the list where the same number repeated.

      The look Thomas gave me then was simply priceless. If his pet dog had suddenly started talking to him, he could not have looked more surprised. “Yes, Tycho. That’s correct!”

      “But where are these routing IDs from in the first place?” asked Andrea.

      Thomas leaned back in his chair and cupped his hands behind his head. “If you would think back to Constable Ornstein, the sadly corruptible StateSec officer who tried to kill Mr. Barrett, you might recall that she had a replacement dataspike for him. Yes?”

      Andrea looked to me. “Yes,” I answered.

      “Well, that dataspike was simply rife with spyware. I mean it was crawling with it. That was the whole point of giving it to him in the first place, from her perspective. So that her masters could spy on him if she somehow failed in her mission to eliminate him. As, of course, she did.”

      Patient though she was, Andrea was clearly growing annoyed. “The routing IDs, Thomas. Stay focused, please!”

      “I’m absolutely focused, I just want to provide all the necessary context and present my conclusions step by step so I don’t get a blank stare and a confused sublinguistic vocalization in response. Yes?”

      She cut to the point. “No. Just tell us what you’re talking about!”

      “Well. The destination address of the software all leads to different networks, but one routing ID appears multiple times. As Mr. Barrett so correctly pointed out.”

      Andrea sighed. “Okay. So, these routing IDs come from Ornstein’s dataspike. You could have just said that. We would have understood.”

      “My dear Andrea, I never have any way of knowing what you will understand and what you won’t. It gets quite bewildering.”

      Andrea gave him a look that would have made me more than slightly nervous, but the genius didn’t look concerned at all. “One more question, Thomas. Please answer it briefly. Have you identified the source of that routing ID?”

      “Yes.”

      She blinked at him a few times, then sighed. “Okay, fair enough. That was a brief answer, which is what I asked for. But it implies another question.”

      “It certainly does. If you’ll allow me to expand, the source of the routing ID is a building owned by Ares Terrestrial. And the same routing ID appears on Ornstein’s own dataspike, which I have of course been snooping on.”

      “Ares Terrestrial?” I asked.

      Andrea filled me in. “It’s an interplanetary conglomerate headquartered on Mars.”

      “On Mars? Why would a Martian company have anything to do with this?” All along, I’d been assuming that Huxley Industries—or at least a faction within Huxley Industries—was responsible for everything that had happened. After all, they were the ones who’d been caught selling illegal weaponry to August Marcenn, and they were the ones who stood to be harmed if Slotin, Graves, or Klein ever got the chance to testify.

      “The thing about Occam’s razor is that it cuts both ways,” said Thomas. He was referring to my earlier comment about all the killings. It stood to reason that there was one explanation for it all rather than multiple explanations, especially considering that the same hit team seemed to be carrying out all the assassinations.

      I didn’t reply to him, but he expanded on what he was saying anyway. “What Occam originally said was not the simpler of two explanations is more likely to be correct, but we should not multiply entities beyond necessity. Sometimes there’s a necessity.”

      Andrea frowned. “Thomas, is there anything else linking Sasha Ivanovich to this case? Anything at all?”

      He shook his head. “Nothing else so far. More missing puzzle pieces, I’m afraid. Still, it does stand to reason that this mysterious android of ours may have the answers.”

      Now that I thought about it, I had heard of Ares Terrestrial before. At some point on one of my Arbiter missions with Gabriel Anderson I had come across the name, probably in some inconsequential way like talking to one of their employees or something. However, I couldn’t recall ever having heard the name Sasha Ivanovich. “Who is that?” I asked.

      Andrea looked at me like she was about to tell me, then made a dismissive gesture. “Just another case.”

      In other words, it was yet another need to know situation and I didn’t need to know. I wondered whether it would still be like this if I took the job with Section 9, or if joining the club meant open access. It would be kind of frustrating if I did sign up, only to constantly be told I didn’t need to know anything.

      The trapdoor above us opened, and Vincenzo Veraldi stuck his head down. “We have a situation.”

      Andrea looked up at him. “Report.”

      “That drone of mine has spotted something. A convoy headed this way. Three cars.”

      I didn’t know where we were in the first place, but it must be well off the highway system if three cars headed in our direction was enough to constitute a red flag.

      “What else can you tell me?” she asked.

      “The approaching vehicles are all the same make and model. A match for what the cyborgs in Sif were using.”

      “ETA?”

      “About forty-five minutes.”

      “Family meeting in the living room in five.”

      “You got it.”

      Andrea turned to me. “We have to assume this is a hit team. You’ve fought these things before. What can you tell me?”

      “I didn’t exactly fight them so much as run from them. Like I said before, they’re bullet-dodgers. The one time I managed to hit one, he just absorbed it.”

      “We have what we need to kill them here, but it isn’t going to be an easy fight. If I get you geared up properly, are you willing to take them on?”

      I felt the rage again, like a cold fire somewhere deep inside me. “I’d walk a thousand miles with no shoes for the chance to kill one of these things.”

      “Great. You won’t need to do that, though. They’re coming to us.”

      She turned to Thomas next, but he spoke before she could.

      “Please tell me you’re not about to ask me to destroy everything I’ve been working on for the past several days.”

      “Okay, I won’t. I won’t ask you anything. I’ll just give you your orders a few minutes from now in the living room. Before that happens, you might want to take the opportunity to back up anything you can to your dataspike.”

      “Have I told you how much I hate you, Andrea?”

      “I don’t know, I wasn’t listening. You have three minutes.”

      Now that the anger had surfaced again, I felt a narrowing of my attention. A laser focus. I didn’t know how yet, but I was going to kill one of these Augmen if it was literally the last thing I did in this life.

      Andrea noticed the look on my face. “Come with me, Tycho. I need to talk to you for a second.”

      I followed her, and she took me aside into the same room we’d used for a private conversation before we went to Sif. She closed the door and turned to face me.

      “I need you to tell me what you’re thinking right now. You need to check in.”

      “Me?” I laughed. “Oh, I’m just thinking about the Hagakure.”

      “What about it? I told you that quote because I thought it might help you.”

      “And it did, to the extent that anything can help me right now. But I’ve glanced at it before, it’s on the Arbiter Top Five list of Bullshit Warrior Wisdom. Gabriel was never into it, but so many Arbiters were that I had a look at it now and then. And there was one passage that kind of got my attention.”

      “Yes?” She didn’t seem to like where this was going.

      “It was something about not worrying whether you can achieve your mission or not. Like, some people believe that it’s a dog’s death if you can’t accomplish what you set out to do and you just get killed, but to our badass super-samurai author that’s nothing but the frivolous way of sophisticated city people. He says you don’t have to worry about whether you win or lose, you just move straight ahead. Whenever you have a choice between life and death… you choose death.”

      She sighed. “Your friend was right, Tycho. That book is dangerous, especially for guys that don’t read a lot of other books. It’s like letting a teenager read Nietzche, or maybe Simkin. They get all worked up about it and forget to take it in context. I know you’re upset right now, but that whole samurai warrior thing was just a death cult. Yeah, the Hagakure has some wisdom in it, that’s why I shared that with you. But don’t go all Bull-shido on me or I’ll have to clip your wings. The idea is for all of us to survive this.”

      That got through to me, at least to some extent. She wasn’t technically my commanding officer, but for all intents and purposes that’s what she was. When you’re an officer, the last thing you want is for a member of your team to develop a death wish. That sort of thing can get everyone killed, and the last thing I wanted was to have any more ghosts on my conscience.

      The ghosts of friends, I mean.

      “Okay, I hear you. I’ll keep my head on straight.”

      “I’m glad to hear it, Tycho. Now let’s go meet with the fam.”
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      The whole team was gathered in the living room for the “family meeting,” with the exception of infiltration specialist Andrew Jones, who was off somewhere infiltrating something. I looked around the room as I entered and saw Raven Sommer, who gave me her usual playful smile despite her threat to stop flirting with me. She was sitting on one of the easy chairs in front of the windows.

      A few feet away from her, the massive frame of Jonathan Bray leaned casually against another window. Just seeing him lean on the glass that way made me nervous. I didn’t really understand how it could hold his weight.

      To Jonathan’s right, Vincenzo Veraldi sat on one of the couches with his feet up on a footrest. He looked surprisingly relaxed, considering that we would all be fighting for our lives before the hour was out.

      Thomas Young came in just after I did, barely making the five-minute deadline. He looked a lot less comfortable than Veraldi, no doubt because he was still fuming about having his work interrupted and potentially losing data.

      I sat down on the couch, and Andrea walked to the back wall where she could see all of us at once. “Okay, everyone, here we go. Veraldi’s drone has picked up three approaching vehicles, and we have to assume they contain Augmen and possibly other types of cyborg as well. We’re going to face them and destroy them here, but either way this location is compromised. We don’t know how they found us, but it doesn’t matter. The Grotto is burnt, so we’re moving out to the alternate location.”

      “Standard procedure?” asked Veraldi.

      Andrea nodded. “Destroy all potential kompromat. Destroy the enemy. Then bug out and never come back here. Let some rich guy with bad taste enjoy it.”

      There were slight grins all around the room. So, I wasn’t the only one who noticed the shitty artwork.

      “Jobs?” asked Veraldi.

      “Thomas, I know you’re not going to like this, but destroy the lab. No traces for anyone to work over.”

      He threw his hands up in frustration but didn’t question the wisdom of her decision. It was his destiny to have his brilliant work destroyed again and again by the unpredictable demands of Section 9.

      Andrea turned to Bray. “Jonathan, I need you to get Lucien Klein to the hard car and guard him there. If you can’t hold your position, drive off and get him to safety.”

      A hard car was an armored vehicle, capable of surviving a direct hit from anything that couldn’t take out a StateSec dropship. Bray stuck his hand up like a schoolchild. “Can I set up?”

      Andrea shook her head. “We need to be able to move quickly, and you more than anyone. You’re Klein’s bodyguard till this is over. I can’t have you setting up that artillery piece of yours, not when you might have to drive off at any moment.”

      “I can use the little one. It mounts on the roof of the car.”

      “The little one, as you call it, is not little at all. Make sure you aim it away from the house only. We don’t need any friendly fire.”

      “You’re no fun, but okay.”

      “Vincenzo,” she continued. “I’ll need you to set up our perimeter defense. Arm all our mines, our automatic cannons, everything. If you make enough problems for them at the entrance to the access road, it should buy us some extra time to get the evidence wiped.”

      “Understood.” I knew he preferred to use his knives, but there probably weren’t nearly as many opportunities for that as he would have liked. Knives are no good except in close range and getting in close with these cyborgs was not going to be easy. Setting up perimeter defense devices was probably his secondary specialization.

      “Raven,” said Andrea. “You know what you need to do.”

      Raven smiled. “Get up on the roof and take out the cyborgs from above.”

      “You got it. I’ll get Tycho geared up. He has a serious interest in killing some cyborgs.”

      Bray grimaced. “Really? He doesn’t have our training; he’ll probably just get in the way. No offense, Tycho, you’re a solid guy. If you join the team, I’m sure you’ll be an asset. But… you’re not one of us right now. You ought to be the wheelman.”

      “If I thought Tycho would be better as the wheelman, that’s what I’d use him for.” Andrea’s tone was calm, but it did contain a hint of warning. “I need you with Klein, Jonathan. I won’t say it again.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Thomas perked up. “Look, Andrea, I’m not questioning your authority or whatever you call it, but it won’t take you long to gear Tycho up. If you can spare him for a few minutes first, I’ll need some help with the lab. I can’t clean out something that complicated by myself in only a few minutes.”

      “You could if you used an incendiary grenade,” Bray pointed out helpfully. Thomas glared at him.

      “Alright, Thomas.” Andrea nodded. “You can have Tycho until the lab’s clear; I’ll use the time to wipe the rest of the house. When you’re all done with that, Tycho can come to me to get what he needs.”

      She looked at me to make sure I understood. I nodded in response, and she wrapped up the meeting. “Okay, everyone, we don’t have long. You have your tasks, let’s get them done and get into place. This is going to be a workday!”

      Thomas stood up and gestured rather imperiously for me to follow him. We went to the trapdoor and he pulled it open, then turned back at the last moment and spoke to me in a lowered voice. “You must never tell anyone what you’re about to see. It’s a matter of Sol Federation security.”

      I didn’t know why he felt the need to even say that, considering that the whole existence of Section 9 was top secret on pain of death. If I couldn’t tell anyone about that, how could I tell anyone about his secret laboratory? But when we got downstairs, I was surprised to see what looked like a game on one of the screens. It was a 19x19 grid, with white and block dots scattered here and there.

      “Um… Thomas?”

      “Yes, yes. It’s a baduk gameboard; I was trying to beat the Harimbo A.I. No one’s beaten the damn thing in two hundred years now. It has a weakness, I know it, and I think I’m onto something, but I can’t count on one dataspike to back up anything this important. I need you to back it up to yours before I trash this place.”

      “Hold on a minute, Thomas. Are you trying to tell me that in between analyzing those cyborg bodies, looking up all that info about Misha Orlow, analyzing the spectral signature on that android material, and tracking down the routing IDs on Ornstein’s dataspike, you’ve also been playing a game against an A.I. no one’s beaten in two centuries?”

      He shrugged. “It’s a little embarrassing, I know. I’m usually much more productive than that. But it’s a bit… sensitive. I’m not technically supposed to be playing baduk on company time, so I can’t ask any of my coworkers to help me with this. I need a favor here, Tycho.”

      “So, you didn’t bring me down here because you need my help with anything.You only brought me down here to do an extra backup of your computer game?”

      He looked at me blankly. “Why would I ever need your help with anything?”

      I sighed. “Fine, Thomas. But if I’m doing you a favor, I get to name my terms.”

      “Name away. This is terribly important to me.”

      “No more condescension. I get the same basic respect you show everyone else.”

      He had the gall to look hurt. “But Tycho, I assure you, I see everyone other than myself as exactly equal.”

      “You see them as exactly…? Never mind. I’ll do the damn backup.”

      He grinned, pleased to get exactly what he wanted and to get it so cheaply. When I was done backing his game up, he inserted a key drive into one of the screens and it instantly went haywire, showing a random string of digits. Then it bluescreened. “You can go upstairs now.” He waved me away. “I have no further use for you.”

      I went upstairs and tracked Andrea down. She smiled when she saw me. “Are you done backing up his game now? Yes, I know. It pays to give a man like Thomas a little breathing room, but you don’t want him to know how much you’re giving him.”

      I laughed. “What a strange little man. But yes, I backed his game to my dataspike. Can he really beat that AI?”

      “No one can, it’s just the windmill he likes to tilt at. Come with me to the armory, I think you’re going to like what I have for you to play with.”

      I wasn’t thinking of this as any kind of play, but a chance to take a little revenge. A small part of what was owed to me—just the interest, really. “Lead the way.”

      She paused and gave me a searching look. “I don’t know what I think about the new Tycho Barrett. I’m glad you’re on our side, but I just don’t know.”

      I didn’t understand the point of what she was saying. “Doesn’t really matter anyway, does it?”

      She gave me a look like what I said might have hurt her feelings somehow. It surprised me, but at the same time I couldn’t make sense of it. Nothing made much sense to me right then.

      She shook her head. “Forget I said anything. Come on.”

      When we got to the Armory—a large walk-in closet filled with weapons and ammunition—Vicenzo Veraldi gave me a knowing smile. “This is going to be fun, Tycho.”

      Andrea turned to go but couldn’t resist a parting comment. “Tycho’s not in a fun mood. He’s the dark, brooding type now.”

      This didn’t seem reasonable, considering everything that had happened in my life in the past 48 hours. Andrea Capanelli was a strange one. She would ask you to talk about your feelings, then throw a Hagakure quote at you, then write you off because you weren’t all better yet. When it came right down to it, I didn’t know whose reactions to the situation were more disturbed, hers or mine.

      “Don’t mind her.” Veraldi handed me a shotgun, and I heard Andrea’s footsteps receding. “She doesn’t have a lot of patience for trauma. Her own, or anyone else’s. I mean, she tries to help, but it’s all so you can get back to work as quickly as possible. I’m not saying she doesn’t care, but—”

      I took the shotgun. “I’m fine. This can’t really do anything to hurt the Augmen though, can it?”

      “Right, you’re fine. Dark and brooding it is, then. To answer your question, you’re making a big assumption here. When most people think of Augmen, they’re thinking augmented human. Right?”

      “Right. I mean, that’s what they are, isn’t it?”

      “Traditionally, yes. But full-body augmentation leaves a lot of room for variation, and some of those variations are like nothing you’ve ever seen before. I take it the ones who attacked you still looked human?”

      I shook my head. “I thought so at first, but not entirely. The guy on the monorail had talons for fingers.”

      “Well, that’s not the only thing that’s out there. Not by a long shot. In fact, it’s pretty mild. You should expect to see things that don’t look human at all. I wouldn’t think of them as Augmen exactly. Just cyborgs.”

      “There’s still a human foundation, though… right?”

      Veraldi shrugged. “I guess.” He reached into the closet and pulled out a bandolier. It held dozens of shotgun shells. Then he pulled out another one and handed them both to me.

      I took them and asked, “What am I, Zapata?” The image of me wearing those bandoliers seemed more comical than intimidating. I felt like a should be wearing a bandana over my face.

      “Just put those on, they’re definitely your best bet. White phosphorus, one of the ugliest weapons known to humanity.”

      I whistled. The thing about white phosphorus is that you can’t put it out once it ignites—not unless you completely deprive it of any trace of oxygen.

      “Now you’re getting it, Tycho. You blast one of those cyborgs with a white phosphorus shotgun shell, it will burn its way right through the fucker’s body. Get the idea?”

      I got the idea. It might not be instant, but if anything out there could kill these things, this was probably it.

      I put on the bandoliers, crossing them over my torso in the classic X shape. With all these shells, I wouldn’t run out of ammo anytime soon. Still, Veraldi wasn’t satisfied. He handed me a pair of strange-looking gloves. Black leather with studs.

      “Electric gloves. If you hit anyone hard with more than two of those studs at the same time, the device will trigger. It’s a hell of a shock, but I doubt it will kill a cyborg. On the other hand…”

      As I wrestled the gloves on, he pulled out a massive black Bowie knife in a black leather sheath. “Here’s a back-up weapon. I’m fairly confident that you can kill a cyborg with a knife, as long as you sever the head completely from the body.”

      I took the knife, but my skepticism about Veraldi’s approach to arming me had returned. “They didn’t teach us anything about headhunting in the Arbiter Force.”

      Channeling Andrew Jones, Veraldi simply replied, “Standards are slipping.”

      I strapped the knife on and had to admit to myself that it did make me feel a little more confident. Any cyborg in close range would eat a white phosphorus shotgun blast, and any cyborg within reach would get an electric punch, followed by a messy and amateurish decapitation.

      “I’m ready. Where do you want me?”

      “Well said, Barrett. Thomas Young will be in the basement; his job is to run our surveillance cameras. That’s our only basis for command and control, so we don’t want anything bursting in there and slaughtering him. Could you take a position down there and just keep him alive if anything gets in?”

      It felt a bit more defensive than I would have preferred, but I could see the strategic logic of it. Plus, with access to the camera screens, I’d have a better picture of the whole battle than I could hope to have anywhere else. Either way, something told me I’d do my share of the fighting. “Okay.”

      “Thanks, Tycho. Happy hunting.”

      I left the room and started straight for the basement, but I ran into Andrea along the way. She stopped in the hallway and put a hand on my arm. “Hey, Tycho… I’m sorry about before. I know you’re going through a lot.”

      I was confused at first. It took me a minute to even realize what she was talking about. When I got it, I nodded. “It’s okay, Andrea.”

      “The truth is, I’m worried about you. But you have to be able to process this in your own way.”

      “Yeah.” In reality I had no notion of even trying to “process” anything. I wanted revenge for Sophie Anderson, and I didn’t much care about anything else.

      “Okay, well… I’m glad we’re on the same page, then.” She still looked perturbed, but it seemed like she couldn’t put her finger on the reason. “I’ll go set up the diffraction jammer.”

      She held up something in her right hand, a piece of tech I’d never seen before.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      She smiled. “This is a neat little piece of tech. A diffraction jammer; works somewhat like going dark but with less hassle. The jammer creates alternating false positives on any nearby thermoptic or backscatter scans. It should be harder for the cyborgs to deal with than a complete blackout. It will basically force them to either chase a bunch of ghosts or disregard their scans and find us the old-fashioned way.”

      “That ought to help. I’m heading down to the basement to guard Thomas and the surveillance cameras.”

      “Yeah, Veraldi and I discussed that a few minutes ago. I’m cutting the power to everything else, but those cameras are hardwired separately. You should still be able to see.”

      “Okay. Good luck, Andrea.”

      “Good luck, Tycho.”

      I went to the trapdoor and crawled down to the basement, where Thomas was now crouched over a single monitor. Everything else had already been wiped clean; the only thing left was this single monitor. It showed a split-screen image—the driveway out front, the car with Klein in it and Bray attaching a small cannon to the top, the empty living room, and Veraldi skulking around in one of the bedrooms. I wondered where Andrea was, then realized I wouldn’t be able to see her for most of the fight. Wherever she was right now, she’d spend the battle for the house in thermoptic camouflage.

      “If you’re going to be in here, I would appreciate it if you didn’t spend the whole time looking over my shoulder,” said Thomas Young.

      “Sorry, Thomas. If you want me to guard you effectively, I need a good spot to fight from. And the best spot I can see happens to be right here behind you.”

      He scoffed but made no further attempt to argue with me. I closed the trapdoor and went back to my position, with my shotgun cradled in my arms and ready. The power went out, leaving the basement in total darkness except for the blue glow of the monitor. By watching the screen, I’d be able to follow the progress of the whole fight from beginning to end and, more importantly, I’d know when it was time to get ready to fight.

      The wait was hard, but we didn’t have long by that point. I got in position, with my shotgun covering the basement steps. I saw a flash on one of the screens and realized it must be one of the perimeter mines exploding in the distance. That meant they were close, though whether the mine had caused them any casualties I had no way of knowing. There was another flash, and then another. Then nothing after that.

      The last few minutes passed slowly, marked by nothing other than stillness and the sound of breathing. I tried to think—to remember Sophie and my last conversation with her, to conjure her ghost up out of my memories—but it didn’t seem to work. I couldn’t remember a thing she’d said, a thing we’d ever said to each other.

      I put her from my mind, knowing it wouldn’t do me any good to think about her anyway. A car pulled up in the driveway, and a cyborg stepped out. I’d call him an Augman—in fact, I was used to calling all of them Augmen, no matter what Veraldi said—but this one was especially manlike.

      It had the same neat beard, the same facial features as the one on the monorail. The only difference was the hands, which didn’t seem to be like talons at all. It checked its weapons, two arm attachments that looked like high-tech nunchaku, then it staggered once as a bullet from Raven’s rifle hit it straight in the forehead. The shot should have killed it, if it was anything that still resembled a human. But it just seemed irritated and reached up as if to pull the bullet out.

      The second shot hit it in exactly the same spot as the first one. It took a step back and frowned at no one and nothing. I guess it frowned at the world, this strange place where it kept getting shot in the head. And then the third shot hit it, and this time it gave the world a ferocious grimace. It aimed an arm up at the roof and fired something out of one of its arm attachments—a stream of gunfire, dozens of bullets aimed at nothing in particular.

      It was then I realized that the impact of the first shot had damaged its mental functions, and it was no longer able to aim effectively even though two further shots in the exact same spot had yet to kill it. That was probably why it never attempted to take cover, but still the sight of it getting shot again and again was downright eerie. It looked like a man, a man with a shitty little beard. Why didn’t it seem to care about being shot in the forehead until it was too late?

      Well, it cared now. It was firing wild, taking off roof shingles and blasting out windows. Raven plugged it yet again. This time it bent over at the waist with the most pathetic expression of confusion and then sat down on the hood of its own vehicle. Raven shot it two more times, and it was only after that final shot that the thing finally died. It toppled off the hood, collapsed into the driveway, and lay completely still.

      Thomas messaged us all. Multiple shots required to pierce braincase.

      Andrea followed this up with a command. Don’t rely on headshot unless no other choice. Or incapacitate first. Raven, move. Position may be exposed.

      Two more cars pulled up, and Andrea turned out to be absolutely right. A shape stepped out, and a grenade arced up toward the roof of the Grotto. It went off with a flash but was followed immediately by several others. I couldn’t see what was going on, because one grenade after another was exploding on the rooftop and the flashes were interfering with the surveillance camera. Thomas seemed to be undisturbed as he sent us another message a moment later.

      Cyborgs have breached the building. Bray, one on you.

      I looked at the screens, and sure enough a cyborg was attempting to breach the garage door to cut off our escape route. As Veraldi had warned, this one was not like the others. It looked immensely muscular, noticeably larger than Bray himself. But that wasn’t all.

      As I watched in amazement, the cyborg’s arms split in some way I couldn’t quite see, tearing apart like unfolding tentacles. Two seconds later, the cyborg had four arms where it had previously had only two. With the added purchase this gave him, he was able to get ahold of the garage door in four places and simply rip it from its hinges and toss it aside.

      I couldn’t remember ever seeing a display of raw power like that from something that looked even vaguely human, but Bray didn’t waste any time being intimidated. The cannon he’d mounted to the roof of the car blazed into life as soon as the door was tossed aside, and the cyborg staggered backward under the impact of the shots.

      It staggered but it didn’t fall. Instead it pressed forward, like a man trying to make headway against a hailstorm. I could see the huge holes the gun was making in the cyborg, but none of them seemed to penetrate far into its body. On the garage camera, I saw Bray’s cannon adjusting upward slightly. He must have decided there was no other choice than to target the head, but the gun just couldn’t aim upward far enough.

      The vehicle suddenly lurched forward, smashing directly into the four-armed cyborg. It pushed him forward several feet, and I saw his body stumble backward and fall over on the driveway camera. Bray pulled back a little and then came in again, a process he repeated several times, crushing and mangling the cyborg’s legs. It was a good thing Bray had a hard car, because anything less than that would have crumpled at the repeated impacts with the cyborg’s dense body. At some point in this awful process, a little hole appeared in the middle of the thing’s head and I realized Raven had found a new position to hunt from.

      Two cyborgs down, but how many had already entered the house?

      On the living room camera, I saw one of the most uncanny sights I had ever seen. In point position, a bearded Augman stepped into view. He raised a hand, and in the infrared light of the security camera I saw the talons I recognized from the monorail.

      A few steps behind him, I saw a cyborg with three-digited hands and feet, and legs that resembled a rabbit's. It moved with a strange agility that made the hair on my arms stand up. Behind the rabbit man, there was a cyborg composed of floating, I assumed magnetically connected slices of body parts that moved together like the pieces of a child’s toy as it crept along on furtive feet.

      Bringing up the rear was something that didn’t look like it could ever have been a human being. It went on all fours, and its rear legs and hips were like those of a dog… no, not a dog. What it really looked like was a giant wolf with a rotating black ball for a head, a black cord for a tail, and a small cannon mounted on its back.

      I could hardly believe what I was looking at, but I’d be getting a closer look at these things soon enough. When the Augman pointed, they fanned out across the house on their search and destroy mission.

      They found Veraldi first. The rabbit man came into the room he was in, and Vincenzo went to work with his beloved knives. I’d seen him do this before, but never against an opponent as agile as this one. He attacked from ambush, but the thing dodged his slice as if it was the easiest thing it had ever done. On all three fingers of its right hand, knife blades appeared suddenly. Veraldi dodged as it slashed, but three lines appeared across his shirt.

      He sliced again, and the creature dodged just as easily as it had the first time. Its left hand lashed out, knocking Vincenzo’s knife, which went flying across the room. He must have decided to flee, because he dove for the window with a sudden, desperate movement. The rabbit man jumped and got there a half second before he did. It slashed at him again, but it had jumped so close to him this time that he was able to throw his arms up. I couldn’t quite see what had happened, but the next thing I knew Veraldi had the cyborg’s arm in some kind of lock.

      His right arm pumped again and again into the thing’s torso, and I realized he must have accessed his backup knife. Unfortunately for him, there was nothing much he could do with the blade from where he was. The rabbit man pulled its left arm back, and the blades in its left hand gleamed as it prepared to stab him directly in the face.

      Then it slumped down stupidly and stopped resisting as Andrea’s shot took it in the head. She was only visible for a second or less, but that was all the time the wolf cyborg needed. It dove in from the hallway and knocked her sprawling, then opened up with the cannon on its back as Veraldi turned to face it.

      The rabbit man was fast, but Veraldi’s speed in the next second was something I wouldn’t have believed if I hadn’t seen it myself. He twitched to the side just before the wolf fired, and the cannon shot hit the rabbit man in the face just as it was starting to move again, finishing it off.

      Then Andrea did something from underneath, something that made the wolf cyborg roll over to the side in an attempt to escape. Veraldi started to stab at it, but it blasted out the window with its cannon before jumping out and escaping.

      Andrea stood up with Veraldi’s help, then dropped back into thermoptic camouflage. The knife fighter slumped, resting for a moment against the back wall. I checked the screens, realizing in a sudden panic that I had no idea where the other two cyborgs were.

      Above my head, the trapdoor rattled.
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      To his credit, Thomas Young didn’t seem to be fazed at all. He heard the rattle, checked the screens, then sent a message. Position compromised. Request assistance.

      Then he pushed his chair back, plucked something from his belt, and moved further back into the basement. He clearly expected me to protect him, but other than that he was the perfect stoic.

      I aimed up at the trapdoor, and it creaked open. Something drifted down the stairs, and I caught a glimpse of it in the light from the monitor. It was the magnetic man, a creature made up of discrete parts that floated and moved together like an eerie puppet. The way he moved was so alien, I almost didn’t react at all. It just didn’t look like anything I was used to, anything that made sense to me.

      When it raised an arm, my training and combat experience saved my life. I pulled the trigger, and the noise and light in that dark basement might as well have been a nuclear explosion. The white phosphorus shell arced across the room, hit one of the magnetic slices of which the creature was made… and bounced away, landing on the basement floor. It lay there smoking and sparking, filling the room with an angry red glow.

      The cyborg looked down at its torso as if curious about what exactly had just happened. In its right hand, it was holding the grenade it had been about to prime. It had a mannequin head, a featureless oval that looked as alien as the rest of it. I aimed directly at its face, pulled the trigger again, and watched it stagger back.

      The white phosphorus must have burned it, even though it couldn’t seem to pierce the thing’s metallic body. This time the shell skipped off its head, leaving an ugly scorch mark, and buried itself in the wall at the top of the staircase. The wall, predictably, started smoking.

      Thomas yelled “get down!” although I could hardly hear him—shotgun blasts in an enclosed space will do that to you—and threw whatever he’d been holding. I flung myself under the desk when I realized what it probably was. I was right. When the grenade went off, the blast was so loud I didn’t even hear it. I just stopped hearing anything at all.

      In total silence, I poked my head out from under the table to see what had happened. The blast had ripped a jagged gash in one of the cyborg’s metallic pieces, causing it to flip to one side and knocking all the other pieces that depended on it out of joint. One leg had already collapsed completely.

      As I watched, the cyborg tumbled slowly down the basement staircase. Realizing the creature’s fundamental weakness, I scrambled out from under the table and stumbled over to it before it could attempt to rise. Its head was attached to its torso by a metallic spinal cord, but its limbs were all made of those magnetic slices. If I could pull them apart, it wouldn’t be able to do a thing.

      I grabbed a piece of its right arm, put a foot on its shoulder to brace myself, and did my best to yank the damn thing completely off. Bolts of electricity burned and arced from my electric gloves, but it wouldn’t budge.

      As I was pulling on the cyborg’s arm, my shotgun jumped off my chest and stuck to its body. Worse than that, it punched me in the face with its left hand and time seemed to skip. I saw a burst of tiny lights, had a vague sense that I was falling, then opened my eyes and saw Andrea staring down at me.

      “He’s back. Come on, we don’t have time to fuck around.”

      She helped me up, but I could hardly see. I no longer had my shotgun. The walls were in flames, and if I didn’t get moving immediately, I had no chance. On the floor at my feet, the magnetic man lay with a hole in his head. Thomas Young’s call for assistance had not gone unanswered.

      I let Andrea help me till I was on the staircase, but then I shook my head and said, “Go. I’m right behind you.”

      She checked my eyes, then nodded. We ran up the stairs, but the flames blazing from the walls above us were already too fierce for us to try to get through. Andrea sent a message.

      Bray, we’re trapped in the basement. Extraction needed.

      To my shock and horror, a shape peered down from the flames above us. I couldn’t see it clearly, but I thought it might be the one with the talons. Then it spoke, and there was no longer any doubt.

      “If you were wondering, it wasn’t quick. She died screaming.”

      The trapdoor closed, and Sophie’s murderer slipped away.

      From behind my shoulder, Thomas spoke. His voice was as clinical as ever, or near enough. There might have been a hint of a tremor. “We have thirty seconds, give or take.”

      It was hard for me to tell what he was basing this on, but I didn’t doubt him. Of all the ways you can die, being burned alive is probably the most horrific I can think of. Still, I didn’t feel scared, or not as scared as I should have felt. Bray was coming for us; I was sure of it. The competence of Section 9 was something I had learned to count on.

      Still, that confidence was badly shaken by the time we reached the twenty second mark. Where the hell was Bray? If Thomas said we didn’t have long to live, I couldn’t really doubt that he knew what he was talking about. Heat rises, so as far as I could tell we should be safer down here than if we were stuck upstairs. Regardless, the flames were blazing ferociously right above us. I could feel the heat, a crawling and prickling sensation all over my face.

      There was a violent crash from upstairs, and I wondered if the house was already collapsing. The trapdoor flew open, and Veraldi stuck his head down. “MOVE!”

      I heard the smug voice of Thomas Young immediately behind me. “Thirty seconds exactly.”

      He hadn’t been talking about how long we had to live, he’d been taking a guess on how quickly Bray could get to us. I made a mental note to smack him later and followed Andrea up the staircase on the double. The car was there, but in a precarious position. Bray had driven it right through the burning front wall of the Grotto, and now half the house was poised to fall on it. Something was shooting at us, and I gasped when I realized that some of the shots were actually denting the body of the vehicle. If one of those hit me, it wouldn’t just pass through my body and out the other side. Instead, it would pulverize whatever it came in contact with—bones, muscles, organs, and anything else.

      Andrea piled in the door, then swung around to pull me in.

      Something hit me from behind, slamming me hard into the side of the car, and then dropped back into the basement with me. I was stunned at first, thinking maybe I’d been hit by one of those powerful rounds that had been smashing into the hard car. If that had been true, my internal organs would have been sprayed out the front of my body as something much like soup. It wasn’t a bullet, but the thing that had been taking shots at the car—the wolf cyborg.

      It landed beside me but jumped on top of me before I could move. The thing was heavy, and all the air had already been knocked out of me. I struggled to breathe, and the red glowing light in the center of its spherical head swiveled to shine directly in my eyes. It reared back for power, and I flung myself sideways violently in an attempt to escape. Its head smashed into the basement floor, cracking the concrete. It reared back again.

      I was close to dying, but that isn’t how I felt. I heard those words again, the last taunt of the taloned Augman before he closed the trapdoor. “If you were wondering, it wasn’t quick.”

      With all the rage inside me, feeling like I would just as happily do the same thing to the whole world at once, I clapped both hands on the wolf’s head and set off an electrical storm. The bolts blazed between my hands, and the wolf cyborg shuddered and writhed. Then I reached a hand down, drew the Bowie knife, and wedged the tip into the joint between its head and its neck.

      I pushed in viciously, and dark red blood came oozing out. Human blood? Who knows? I’m not even sure what that would mean in this context. All I know is this: the thing could bleed, and it bled when I stabbed it. Then its body fell off me as something huge knocked it aside, and Bray’s massive hand grabbed mine. “Tycho Barrett. Holy shit, buddy.”

      He yanked on my wrist and dragged me back up the now-burning staircase. When I was finally in the car, everyone was looking at me like I had just stuck my hand up from the dirt in front of my own gravestone. The doors closed, and the hard car reversed and sped off.

      We were in a pile, crowded into a space that couldn’t fit us all. I was half on top Raven and half on top of Thomas. I tried to adjust, but every attempt to move seemed to make things worse.

      “Settle down, Tycho.” Andrea was on the floor, with both her feet up on Klein’s legs. “We have a way to go, and you should consider yourself lucky to be alive at all.”

      “We all should,” said Raven. “But Tycho was incredible. Did you see what he did to that wolf thing?”

      “We’re all in love with you, Tycho,” said Bray. “That was some crazy shit down there. You wedged that knife into its neck like you were trying to pop the lid off a can.”

      “I’m pretty sure we can all tell Tycho how infatuated we are with him later over a few dozen beers,” said Andrea. “We need to debrief.”

      “I need to change my briefs, if you take my meaning,” said Lucien Klein, who had obviously never experienced a fight to the death with cyborgs in a burning house before.

      “Shut up, you,” said Bray. “You only speak when you’re being interrogated.”

      Veraldi was pressed up against one of the doors at a funny angle, but he managed to get the debriefing going. “So, how did they find us?”

      “It sounds like you have some ideas about that,” said Andrea.

      “I do. Our cover may have been blown when Thomas accessed the recovered dataspike.”

      Thomas stiffened. “I highly doubt that. That dataspike should have been brought to me in a Faraday bag, like the dead cyborgs were. Failing to do so was an error, and it probably means that they knew our location before I even attempted to access the dataspike.”

      “I wasn’t saying you had made a mistake.” Veraldi’s tone was mild, but Thomas was having none of it.

      “Then what were you saying? Deflecting blame is a basic instinct, only a mind specifically trained—”

      Veraldi broke in. “I’m saying they may have decided to attack now because you accessed the dataspike.”

      “That does make sense,” Andrea said. “We didn’t have any idea Ares Terrestrial was involved. Now we do. Easiest way to deal with that is just to kill us all.”

      Raven spoke up. “I’m not a tech person, but how would they even know that Thomas knew that? I mean, it’s not like just anyone could have figured it out.”

      “Tycho figured it out,” said Thomas, in the tone he would have used to point out that even the cat knew how to open the door. “I mean, not all of it. But he figured out that one of the routing IDs was getting a lot more traffic. If he could do it, then a team of Augmen could certainly do it.”

      “Yeah,” I added. “If I could do it…”

      I closed my eyes, trying to ignore how uncomfortable I was and how many parts of my body hurt all at once. These guys could go from impressed to condescending in about ten seconds. Sometimes it felt like I was their pet.

      “It doesn’t really matter,” Andrea insisted. “They figured it out, and the safest bet from now on is to assume that they know as much as we do.”

      “Whoever that android was in Misha Orlow’s apartment, do we still think he went back to Artorias?” I asked.

      Andrea nodded. “I’m guessing yeah. It’s a good place to hide, and whatever he was doing there in Sif, I think we can assume he was hiding in Artorias before that. But if we’re going on the assumption that they know what we know, then we’d better put together our little trip to Artorias soon. The cyborgs will be on the way, and if they get to the android before we do, then we’ll never find out what the android knows.”

      “They could have been there already,” Raven pointed out.

      That was obviously true, and it put a damper on the conversation for a while. We rode in silence, trying not to let the cramping knees and inability to move drive us into an irrational rage.

      Or at least I did. The thing is, I would have been close to an irrational rage no matter what. When I shocked that wolf cyborg and jabbed my knife into its neck, I wasn’t even thinking about killing a cyborg. I was just thinking about killing, driven by my fury about what they’d done to Sophie. It wasn’t even the cyborgs I wanted revenge against the most. It was the whole damn world.

      I knew it was crazy, but crazy is how I was feeling right then. I couldn’t be otherwise, all I could do was keep moving forward. I decided to rest, to give my brain a chance to process. But then Veraldi spoke.

      “Next question for the debriefing. Why’d they go so far?”

      “That wasn’t really so bad,” said Bray. Everyone ignored him, because what we had just experienced was more than bad enough.

      “They always go hard.” I opened my eyes again, seeing that there was no way out of the conversation yet. “When they came after me, they ran me off the road and then executed every witness they could find. They chased me across half the city chucking grenades at me, then they busted up a maglev train car. This is just how they do things.”

      “That’s somewhat valid,” said Thomas Young. “From a psychological perspective, I’m sure we can all appreciate your need to see the attack on you as equally significant to any other event within the same rough tough frame. Still, this was different.”

      Raven made the same point in far fewer words. “Those cyborgs were weird.”

      “I have to agree,” said Andrea. “They sent some bleeding-edge stuff against us. Some of it didn’t even work all that well, but it was still rough going.”

      “They seem to react strangely when you actually hit them,” Veraldi mused. “Like it makes them curious or something.”

      “I noticed that too.” I moved my head a little, which caused Raven to wince for some reason.

      Lucien Klein was never scared of Bray for long, or at least not as scared as he should have been. “I think it’s safe to say that those were experimental models.” Bray gave him a look, but he shrugged expressively. “Hey, what am I supposed to do? This is practically my area of expertise you guys are talking about here. The question you ought to be asking yourselves is why they would send experimental cyborgs after you.”

      “The man has a point.” Andrea was looking at Klein. “So, what’s your guess?”

      “Oh, so I’m allowed to talk now? He won’t rip my arms off? Okay, then. I don’t mind giving you the benefit of my vast experience. They decided to kill you for one simple reason: to stop any immediate action on the information you’ve uncovered. They decided to use experimental cyborgs for another reason: to find out how well they would perform in combat against elite super-spies.”

      That was a chilling thought. With the prospect of war between the Sol Federation and the North Atlantic States growing closer daily, the idea of someone actively trying to get the technological jump on the Federation was not an encouraging one.

      “Have I mentioned that you know too much?” asked Bray.

      Klein sighed the sigh of the long suffering.

      “Makes sense to me.” Andrea shrugged. “Okay, conclusion of debriefing. The enemy knows as much as we do and has come to the same conclusions. His priority is to keep us from acting on them and finding out the truth about Ares Terrestrial and its involvement. The only one who can tell us that truth is probably the android, who is likely hiding in the ruins of Artorias. We have to get there before they do, unless they’ve already gotten there, in which case we’re fucked.”

      “Sounds about right, chief.” Under the circumstances, Bray’s cheerful reply fell a little flat. I closed my eyes again and dozed fitfully and uncomfortably for the rest of the long ride to our backup safehouse.
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      The bug-out location turned out to be a high-rise apartment suite in a major city. I didn’t recognize the skyline, and the only thing I really knew about it was that it was within several hours drive from the Grotto, which was within several hours drive of my own home. I walked in the door, went over to the window, and looked out at the city lights. It was a strange experience, to see all the glittering windows and gleaming signs, the life of a big city, and not know where I was. I wondered if that was what it meant to be a spy. To be anonymous everywhere, staring out from nameless apartments at nameless streets.

      Andrea came up and stood beside me. “You know, just because you’re hanging out with a bunch of so-called super-spies doesn’t mean you actually have to stare out windows. You don’t have to get a long coat that flaps dramatically in the wind either.”

      “I don’t?”

      “No. In fact, it’s discouraged. Jones likes to dress like that sometimes just to thumb his nose at the boss, and the boss tolerates it because Jones is good at what he does. But he doesn’t like it, and if it ever caused a problem Jones would really have to pay for it.”

      “The boss? You mean the Operator?”

      “That’s just a nickname really. He’s the head of Section 9, but of course that doesn’t give him any official status. We’re not allowed to know his name, so we call him the Operator just to call him something.”

      “It’s what he told me to call him when I went to see him.”

      “Really?” She smiled. “The old vulture does have a sense of humor. So he knows we call him that. I guess he just decided he liked it. How are you doing, Tycho?”

      Her segue confused me. I guess I knew she was checking on me, but I didn’t expect her to jump right into it. “I’m fine.”

      “You’re not fine. You’re grieving, but you’ve decided to really go wild on the anger stage. That’s okay as far as it goes, but you’re going to need some help at some point.”

      “No. I’m fine. I just need to figure out… I don’t know what I need to figure out.”

      “No, I get it. You need a direction, now that your old life has been taken away from you. You feel like you’re drifting, and the only thing giving you any focus at all is the idea of revenge. Right?”

      I thought about it. On the street far below, a StateSec vehicle went rushing past. For just a moment, I thought they were there to arrest me. They kept on going, and I breathed a sigh of relief. “I guess so. All I know is that I can’t go back. I’m wanted for murder, Andrea. I killed an Arbiter. The life I had is over. Forever.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure. We don’t want you to feel like you have no options; that’s not a good basis for any relationship. Section 9 has resources, far more than you probably realize. We’ll talk about it when this is over, but we can probably do something for you.”

      It sounded like nonsense, or at least hyperbole. What could Section 9 possibly do for me? Sure, they’d covered up the truth about what happened on Venus. But the Arbiter Force wouldn’t just forget. They’d hunt me all over the solar system if they had to. I was a rogue Arbiter, and worse than that, I’d killed one of my own. For as long as I lived, Arbiters would go to sleep at night and dream of bringing me in. Even my former classmates at the Academy.

      I had no future at all, not unless I disappeared. I’d be staring out of windows at strange cities for the rest of my life, however short or long that turned out to be.

      “Don’t we need to get going?” I asked.

      “You’re not wrong, but we need to get ready first. You need new gear, and a fresh set of clothes at that. A shower, probably.”

      “Are you going to dress me all in black again?”

      She grinned. “We have a wider selection here; I think we can find you an outfit you’ll like. Come with me and you can pick one out.”

      I followed Andrea, and she took me into one of the bedrooms. Sure enough, there was a walk-in closet with a wide range of clothing in a variety of sizes. I picked out clothes for Artorias—sturdy jeans, a flannel shirt, a waterproof jacket, and heavy boots. There was a full bathroom in the room, so I took a shower and changed into the new outfit.

      When I came back to the living room, Raven looked me up and down. “Not bad. Are you going hunting or something?”

      “He might as well be.” Bray had changed as well, although he was simply wearing a cleaner version of the same outfit he had on before. “We’re going android hunting.”

      Thomas wandered over in my direction, digging a handful of pills out of a plastic bottle. “Here, take these. They’ll counteract the effects of the exclusion zone radiation as long as you don’t stay too long.”

      I took the pills and washed them down with a glass of water from the kitchen. Bray took a dose as well, and so did Andrea. Vincenzo, Thomas, and Raven did not.

      “Are you three staying here,” I asked?

      Lucien called out from another bedroom. “They’re my babysitters. We’re going to sit around and tell campfire stories.”

      “Shut it!” called Bray. Then he turned to Thomas. “You probably wouldn’t be willing to hurt him for me while I’m gone, would you?”

      “I have no intention of doing anything other than sitting and talking with the man.”

      Bray grinned. “Thanks, buddy.”

      Thomas looked confused, not catching the implication that talking with him would be a form of torture.

      Raven shook her head. “Jonathan, you’re such a jerk sometimes.” She called out to Lucien. “We’ll keep you safe, Mr. Klein!”

      Klein was hardly grateful for her support. “You people can barely keep yourselves safe!”

      Vincenzo caught my eye. “How did that white phosphorus shotgun work out for you?”

      “Not so well. I tried to use it on that magnet man, but it bounced off one of the magnets and, well, that’s what burned the house down.”

      “Shit. Accounting for that little mishap was always going to be a problem. The Operator would rather have sold the place, but the fact that it wasn’t even burned down by one of us… No, I can spin this. I’ll say you were protecting a high-value witness.”

      “I was protecting Thomas.”

      Thomas scoffed. “Excuse me? I seem to remember throwing a grenade at that cyborg because you couldn’t get the job done. Then I seem to remember you trying to pull its arm off like a child with a captive fly and getting stuck to it in the process.”

      “I don’t remember any of that,” I lied.

      “That’s because it knocked you out. In fact, you’re lucky it didn’t give you brain damage. Come to think of it, are you sure it didn’t give you brain damage?”

      “I don’t know, Thomas, you tell me. Do I seem less intelligent than I did before?”

      “Less intelligent?”

      “Come on, Tycho.” Veraldi took my arm. “We have an armory here too, and you’re going to need some decent weapons.”

      He led me into another room, where there was a smaller but nearly as impressive selection as what they’d had at the Grotto. He gestured at my options and said, “Take your pick. What are you looking for?”

      “I think the white phosphorus was a good idea, but it didn’t do me any good against the magnetic man. For that, I would have needed some kind of armor-piercing round. Something dense enough to punch through anything.”

      “Something dense… like depleted uranium?”

      He pulled a handgun from the wall. It was an ugly thing, too big to be held comfortably. But if it would kill a cyborg, then it was the weapon for me. “Yeah. That ought to do it.”

      “Here you go.” He handed me the gun, then opened a drawer and pulled out a case of ammunition. “I don’t have any extra magazines for that one, but I can give you plenty of rounds.”

      Andrea came in. “The depleted uranium? Good choice. You almost ready to go, Tycho?”

      “I’m ready now.”

      “You’re impatient is what you are. You need some food; we’re going to be driving for a long time.”

      Wherever we were, it was another several hours from Artorias. Everything was far away from everything else. I wondered if the cyborgs would be able to find us on the road. They had done it before. Once the first time they attacked me, and again when they hit the convoy carrying Lucien Klein.

      We went out to the kitchen, where Andrea had prepared some plates for us. It was nothing complicated, just slices of meat and cheese with some chunks of bread. I hadn’t been conscious of feeling hungry, but the second I saw those plates I started salivating. In about thirty seconds, everything on that plate was either in my stomach or in my mouth, prompting Raven to laugh at me.

      “Sorry, Tycho, I don’t mean to laugh. You could have eaten before, you know.”

      “I didn’t think of it.”

      “He was too busy brooding.” Andrea finished her plate as well, then left it on the counter. “Sorry to stick you guys with the dishes, but we have to go.”

      Thomas was about to complain, but Raven waved us off. “It’s not a problem. Take care of yourselves. Especially you, Tycho. You have a way of getting in trouble.”

      Bray noticed we were done, but he wasn’t even halfway through his plate yet. “You two are something else. The way you eat, anyone would think you were the big ones!” He shoved a handful into his mouth, wiped his hands on his clothes, and headed for the door.

      As we were getting in the car, I asked Andrea where we were.

      She looked around, as if trying to get her bearings. “Ontario, maybe?”

      “You mean you don’t know?”

      She winked at me and shut the screen off so I couldn’t see outside. “We’re south of the exclusion zone. When we cross the line, I’ll turn the screen back on. It’s something to see, and I wouldn’t want you to miss it.”

      “Why does everything have to be such a secret?”

      “I don’t know. Because we’re spies? Misdirection is a big part of what keeps us safe and makes it possible for us to do our work. You’re seeing a lot of things that no one ever sees, Tycho, and as far as I know you’re going back to the real world when all this is over. It’s better for everyone here, especially you, if there are a few crucial things you don’t know.”

      “Fair enough, but you know I’ve never really seen you spying. Blowing things up, yes. Shooting people, yes. Destroying whole buildings—”

      “That was you. No one told you to fire white phosphorus into the wall.” She grinned.

      “Okay. But still. You’re not really spies. You’re not even that discreet.”

      “You don’t see everything. You don’t even see most things. Join up with us, and you’ll get… well, not the whole picture. But a bigger piece of it than you’re getting now.”

      “How much bigger?” I asked.

      “How do I put this? Right now, you want to know, but you don’t even know what you don’t know. If you join the unit, you still won’t know. But you’ll know what it is you don’t know.”

      I smiled in spite of myself. “So, I’ll still want to know?”

      “Oh no. You’ll wish you didn’t know anything.”

      I stopped smiling.
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      The light flooding into the car is what woke me up. It seemed like days since I had slept in a bed and waking up to what felt like sunrise was disorienting. For the first few seconds, I thought I was in my own home, a place I never expected to see again. Then I saw the screen and realized that the light wasn’t natural at all. It was only an image, illuminating the interior of the car.

      Bray pointed at the screen. “We’re coming up on the Exclusion Zone. Thought you’d want to see it.”

      I looked out the window—it wasn’t actually a window, but it was impossible not to think of it that way when it looked so real—and saw the sign up ahead of us.

      
        
        ARTORIAS EXCLUSION ZONE: Attention! Entry is forbidden beyond this point. Dangerous levels of radiation present. KEEP OUT.

        

      

      The sign was rusted, and someone had been using it for target practice. It was pitted with holes, through which I could see the ruins of an old ramshackle guard house.

      “Where’s the guard?”

      Andrea shrugged. “There must have been one at some point, but I doubt they’ve bothered for a long time. No one wants to get in here.”

      And yet someone was in there, at least if you thought of an android as “someone.” We drove slowly past the sign, mostly to avoid getting stuck in the mud. After a few hundred feet, the mud cleared up, as we drove under the shadows of the huge, dark trees.

      I’d been in forests before, but there was something different here. The trees were taller, and the woods seemed to shift and move. I thought my eyes were playing tricks on me, but then I realized that it was all the bugs. Butterflies and dragonflies, bees and ants, mosquitoes and black flies… to tell the truth, I probably couldn’t have named more than a few of the species.

      The woods around Artorias were simply more alive than any I’d seen before, a fact that became even clearer when we had to stop for the deer. The car rolled to a halt, and I leaned forward to see what was going on. Right in front of us, a doe was eating some dark green leaves while her fawn jumped around excitedly a few feet behind her. At the edge of the road, a stag paused and cocked its head then bolted away, followed instantly by the doe and her fawn.

      I thought we had spooked them, but then I saw the wolves. A few minutes later, we were driving in the shadow of a low hill. Between the trees, gray shapes were moving rapidly. I didn’t know what they were at first, but then one of them broke cover. Much larger than a dog, the creature went bounding along in pursuit of the deer. Its teeth were yellow, and as it ran past the car, I caught a glimpse of its eyes. They seemed almost human in their expressiveness.

      “I’ve never seen anything like this before.”

      Andrea nodded. “It’s incredible. Who would have thought a research disaster would be such a great development for everything other than human beings.”

      As we got closer to the city, the mud came back. We were passing through suburbs, ghost towns among the tall green trees. I saw a children’s playground overgrown with vines, and a municipal pool with a tree growing out of it. The car was splashing through muddy water, and some of the side streets I saw were completely flooded.

      “The swamp is where it starts.” Andrea turned to Bray. “Push as far as you can, but don’t get the car stuck or else we’ll be living here from now on.”

      “She’ll go pretty far. Hang in there.”

      Bray was right, but he took Andrea’s instruction to push it a bit literally. We drove through the suburbs, passed the Artorias city limits, and made it through most of the industrial district before he finally stopped. By the time he gave up, parking the car in an abandoned lot among the ruins of a hundred much older vehicles, I was no longer sure we could get back out again. He shut off the screen and popped the doors.

      When I stepped out, my jaw was literally hanging open. Andrea laughed. “I know how you’re feeling, Tycho. It’s impressive, isn’t it?”

      That didn’t begin to cover it.

      Artorias was surreal. Wrist-thick vines wrapped around and around the still-towering buildings. Rivers of grass marked the paths where streets once stood. Plasticrete and carbon-fiber surfaces peeked out from the undergrowth, shiny and immortal amid growth and decay.

      That place was a jungle, but it was a relic of human civilization at the same time. It felt like the wildest place I’d ever been, but also a reminder of everything we’d ever built. I saw a Russo-Chinese restaurant with all its windows gutted, the interior black and burnt. I saw an XXX toy shop with a thick gray tree trunk poking out one window. I saw a billboard for some politician, his face erased by the passage of years. All that remained was the hint of a smile and the letters O-T-E.

      Something about that place was profoundly melancholy. Everywhere I looked, birds flew in and out of long-broken windows. Flowers sprouted from the cracks in buildings. Vines snaked around and over all available surfaces.

      Bray slipped his backpack on, glanced around for a second, and said, “What a dump. Let’s get moving.”

      Andrea sighed. “You’re a Philistine, Jonathan.”

      “I know.” He seemed quite satisfied.

      We started walking, and from that point on I had a lot less time to pay attention to the eerie beauty of the lost city. I had to watch my feet, because there were a thousand places to break your ankle—whether on a crack in the street or by slipping down some old staircase into a plaza filled with muddy water.

      We didn’t see any people for at least an hour, only birds and bugs and the occasional rodent. We saw plenty of rabbits. They would jump out ahead of us as we walked by, bounding off to some superior hiding place.

      As we walked along, Andrea leaned in and whispered, “Keep your eyes open. I keep getting the feeling we’re being watched.”

      “Don’t worry about it, Andrea.” Bray laughed. “It’s just the cannibals. Excuse me, the radioactive cannibals.”

      But she wasn’t wrong. There were hints of movement from time to time, branches rustling or old staircases creaking. I didn’t know if the sounds were made by animals, or by the human inhabitants who were said to live here. The sounds felt threatening, the furtive hints of an unseen stalker. After a while, even Bray had started to glance from side to side like he expected an ambush at any moment.

      We came into a clearing, surrounded by skyscrapers on all sides. It must have been a plaza, or maybe a city park. There was a sign, a square of white plywood with red letters:

      
        
        ARTORIAS INCLUSION ZONE: Welcome! Rules are forbidden beyond this point. Dangerous levels of individuality present. DO WHAT YOU WANT.

        

      

      As we crossed the clearing, three skinny little figures stepped out in front of us. They looked so small and malnourished, it was a wonder they had the courage to show themselves at all. One was a boy with pale white skin, bright blue eyes, and ashen hair so blond it looked almost white. One was a young woman with tangled hair and so many jewels and necklaces I half expected her to try to read my palm. The third was dark-skinned, of ambiguous gender, and wore a trench coat that looked about eighty years old. They all looked wary, but something about their expressions seemed almost humorous.

      “Welcome to the Inclusion Zone,” they all said at once, and Bray took a nervous step backward.

      “What the hell…?” I looked around and saw faces peering down at us from the nearby structures. There were people living here, people with strange hairstyles and a random mixture of clashing clothing. Some looked suspicious, but some were laughing and pointing. Some wore animal masks, and most of these were training guns on us. The guns looked old, and I didn’t know what they could possibly do to keep themselves supplied with ammo.

      “Uh… Andrea?”

      “It’s okay, Tycho. Let me handle this.”

      She stepped forward. “Thank you. We’re just passing through.”

      “There aren’t any rules here,” said the pale boy.

      “No rules at all,” said the young woman.

      “But what that means is that we don’t have any rule against shooting you in the back,” their companion added.

      “Well, that’s one of the things it means,” said the boy. “One of the many things. We’d like to see what you have to trade. If you don’t have anything, you might be a nuisance. We generally shoot nuisances.”

      The one in the trench coat smiled, showing crooked teeth. “Generally.”

      “We have medicine in the pack,” said Andrea. “Antibiotics.”

      “Could just shoot you and take it,” the young woman pointed out.

      Bray glowered and put his hand on his weapon.

      “Not without losses,” said Andrea.

      The three glanced at each other, as if weighing the situation.

      “Medicine for safe passage,” said the one in the trench coat.

      “Not good enough. Medicine for a guide. We’re looking for someone.”

      “Not a snitch.” The boy frowned. “We’d have a war with the Flats if we snitched.”

      “We’re against war,” said the young woman.

      “But pro murder,” added the one in the trench coat, still grinning crookedly.

      “We’re not here to arrest anyone,” I said.

      “You smell like bounty hunters,” said the woman.

      Bray took offense at that. “What, you mean we smell like we shower occasionally?”

      “Yes. You smell like that.”

      “Oh.” He frowned. “Well, I guess that is how a bounty hunter would probably smell.”

      “We’re not bounty hunters,” Andrea insisted. “We just need to talk to him.”

      The boy nodded. “Then it’s not snitching. We can avoid the Flats. Have to go around a bit though.”

      He held his hand out for the medicine, but Andrea shook her head. “When we find the person we’re looking for. Not till then.”

      “Can’t promise you’ll find him. Only promise to help. Half up front.”

      “Half up front? Okay, that’s reasonable.” Andrea took off her backpack and rummaged around until she found what she was looking for, then held up a few squares of pink pills. The one in the trench coat took them and waved up at the windows. There was a scattered round of applause.

      “Come on.” The boy turned around and pointed past the surrounding skyscrapers. “I’ve got a boat up there, we can use the water-streets.”

      “Send him back safe,” the woman chirped. “Or don’t come back through here at all.”

      The boy led us to his boat, while his two companions stayed behind. The boat was small, just a dinghy with a small outboard motor scavenged from somewhere in the ruins. It was tied off to an old lamppost.

      Andrea helped him untie it. “What’s your name?”

      “I’m Fish. Who did you say you were looking for?”

      “An android.”

      “An android in Artorias? I don’t know. Never seen one in the Inclusion Zone.”

      We clambered into the boat, and he started the motor.

      “Can you help us or not?” asked Bray.

      “We’ll go to the Market. Guy there who can probably help you.”

      The boat took off, and Fish navigated us through the flooded streets. Artorias had always been a low-lying city, and many of the streets had filled up with water in the decades since the great disaster. These were what Fish had referred to as the water-streets, and the fastest way to navigate them was by boat. The motor wasn’t powerful, and the water wasn’t deep, but even gliding along at five miles an hour was a lot easier and a lot more comfortable than wading through the murky water would ever have been.

      We passed the ruins of banks, the shells of office towers. We passed an empty theater, with a sign on the marquee that read Tonight Only: Marilita!

      We stopped at an intersection, where a long boulevard stretched off into the distance. Something moved in the water, and I wondered what might have taken up residence here. The buildings along both sides of the street looked residential, although I saw a sign for a home accounting business.

      “Flats are down that way.” Fish pointed. “Have to go around. We’ll take Barlow for ten blocks, then up Grand for twelve. Cut across to the Market from there.”

      “What are the Flats?” asked Bray.

      “Another crew. Not like us. People hiding from some kind of trouble. They live deep because of bounty hunters, but they’ll come out and cut throats if they think anyone is snitching. Sometimes do it just for fun.”

      “So, the people in your Inclusion Zone aren’t fugitives?”

      Fish shrugged. “Don’t care if they are. We don’t do rules. But we don’t take in bad men either. If there’s a rapist, or someone who kills for no reason… Well, there’s no rules. No rule against dropping them off one of our towers either. See?”

      I saw. “So, you’re political? Utopian dissidents?”

      He snorted. “Utopian dissidents! That’s a good one. We’re just… different. People who didn’t fit in. Who didn’t want to. We get to live free here.”

      As a wanted fugitive, I wondered if I’d end up in Artorias myself. And if I did, would I be welcomed by the freaks in the Inclusion Zone… or by the killers in the Flats?

      We were all silent for a time, while Fish took us around in a big circle to avoid the outlaw neighborhood. If they saw him guiding us, three clean-cut outsiders carrying weapons, they would draw their own conclusions, and then the Inclusion Zone would have a real problem.

      There was a sound up ahead, and Fish motioned for us to get low. “Get your heads down. Somebody’s coming.”

      We crouched down in the boat, although Bray’s sheer size made this less than effective. To anyone watching, his back would have stuck out like a mound of clothing. Or like a large man hiding in a small boat.

      From a side street ahead of us, another small boat came drifting out. There was a man in the stern, cradling an old rifle. There was another man steering, with a pistol hanging at his left hip. They looked hard and wary, and I wondered what they were even doing out there. I ducked my head down even further.

      Fish raised a hand, but I couldn’t see how the men reacted. There was a long, tense silence, and then one of the men called out. “Going to Market?”

      “Yeah! Trading for medicine and food. Got some ‘shrooms.”

      The man called back. “No medicine or food here. Listen, friend… someone spotted a parked car out by Swamptown. Looks like bounty hunters. Any chance your people seen ‘em?”

      “Wouldn’t know. Haven’t been back in a couple hours.”

      The boats were drifting closer. It was becoming increasingly obvious that a clash was inevitable, but Fish was still trying to smooth talk the two fugitives.

      The man called out again. “Trading clothes too?”

      Fish looked back and saw the broad shape of Bray’s body doubled over behind him. “Yeah…”

      “I’ll trade for that. Stay right there, we’re coming in for a look at your merchandise.”

      “Shit!” Fish whispered. “Shit, shit! These guys are from the Flats!”

      The boat bumped our own, and Bray sat up so fast the dinghy almost capsized. He shot the first man in the chest, killing him instantly. He got the second one in the head while the man was going for his gun, and the man toppled backward and disappeared into the water.

      Bray plucked the rifle from the other dead man’s hands and passed it back to Fish. “Here’s your hazard pay. We’ll take their boat, just tell us how to get to the Market and who to ask for.”

      Fish looked at the corpse, shook his head mournfully, and said, “I need those medicines.”

      Andrea took them out, and I started the process of moving our packs to the other boat. The boat we had just captured through an act of piracy.

      “Cut across at Stetson, the Market is maybe three blocks down. Ask for Moses, you’ll know him when you see him. Hey, listen… it’s a good thing you got those guys, but don’t tell anyone it was me that snitched.”

      “You didn’t snitch.” Andrea handed him the pills. “We really aren’t bounty hunters.”

      He didn’t seem to believe us, but it didn’t much matter. We switched boats, a process that required Bray to step out and get in the water before climbing in the other boat. Even then, it nearly capsized. As Fish motored away, he gave us a sad look. The boy was convinced he was a snitch now, and there was nothing we could do to change his mind.

      Andrea held her weapon and scanned the surrounding buildings. “If the men from the Flats are out on patrol, then they’ll open fire the second they see us. We don’t belong here.”

      “How many of them are there?” I asked.

      “There can’t be many. Satellite images of the Exclusion Zone suggest a total population of maybe 250.”

      “Okay.” With 250 people in the ruins of this city, how many were serious hardcases? Let’s say maybe 50, against three people in a little boat. “Not many” is relative. As we floated down Stetson, I found myself watching every building we passed. Most of them were empty, probably for decades now. But any one of them could hide an ambush.

      Bray saw me and smiled. “You’re lookin’ serious. That’s what I like to see, Barrett. Nice and professional.”

      We reached the Market, a covered portico at the intersection of three water-streets. It was no more than a Flea Market, where people traded goods on old plywood tables. There was an assortment of vegetables and a lot of random things scavenged from among the ruins—a few packs of cigarettes, a selection of children’s toys, a set of tools.

      There was a man on a bucket giving the traders a hell of a time. And I mean that literally. He had a long white beard, and he was gesturing wildly the whole time he spoke. “Do you believe in HELL, friends? Do you believe in BRIMSTONE? Do you believe in the EVERLASTING FIRE OF ETERNAL DAMNATION?”

      No one seemed to be listening to him. They were all talking to each other quietly, working out the details of barter and buy.

      He wasn’t wearing robes like you’d expect, just an old hooded sweatshirt. Even so, if there was anyone else at this market by the name of Moses, then something had seriously gone wrong with the world.

      “Moses!” I called out. “Over here!”

      He stopped mid rant and glared at us for a moment. Then he hopped off the bucket and trotted on over. “Yeah? I hope you’re ready to make a donation to the Church.”

      “What church is that?” asked Bray.

      “Doesn’t even matter,” said Andrea. “We’re making a donation to your church today, a better donation than you’ve had in a long time. As long as you can help us find someone.”

      “I ain’t helpin’ no bounty hunters. Snitches burn in hellfire. I mean, like everyone else. But worse.”

      “How’s it gonna be worse?” Bray shook his head, like he just couldn’t believe how gullible some people could be.

      “Fuck around and find out,” said Artorias’s preacher.

      “We’re not bounty hunters anyway.” Andrea raised one hand, as if swearing on a stack of Bibles. “We’re just looking for the android.”

      “Android? There’s no androids in the Exclusion Zone!” These comments were from a trader, who was selling a variety of playing cards, Tarot cards, and greeting cards.

      “Shows what you know, Jim!” The preacher scowled, offended at the ignorance he had to deal with on a daily basis. “The android’s back. Oh yessir, the android’s back. He’s living down in the Jungle, but that’s a spot where nobody goes.”

      “And why’s that?” I asked.

      “Because it’s the Jungle,” the old man replied, with a look that implied I was tedious company.

      “Show us where it is, and you can name your price,” Andrea suggested.

      “Got any new books?” Moses licked his lips. “I’m plum out of reading material.”

      Bray slipped his pack off, unzipped the top, and pulled out a handful of old paperbacks wrapped in plastic. I had no idea where he might have gotten them.

      Moses glanced at the covers. “Uh huh… uh huh… Yeah, Moby Dick, old Moses has read that one… Okay, The Stars My Destiny, overblown title but a great yarn anyway… Here! I definitely have not read this one!”

      The book was called Venus Confidential, and seemed to be some sort of guide to all the sinful things you could get up to on the towers of Venus if only you had a way to get there. The cover showed a picture of a half-naked woman, posing somewhat like the Venus de Milo, standing in the window of a Venusian living tower. “Material for a thousand sermons! Okay, I’ll take you. Follow me in your boat. I’ll get my own.”

      He took the book, and I turned to Bray with a quizzical expression. “What are you doing with all those books?”

      “What, I can’t enjoy reading?” He smiled, then dropped the rest of the books back into the backpack. “There are readers everywhere, Tycho. Books are good for barter, especially in out of the way places where they’re hard to come by.”

      Moses puttered out, and we followed him in our stolen boat. He took us straight down Washington, a street that had once been a glamorous shopping district. We passed shoe stores and handbag stores, dress shops and jewelry shops. The street started rising, and the waters became shallower. We pulled the boats up on dry land where Washington St. met Bonham Blvd.

      “The Jungle’s up here, everything between Bonham and the start of the Waste. That’s where I saw the android wandering around looking at the stars one night. I tried to preach him some hellfire, but he told me he had left his soul behind. Damned if I know what he meant by that.”

      I didn’t like the sound of that. “What’s the Waste?”

      “You know, the spot where the Disaster happened. You’ll know it if you see it; it’s all flattened out and nothing grows there. Don’t even set foot in it; there’s evil in the air over there. Now come on, let’s go. I’ll show you where I saw the android.”

      He started walking, and from the look of the buildings I soon realized that we were walking through what was once the college district. For whatever reason, this neighborhood was more overgrown than all the others. We crawled through clinging vines and pushed through undergrowth, steering our way through what had originally been cobblestoned streets and the shells of broken buildings with marble columns. Every step was a struggle, and I realized why people didn’t usually come here. It wasn’t worth the effort.

      As we passed between a gap in a shattered brick wall, something huge and brown suddenly jumped up from the floor. I saw that it was a Grizzly bear, but only just in time. It took one look at us, decided it didn’t like the look of things, and ambled off. Moses stared at it as it crashed away, breaking branches and dragging leaves behind it.

      “That’s it for me. I’m going back to my boat.” He looked up at the sky, imploring an angry yet not unreasonable God. “Don’t send any more signs, Lord! Old Moses can take a hint.”

      “What is this crap?” Bray snarled. “We gave you your book!”

      “A book is one thing. A bear is another.”

      Bray didn’t have an answer to this flawless piece of logic, so all he could do was glare at Moses till the street preacher was gone. As the man’s back disappeared from view behind a building, Bray threw his hands up in frustration. “Okay. So, now what?”

      Andrea pointed straight ahead. “He’s in there somewhere.”

      “Somewhere in the Jungle. That’s what they call it. The most overgrown section of the whole damn city. We’ll never find him!”

      Andrea rolled her eyes. “You know, for a big guy—”

      “Don’t say it, chief! You promised not to say it!”

      “If you don’t do it, I won’t say it.” She smiled sweetly. “Now, come on. We’re making a lot of noise, so my guess is he’ll hear us coming.”

      “He’ll hear us coming and disappear.”

      “Not necessarily. He could hear us coming and shoot us from an ambush.”

      We kept on going, clawing our way through dense undergrowth and thick green vines. I wondered what it was that made the Jungle so verdant, even more so than the rest of the Exclusion Zone. It was right next to the Waste, the immediate area of the original accident. Based on satellite images, the Waste was exactly what the name implied. A flat plain of melted plasticrete that had cooled and hardened; a featureless wasteland.

      It didn’t seem likely that anything could live there. Bizarrely enough, though, there was known to be a single building in the heart of the Waste. People called it the Facility, as in the facility where the accident had actually happened. It was an early attempt to open a boson aperture, allowing for convenient travel across the unimaginable distances of the solar system.

      Exactly what had gone wrong was still a secret, and some people claimed that no one knew. The aperture had opened unexpectedly, breaching containment and spilling over. There had been an explosion, and the streets had melted, but the building where the explosion had happened was left untouched. It simply made no sense, and in the absence of any acceptable explanation people were free to speculate and free to mythologize. Even now, the inhabitants of the lost city seemed to keep their distance from it.

      I didn’t know why, but I had the feeling we were being pulled, that the Facility was like a magnet drawing the three of us to it. So I wasn’t immune; I was just as prone to mythologizing as anyone else.

      Be that as it may, we came to the edge of the Jungle with surprising suddenness. One moment we were struggling, forcing our way through thorns and branches. The next moment we were through and looking out across the flat expanse of colorless plasticrete the locals knew as the Waste. It appeared lonely and desolate, but less so than the windowless structure that loomed over it. Its dome was broken, cracked open like a gigantic eggshell, but its walls stood solid and silent.

      I pointed across the Waste. “That’s the Facility.”

      Andrea agreed with me. “I think you’re right. It’s always hard to compare a satellite image to what you see on the ground, but yes that’s what it looks like.”

      “I’m not going over there.” Jonathan Bray sat down and rested his body against the shell of a building.

      “It isn’t a haunted house.” From the look on her face, Andrea wasn’t so sure of that herself. The Waste wasn’t just made of melted plasticrete, but of everything that had been in the vicinity when the accident happened, including people. I don’t believe in ghosts, but if there was ever a place with a right to be haunted, it was that featureless plain.

      “He wouldn’t be over there anyway.” Bray sounded almost aggressive, like he was trying to make us believe him. “Moses saw him in the Jungle; he never said anything about seeing him in the Waste.”

      I pointed at the ground, where a set of muddy footprints was faintly visible. “He’s in there, Bray. His tracks lead straight to it.”

      “Shit. Come on, boss. Don’t make me do this.”

      Andrea’s voice got hard, but I noticed that she used his first name—showing a hint of empathy. “This is the job, Jonathan. Now get it done.”

      “I’ll follow orders. You know me. But just stop and think. Of every spot in the city, the radiation levels must be the highest there. Will those pills protect us?”

      “We won’t be there long. And even if the pills aren’t enough to protect us, the job is still the job.” She turned to me. “You’re a friend of the family, but you haven’t joined us. You don’t have to come. You can wait here in the Jungle till we return.”

      I shook my head. “I didn’t come this far to sit on the sidelines.”

      The truth was simpler than that, and much more bleak. I just didn’t care. I hadn’t found a way to come to terms with Sophie yet, never mind the sudden loss of my career or becoming a wanted killer. No matter what happened, I just couldn’t see how it even mattered.

      “Good man.” She turned away and started the walk across the empty Waste. Bray grimaced weakly, like he wanted to throw up but was holding it back. He looked at me, said, “after you,” and gestured for me to go ahead of him. I followed Andrea, walking in the footsteps of the mysterious android.

      When we reached the doors, Andrea pointed at something coiled up on the ground. It was a broken chain, evidence that someone had entered the building.

      Bray shook his head. “Okay, so he’s in there.”

      The door opened a crack. “Don’t come in here. Not unless you no longer value your lives.”

      “We’re not here to fight you,” Andrea replied.

      “Who said anything about fighting? You’re an OI. The radiation levels here would be sure to kill you.”

      OI was short for Organic Intelligence, a term used by some AIs.

      “We’re looking for someone.” Andrea paused, waiting for the android to make some reply. She didn’t tell him we were looking for him.

      He sighed. “You found who you’re looking for. I’m Julian Huxley.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Andrea was incredulous. “You’re Julian Huxley?”

      I took it a little further than that. “You’re full of it.”

      “What were you expecting?” asked the voice behind the door. “Something more human? Or perhaps less?”

      “We can’t even see you,” snarled Bray. “We don’t know what to expect.”

      “If I step out, you’ll kill me the second I show my face. That’s why I’m in here. Still, I knew it was only a matter of time before someone would find me.”

      “We’re not your enemy.” Andrea’s voice was soothing, to the extent that she was capable of a soothing voice. “We’re here to bring you in. You’ll be treated fairly, with due legal process…”

      “It will lead to the same end no matter what you do, no matter who you represent, no matter what you think you know.”

      “Your enemy sounds powerful.” Andrea was stringing him along, trying to figure out what would work.

      “You have no idea. My enemy is a ravenous cancer at the heart of the Federation.”

      “He’s got a way with words. For a droid,” Bray muttered.

      Andrea switched to a skeptical tone. “We have access to high-level intelligence. Top secret and beyond. Are you claiming to know something we don’t?”

      “Quite simply? Yes.”

      “Okay. So, how do you know all this?”

      “I know this because I was once a part of that sickness, but my new form has given me a clarity of vision I could never have had in all my lives as a man of flesh and blood. When you’ve lived as long as I have, you become… dispassionate.”

      That hit me hard. It reminded me of the Eleven. Once we had fought our way up to the top floor of Tower 7 on Venus, we still had to fight the last surviving members of August Marcenn’s Nightwatch. They called themselves the Eleven, and they spoke and acted as if they were a single person. United by August Marcenn’s broken mind, they insisted their true purpose was to fight, “Insidious powers, old and dispassionate.”

      I stepped forward a little. In the distance, I heard a single shot. Andrea heard it too, because she glanced in the direction of the Jungle. But I had a question to ask, and no reason to think the shot had anything to do with us.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “What do I mean by what?”

      “What did you mean by that phrase, that bit about being old and dispassionate? All my lives as a man of flesh and blood, or whatever it was you said?”

      “You don’t know?”

      The door opened a little more, and I caught my first glimpse of the android claiming to be Julian Huxley. His face looked human, or nearly so, but grafted onto a robotic body. His eyes were wary, and something about them seemed old and melancholy. Not just old, though. More like ancient, but I don’t know how an android’s eyes could even express that.

      “I really don’t know.” I shook my head.

      “I’m not Julian Huxley. I never was.”

      “Of course not. You’re an android. Klein did tell us that he did something with an AI, something experimental—”

      “You misunderstand. I am Julian Huxley, in the sense in which you mean that phrase. I have his mind, his thoughts, his memories… but not only his. Like Baudelaire once said, I have more memories than if I had lived for a thousand years.”

      “Baudelaire?” I asked, confused.

      “French poet,” said Bray. “Never mind, it doesn’t matter. Why do you have so many memories, robot boy?”

      Huxley, if that’s who this was, ignored the insult. “Because I was born Pyotr Vasily Vasiliev in the north of what is today the Russo-Sino Territories on November 9, 2015.”

      I shook my head. “No, you weren’t. This is some kind of glitch. Come back with us and we’ll get you fixed up. You’ll stop believing you’re someone else.”

      “Someone else is all I am. All I’ve been, for so many centuries. When Pyotr died, I established my consciousness in another body. When that body died, I did it again. Since the death of the Vasiliev body, I’ve lived 14 lives, imprinting my mind in a new body as each succumbed to sickness and old age. Julian Huxley is the last in nearly a millennium of lives.”

      I couldn’t get away from it. Starting on Venus, I was constantly being confronted with claims of immortality. It still repulsed me, and I had to resist the urge to shudder. “This is vaguely entertaining, but I liked it better when you were claiming to be Julian Huxley.”

      “I assure you, nothing I’m saying is meant to be humorous. In ancient India, the doctrine of reincarnation led to a deep sense of weariness, of the meaningless nature of human striving. If life never truly ends, then every new birth is merely a return to suffering. The same road you’ve already walked, with no destination and no way off. That’s what led to Vedanta, Buddhism, and all such philosophies. It was much the same for me, but not as a mere religious doctrine. As a lived reality, a dreary and repetitive round. A revolving wheel, grinding me slowly in its relentless turning.”

      Bray shook his head, impressed again by Huxley’s way with words. I saw it more as a sales pitch, the empty claims of a professional con artist. “Come on, just admit it. You’re a glitchy A.I. in an android body, not a Russian man from 2015.”

      “A Russian man? I no longer claim to be a Russian man. I have those memories, but I can no longer feel them. I have lived too long, or at least I thought so.”

      “You’re talking in riddles,” said Andrea. “Do you want us to understand you, or do you just want to sound as obscure as possible?”

      “How much clearer can I be?” The android stepped forward, pushing the door completely open. “In 2015, I was born in what was then the Russian Federation. My name at that time was Pyotr Vasily Vasiliev—”

      “We heard all that,” I said. “Tell us something new.”

      “I am trying to. As I said, I came to feel that life was more of a burden than a blessing. I grew weary of the flesh, its frailty and transience. Like the great spiritual teachers, I was searching for a way to escape the limits of biology. I found it in the work of Lucien Klein.”

      Bray scoffed. “The work of Lucien Klein is to be an absolute prick who ought to be beaten up on a constant basis.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” I said. “But he’s just a manager. If what you say is true, then what could a man like that possibly have to offer you?”

      “You are wrong about Klein. He’s much more than just a manager. He has a certain sense of vision, and the managerial skills to recruit those who can do what he cannot. No, I stand by my words. The work of Lucien Klein.”

      “So, what about it? How could he help you to transcend the flesh?”

      “You haven’t interrogated him?”

      We had, of course. Klein had told us that Huxley was suffering from motor neuron disease, an untreatable condition without a full-body prosthesis. To overcome his illness, he had volunteered to be a human test subject for Klein’s Generative A.I. research. By mapping his memories and his personality, they were able to effectively transfer Huxley’s consciousness to an A.I. According to Klein, this had made him the first “intrinsic immortal” in human history.

      “He told us,” I said. “But we didn’t believe what he told us.”

      “Don’t take it personally,” said Andrea. “We never believe anything without hard evidence.”

      On the other hand, it did provide a connection between the Huxley case and the Misha Orlow killing. If this android was who he said he was, then Huxley had been staying with Misha Orlow.

      “What were you doing in Sif?” I asked.

      The android looked down. The sadness I perceived in it seemed to deepen. “Only now, as a being of pure data, can I understand what I lost by abandoning a mortal body. Only now can I truly comprehend what it is to be human.”

      I waited. The android looked up, trying to make eye contact. “Do you know what happened on Venus? In Tower 7?”

      “Do I know what happened? I was the—”

      Andrea interrupted. “We know what happened.”

      “But do you know the true story? Yes… I think you do. I think you know what was not revealed. So, you know about the Continuity, August Marcenn’s failed attempt to disperse his consciousness across multiple bodies.”

      Andrea seemed reluctant to say. This was information, and the last thing she was inclined to do was to give up information. At last she nodded. The android already knew, and it wouldn’t talk to us unless we talked to it.

      “What you may not understand, is that Marcenn’s attempt was not the true Continuity. It was a failed imitation. The same is true of Marcenn’s Eleven. A pale reflection of the real Eleven.”

      I shivered involuntarily. Marcenn’s Eleven had been an abomination. Broken pieces of a single mind, still moving in tandem but fundamentally alien. The thought that there was another one…

      I couldn’t help it. I was starting to accept the possibility that this was more than an especially clever A.I. I was beginning to believe that this whole thing was real.

      “Okay,” I said. “So, what happened in Sif? Who is after you and what do they want? What was your connection to Misha Orlow?”

      “Misha Orlow was my son.”

      That statement stunned me, though when I thought about it later, I had to admit it made perfect sense. A man who had lived for generations, under many different names, could easily have fathered dozens of children.

      Huxley continued. “I simply wanted to see him, to feel that sense of connection. I was never close to him when he was a child; my ability to have any close relationship was hampered by my age. All things seemed impermanent, only my own kind seemed to matter. Yet, as I said, I was weary. My body was dying, and the idea of transferring my consciousness into yet another body was more wearying still. So, I spoke with Klein and volunteered to be part of his experiment. I don’t think I expected him to actually succeed, but the fact is that he did succeed. He succeeded beyond anything I could have dreamed, and I experienced the beauty of the flow of information, the purity of unbound consciousness…”

      He shrugged. “My friends, I’m sorry. You cannot possibly understand me because you have never had these experiences. Despite the wonder, despite the joy, my experiences within the flow have shown me the value of transient relationships like family. The nature of their impermanence renders those relationships infinitely valuable. I didn’t know that before, and because I didn’t know it, I failed to pass it on. Misha never knew, and he never gave his own children the love they needed. He was left all alone, and I wanted to reach out to him. To make up for my role in what was wrong with his life.”

      “That’s all you were doing there?” asked Andrea. “Just visiting your son?”

      “That’s all.”

      “But if that’s true, then they must have been trying to kill you, not him.”

      He shook his head. “I wish that were true, but no. They were there to kill him, and it never even occurred to them that the android they surprised in his apartment was none other than Julian Huxley. If they had known that, they would have killed me—though only after I had seen him die. As it was, they were surprised, or I would never have escaped. This body is fast and agile, but it is not a combat model. I attacked them suddenly and was able to evade them.”

      “But why did they want to kill your son?” I asked.

      “Because my enemies understand my perspective. They have discovered my priorities and are now attempting to destroy my family and legacy. They want to erase every trace of me from history, every trace of me from the world. They killed Misha, but first they killed Misha’s children and grandchildren. They will come for me next. Like Akhenaten after the restoration of the cult of Ra, it will be as if I had never existed.”

      “What?!” Bray shook his head. Huxley’s flowery way of speaking had impressed him at first, but now it just seemed to be confusing and irritating him.

      “And why would they want to do all that?” asked Andrea.

      “As a punishment for my betrayal, for helping Marcenn in his attempt to undermine the Eleven.”

      Andrea was still unwilling to accept this. “The Eleven worked for Marcenn. Hell, they were Marcenn.”

      “I’m talking about the real Eleven, as I told you before. The original Eleven.”

      “We’re losing track of the point here.” Jonathan Bray was still scowling. “If you admit that you helped August Marcenn acquire illegal weapons, then you’re guilty of crimes against humanity. If you know what happened on Venus, then you know what he did, and you know all those people died. You’re responsible, Huxley. As a collaborator or a full member of the conspiracy; it doesn’t matter. That’s why we’re here to take you in. You’ll get a trial and all that, this enemy of yours won’t be able to get to you. But you’ll have to answer for what you’ve done.”

      “I have no objection. I deeply regret what happened on Venus. Marcenn went mad; I could not have predicted that. But the real problem was never Marcenn. The real problem is the Eleven. The blood they have shed is an ocean; the bloodshed on Venus is…”

      “A cup of tea?” I offered. He looked up at me sharply. I had just echoed Marcenn’s favorite phrase, or the favorite phrase of his deranged Continuity. You haven’t killed us. Any more than a teacup can hold the ocean. He took another step forward, his mouth opening to explain or question me.

      Andrea was irritated. “This is all beside the point. Who is this enemy? Who are the Eleven?”

      Before he could answer, a glowing dot appeared on Huxley’s body and moved smoothly toward his neck. Pleximesh skin fluoresces under ultraviolet light, and Bray recognized the dot as the ultraviolet beam of a military targeting sight. He jumped forward, shoving me out of the way to push the android Julian out of the line of fire.

      He just wasn’t quick enough. With incredible precision, a sequence of rapid gunshots sawed their way across Julian’s neck, severing his head from his body. The android was dead before he hit the ground, before the three of us could turn to face the threat.

      The shooter was out there somewhere, in the overgrown buildings and tangled vegetation of the Jungle neighborhood. They had traced us here, waited until Huxley trusted us enough to step out of the building… then taken their shot.

      “Goddammit,” cried Andrea. “Get under cover!”

      But there was no cover; we were in the Waste, with our backs to the most radioactive building on the entire planet. I drew my sidearm and opened fire on the tree line, not so much trying to hit anything as trying to buy the other two some time. If I happened to get lucky, the depleted uranium rounds I was shooting ought to do the trick, even against some weaponized Augman.

      Andrea dropped to one knee and followed my lead by shooting her weapon into the trees. Bray, still standing, did the same. As far as we could tell, the attacker had done nothing at all after killing the Huxley android. It hadn’t even moved.

      “Did you see that shot grouping?” asked Bray.

      Still firing her weapon, Andrea answered him through gritted teeth. “Yes. Precision like that... What do you think? Military-issue combat android?”

      “Or cyborg, yeah. Let’s make sure it doesn’t develop the nerve to stick its head up.”

      The attacker wasn’t stupid. With three people shooting at it, it was bound to get hit soon if only by chance. As we scanned the trees for any sign of it, it suddenly broke cover. I got a glimpse of some kind of armor, or maybe just an android body.

      Then it was gone, disappearing in the shimmer of thermoptic camouflage.

      “Shit!” snapped Andrea. “I’m going under, you two try to flank the fucker. Standard pincer maneuver.”

      She activated her camouflage and disappeared from view. Bray was on my right, so he went right. That meant the left for me, so I ran across the Waste to the left as quickly as I could. I couldn’t fire, for fear of hitting the now-invisible Andrea. The goal was just to run, giving the shooter too many targets to focus on. We got closer and closer, until finally we were in the tree line.

      It was a desperate maneuver, attempting a pincer across open ground with nowhere to retreat. That was just the breaks, though. We had no real choice, because our only other option would have been to fall back. If Huxley was to be believed, the result of that would have been a horrible death from radiation poisoning.

      Nothing happened at first. No shots were heard, and no one even seemed to care that we were running across the Waste with guns in our hands. Then Bray stumbled backward, his jaw flying up as he was hit by a kick.

      Not a gunshot, a kick. Bray was huge, and I wouldn’t have intentionally fought him for any prize I could think of. Even so, that one kick knocked Bray out cold.

      Andrea dropped out of active camouflage, spun from side to side for a moment, then did a spinning kick. She must have had the sense that the killer was near her and decided to use a technique that would take out anything within several feet.

      The shooter appeared for a moment, ducking under Andrea’s kick with effortless grace. Then she came up from underneath her, knocking her into a nearby wall. Andrea bounced off, then dropped down motionless. In that moment, I could see the assassin clearly, but I wasn’t sure what I was looking at. A muscular feminine body wearing a nanosuit, or an advanced cyborg with densely packed synthetic muscle? A combat helmet with a featureless faceplate molding seamlessly with the body armor, or an android proxy sensor housing?

      Whatever the killer was, she had only committed to killing Huxley and was trying to avoid causing other casualties. This assassin had just disabled two of Section 9’s most formidable fighters without bloodshed, and she had made it look easy.

      I started shooting, but the killer dropped back into thermoptic camouflage. As I ran over to help my friends, I couldn’t help thinking she could have killed us all and for some reason decided not to.
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      I opened my eyes in the safehouse, but for several seconds I remained disoriented. Was I safe at home, asleep in my own bed? No. Was I in the ruins of the lost city, camping out with a badly concussed and even more badly shaken pair of Section 9 super-spies? No. I looked up at the ceiling, then out the window, and I remembered where I was.

      The strange thing about a safehouse is that you wouldn’t be there if you were safe in the first place. If you need a safehouse, it stands to reason that you’re in a lot of danger. Still, I felt strangely calm. The night before—no, probably not the night before. I was losing track of time, losing track of my own life. Whenever it was, I had built a campfire in a ruined building and sat up with Jonathan Bray and Andrea Capanelli to make sure they didn’t fall asleep. When you take a serious blow to the skull, falling asleep can mean never waking up.

      So, I sat up with the two of them, while they brooded over being knocked unconscious. None of us said much, though I did earn myself a sour glare when I said something about “the beauty of the present moment” while stoking the fire. As I sat there in silence, something shifted and fell into place.

      Sophie Anderson was dead, and the rest of my life would be lived on a knife edge. So be it, then. It still hurt, but the stunned nihilism of the past few days just wasn’t me. I needed a direction, a sense of mission.

      That’s all there is, and that’s all there ever really needs to be.

      When the sun rose the next morning, I helped Bray and Capanelli retrieve the lifeless head of the Huxley android. We battled our way through the Jungle and found the Grizzly bear lying dead in one of the buildings we passed through. Huxley’s killer must have run into it on the way in, and that was the shot we heard.

      Then we rode our stolen boat back to the Market and traded it for a ride to where we’d parked our car. It was a good thing it was the hard car, because someone had tried to sabotage it. The only thing they had succeeded in doing was gouging the paint, which caused Bray to spout obscenities for at least an hour. And now we were here, in the safe house that meant I wasn’t really safe.

      At least I knew what I needed to do.

      There was a knock on the door, and Raven Sommer stuck her head in. “Tycho? Breakfast is ready. It’s a working breakfast, so don’t be too long.”

      For Section 9 the work never seemed to stop, and on reflection that was fine with me. I took a thirty-second shower, threw some clothing on, and came out to the living room. They had some excellent bread and a selection of fresh fruit. I took a roll and a plum and leaned against the edge of a couch.

      Bray came out of his room, holding his head and groaning. “My head still hurts.”

      Andrea looked up and shook her head at him. “I promised not to say it, but you know exactly what I was going to say.”

      “You’re a horrible person. And an even worse boss.” Bray sat down and started chewing glumly on a chunk of Challa bread.

      Raven sat next to me, and Thomas Young wandered out from the kitchen. “Is everyone ready?”

      “We’re always ready for you, Thomas. Go ahead.”

      He stared at her suspiciously but couldn’t seem to decide whether she was being sarcastic or not. “Well, then. Yes. What was it you needed to talk to me about again?”

      Andrea gave him an exasperated look. “The Huxley android. You were supposed to have a look at its head for us.”

      “Oh yes. I did. It’s just that I was done with that task several hours ago, so I assumed you were talking about something else. The Huxley android. Okay then.”

      “Thomas, what did you find out?” asked Andrea.

      “The damage is extensive, and it's unlikely I can restore functionality, but I believe I can pull some meaningful data from it in time.”

      “That’s disappointing.” Andrea frowned, and Thomas started to protest. She raised a hand to stop him. “There’s no need. If that’s how it is, then that’s how it is. There’s no one out there who could do any better. Just keep working on it for now and tell us when you do succeed in getting something useful out of it.”

      Thomas looked unhappy, but he also looked determined. After what Andrea had just said, I had no doubt he would make it a point of pride to get everything out of the Huxley android that he possibly could.

      Still, Huxley was gone. It was hard to believe the things he’d told us, but if his story was true, then a man who had lived for more than eight hundred years was finally dead. He was partly responsible for what had happened on Venus, but if the better part of a millennium of human experience had just been erased beyond hope of recovery then that was still a major loss. There were so many things he must have lived through, so many questions he could have answered. More than anything else, I wished we’d had time to interrogate him about his enemies, the original Eleven, if they really existed.

      Bray must have been having similar thoughts. “What about all those things he was saying?”

      Andrea bit into a slice of orange and shook her head. “I just don’t know. It connects to some of the things August Marcenn was saying, sure. But it wasn’t enough; it wasn’t anything we can use.”

      She seemed disturbed by something. I knew I was. If Huxley’s enemy was really out there, they represented a power more ancient than human colonization of the solar system. How much wealth could you accumulate in eight-plus centuries? How much influence could you build up? An entity like that would have fingers in everything, agents everywhere. It would be in a position to corrupt anyone, and to destroy anyone it failed to corrupt.

      Speaking of corrupt…

      “What about Lucien Klein?”

      “What about him?” asked Andrea.

      “What are you going to do with him?”

      I’d been wondering about that ever since I’d first seen him at the other safehouse. They had taken Klein, spiriting him away from Federation custody. They couldn’t possibly just put him back, like returning something you felt guilty about stealing. It had even occurred to me that they might just make him disappear, rather than exposing the existence of Section 9.

      “What are we going to do with him?” asked Andrea. “What do you mean? Did you think we were going to take him for a ride or something?”

      I looked embarrassed, and Veraldi laughed. “That’s exactly what he thought! Holy shit, Barrett, I can’t believe you were willing to hang around with ruthless killers like us!”

      They all had a laugh, but I was thinking about the two men Bray had shot in the boat. They were dangerous men, fugitive killers or who-knows-what. They might have killed us if they could, and they were definitely looking for us. Still, there hadn’t been any hesitation.

      “Don’t worry, Tycho, it’s not like that.” Andrea finished her orange and wiped her hands off on her pants. “We wouldn’t be able to do what we do if we couldn’t make things happen. The Operator has special legal powers, special authority. More on that in a minute, but to answer your question, we plan to get everything we can out of Mr. Klein’s situation. Officially speaking, he'll be released under a plea deal. In reality, Section 9 will monitor him under the expectation that the enemy will make another attempt on his life. With Huxley dead, it may be our only way to find out anything.”

      From everything I’d ever seen, Section 9 operated outside the law and did so with total impunity. I had never known how, but now Andrea was showing me a glimpse of it. They could go into the system and just change things at will. Dropping charges, erasing cases, granting plea deals. The way Andrea put it, they had special legal authority to do all these things. That was one way to look at it. With the right kind of access, you don’t even need authority because you can make your own. With this extra-legal power, Section 9 intended to use Lucien Klein as human bait.

      “You can monitor him all you want,” I said. “But you can’t protect him.”

      Andrea glanced toward the closed door of one of the bedrooms, and I wondered if Klein was listening. If he could hear us, my comments would not do anything to make him feel more confident.

      “He’ll have to take his chances!” Bray’s voice was loud, much louder than mine had been.

      “If we’d left him in prison, he’d already be dead.” Andrea took a pastry. I realized that I hadn’t taken a bite of my food. I had the plum in one hand, the roll in the other. I thought of eating, but I just didn’t feel right.

      “Even so, he’ll be human bait.” Andrea’s voice became even quieter, but it didn’t sound like she was trying to avoid being heard. It was more like she was trying to break it to me easy, because she wasn’t sure how I might react. “That’s the way it goes. You’re an Arbiter, Tycho. The mission comes first. When there’s something that has to get done, you do it. No matter what it is.”

      I shook my head. “I’m not an Arbiter anymore.”

      She opened her mouth as if to say something, but I was already moving on. “Look, I’m not trying to be innocent. I know how it goes. Klein is expendable when it comes right down to it. I don’t like the idea, but I do understand the logic behind it. As long as it changes something, as long as it matters. The body count in this case is massive, and the perpetrators are illegal cyborgs. That has to come out; there has to be a full investigation.”

      She looked uncomfortable, and so did everyone else in the room. Raven Sommer gave me a sympathetic look. “You’re a sweet guy, Tycho.”

      “What? Are you telling me there won’t be any investigation?”

      “It isn’t that.” Andrea sighed. “I’m sorry, Tycho. You saw a little of this after the Tower 7 disaster, but we deal with the reality of it every single day. You think of Section 9 as this shadowy organization, but we’re a tiny little part of it. The big companies, the national governments, it’s nothing but shadows, and it isn’t our role to shine a light on anything.”

      “It isn’t your… well, I guess it wouldn’t be. But you’ve been gathering information. I’m sure you can pass it on to whoever’s investigating. I mean, there has to be someone.”

      “There will be an investigation, yes. And it will be massive, they can’t sweep something like this out of sight completely. More than a few people will take the fall for their creation and maintenance. It just won’t change anything.”

      I didn’t like the sound of that. “What do you mean?”

      “They’ll stage manage the whole thing. They won’t protect everyone—they can’t—but they’ll protect the right people. A few years from now, there will still be just as many illegal cyborgs in operation as there are right now. And there will still be just as many rich people willing to hire them.”

      That did seem likely. In all my work for the Arbiters, the only time I felt that justice had been done and done completely was the moment I shot August Marcenn, the man directly responsible. And just a few seconds later, his Nightwatch bodyguards had come running after me, repeating their weird mantra: you haven’t killed us, anymore than a teacup can hold the ocean.

      Those words had upset me so much that I started pulling the trigger every time I heard them, which only meant killing Marcenn’s mind-controlled creatures. There’s no final justice, or none that’s accessible to mere mortals anyway.

      Andrea continued. “The more I think about it, the more I think you probably made the right decision for you. At least in the Arbiter Force, it’s generally clear when you’ve completed your mission. In Section 9, it’s not so obvious. Things just tend to keep going and going. One thread leads to another.”

      Everyone was nodding, so I could tell this was something they had all experienced. Still, it seemed like they just refused to understand. “I’m not an Arbiter anymore. Andrea, I shot my partner. I killed his new partner. There’s no going back.”

      “That might be true for most people, if they found themselves in the same situation,” Andrea insisted. “It isn’t true for you. As a friend of Section 9, everything but everything can be undone.”

      Raven looked right at me and mouthed the words not everything. That’s probably the only thing that kept me from losing my temper with Andrea right then. No matter how many strings she pulled, there was nothing she could do to bring Sophie back. It was like she had already forgotten her. But Raven hadn’t. At least one person in Section 9 didn’t just think of her like Lucien Klein, an asset to be used and then forgotten.

      I composed myself, then turned to Andrea. “What do you mean?”

      “It’s like I told you a few minutes ago. The Operator has special legal authority, and he’s willing to use it on your behalf. We can clear all your charges—the death of Byron Harewood's junior Arbiter, the death of Sophie Anderson, resisting arrest, and whatever else they have on you. It will take a few weeks, but you can even return to your life as an Arbiter. It will be like none of it ever happened.”

      She was trying to help me, to give me what she thought I wanted. She just didn’t get it. Who knows how many years she’d been working for Section 9, living in a world where the law was malleable? But it could never happen, not even if I hadn’t decided what I had already decided.

      She could clear my charges, but she couldn’t do anything about the black hatred every Arbiter in the solar system would have for me. From that moment in Sif, when I decided to fight back against the people responsible for Sophie’s death, I had become a rogue Arbiter. If they ever caught up with me, they would kill me just like I had killed Byron’s new partner, law or no law. If I tried to go back to my old job, I’d be dead within the week.

      “It isn’t going to happen.” I took a bite of the plum and was surprised to find that it tasted delightful. I hadn’t expected it to taste like anything, not the way I’d been feeling since Sophie’s death. But the skin was tart and the flesh was sweet, and the juice ran down my chin.

      “You’re not going back to your old job?” Andrea frowned a little. “That’s okay, we’ll still clear your record. You can always go back to your original career. Didn’t you used to design cars or something?”

      I tossed the plum in a waste disposal and took a bite of my roll. “What was that you said a few minutes ago? It’s all shadows? Well, I think you’re right. There are layers and layers, a whole world beneath the world I thought I knew. And maybe it’s a dark world, and maybe it isn’t the role of Section 9 to cast a light on whatever’s down there. But you’re down there fighting it, and as far as I know there’s no one else. I want to fight it with you. I want to join Section 9.”

      From the looks on their faces, no one was expecting me to take this step. At first there was silence, the kind of silence that means no one has any idea what to say or do. For a second or two I thought the offer had been withdrawn, and I had just made everything awkward. I tried to think of something to smooth things over, but I didn’t know where I would even start.

      Then Thomas Young broke the tension. “Andrew Jones isn’t here, so I’ll say this for him. You’re going to get some incredible training. Far beyond anything available in the Arbiter Force.”

      Everyone started laughing. That was when I first felt like I was one of them.
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      The street was busy, but the waves of chatter and other random noises couldn’t distract me from my target. In fact, they helped. I’d dip in and out of them, checking in on the mood of the crowd. A woman bought a designer handbag. A man was looking for an engagement ring. A pair of friends debated their dating prospects. No one was anxious, and no one was asking, “what’s going on?”

      If my target saw me, if he even suspected my presence behind him, he was not yet reacting.

      The cyborg was up about a block from me, moving discreetly toward his usual rendezvous. Both of his hands were in his pockets that were specially tailored and deep enough to hold them. To all these people, he was nothing more than a bearded man wearing a long coat and expensive sunglasses. When they saw him, they didn’t see a ruthless killer. They didn’t see an Augman.

      And they didn’t see me at all. As it turns out, Thomas and Andrew were absolutely right. The training available in Section 9 is the best in the solar system, and beyond anything available to any Arbiter. The course in tracking, for instance—how to look like no one, how to go gray, so if witnesses were later asked about every person on the block, you’d still be the one person no one thought to mention. How to stay on your target, even if your target has been trained to spot a tail. How to become another person, so you look like you belong no matter where you are. How to gauge the crowd, so you can get a sense for when the tension is rising.

      Those cyborgs are tough, but their toughness has been built into them. They don’t learn it from life, and there’s something about them that stays strangely innocent. Compared to normal humans, they tend to act like nothing can hurt them. I can hardly blame them. There aren’t many things that can hurt them.

      So, I drifted after it, wandering aimlessly along. I was window shopping for a present, even though I knew I couldn’t afford anything in this neighborhood. I was screwing up the courage to go apply for a job, even though my one qualification was my subservient little smile. I was just a loser, someone nobody needed to notice.

      It never noticed. It just went straight to its rendezvous, sitting down at an outdoor table in front of a little café. It ordered a mineral water from the waiter, without any intention of ever drinking it. It scanned the crowd with its eyes, looking for a threat or a familiar face and seeing neither, even though I was near and closing.

      When I sat down across from it, its first reaction was honest confusion. I wasn’t the person it expected to meet, and I wasn’t anyone it recognized. The disguise was that good, and I still wasn’t showing anything.

      It just stared at me stupidly, then growled. “Clear off.”

      I shot it once underneath the table, and it shuddered at the impact of the uranium round. The sound was loud, but no one could tell where it might have come from. I was sticking to character, a faceless nobody with an obsequious grin.

      Someone yelled, “What’s that?” and someone else said, “a gun!” A third person disagreed, insisting that the sound was something else. An illegal firecracker?

      I reached across the table and pulled off the cyborg’s expensive sunglasses. In its all-to-human eyes, I could see that it knew. I could see the pain, and the fear of being hurt for the first time ever. I could see it recognize me, and I could see that it knew why I was about to kill it.

      “In case you’re wondering if this will be quick, it will.”

      I pulled out my gun, put it directly against her killer’s head, and pulled the trigger.
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      Are you on him, Tycho?

      The message was from Andrea Capanelli, my old friend from Sol Federation Intelligence Section 9 and now my commanding officer. She wasn’t far, no more than a few meters, but in the crush and chaos of a Martian street it was easier to communicate by text. Her message showed up in front of my eyes in glowing green letters, a personal augmented reality view courtesy of my dataspike. Using the subvocalization-to-text feature, I sent my reply.

      Yeah, I see him. He’s up there in front of that noodle shop.

      On either side of him were his Martian bodyguards, lithe and arrogant but as alert as they were supposed to be. Dressed in head-to-toe black, with their faces masked against the dust, they looked like hungry panthers. Syndicate gunmen on the steps of a nearby bank were watching them closely, vaguely offended by their existence but not yet motivated to do anything about it.

      East Hellas was a dangerous place. Separated from West Hellas by the cynically misnamed Anti-Fascist Protection Rampart, the eastern city is not only a closed world, but a cluster of closed worlds nested inside each other like Matryoshka dolls.

      Don’t lose sight of him, we’re almost at the station.

      I’m on him, Andrea.

      There was a long pause. Chain of command, Barrett.

      Ignoring the fact that she had just called me by my first name, “Tycho,” a few short seconds ago, I responded properly with my commanding officer’s surname. Sorry, Capanelli.

      According to our intelligence, Sasha Ivanovich was heading for the train station on his way to work at the Ares Terrestrial Medical Labs. The best spot to take him would be at the station, where crowds funneling through the tight spaces would make it all but impossible for his bodyguards to keep people from getting near. The whole plan depended on me being much closer to him than I currently was before he reached the station, but that wasn’t going to be easy.

      The brutalist architecture of apartment buildings loomed down from either side of me–floor after floor after floor of Martian families crowded close together, countless windows offering a clear vantage of the neighborhood. Peering through many of those windows would be informants, people who watched the streets for the local syndicate. Anything out of place, anything suspicious, and the gunmen lounging around on the streets below would get a call on their dataspikes. When that happened, they would drop the pretense of casual laziness and converge on me like predators moving in on a wounded animal at a watering hole.

      In that event, hope for getting to safety would rest on Vincenzo Veraldi and Jonathan Bray, the two Section 9 agents assigned to act as overwatch on this particular mission. Veraldi and Bray were monitoring our progress from vantage points somewhere on the block, ready to bring more trouble than the locals could handle if it came to that, but it was my job to make sure it didn’t. A mistake on my part at this critical point would blow Section 9’s cover and cause us no end of problems.

      I sped up the pace and slipped as discreetly as possible around a small knot of arguing locals, avoiding a street musician with hauntingly traumatized eyes and a stringed instrument that made an uncanny warbling sound, and finally taking advantage of a delay caused by an overturned cart of cumin and turmeric. I successfully caught up with Sasha and his bodyguards without drawing attention. Pleased with my spycraft, I sent a message to Andrea.

      In range.

      Our mission was to assassinate Ivanovich as he boarded the train. In my right hand, I held a single-shot splinter gun, the tiny dart of which was tipped with a slow-acting nanite poison. This was my first official kill order from Section 9, so I was “making my bones” as a new member—although that was a bit of a misnomer, as I had assassinated August Marcenn on Venus before Section 9 ever got the chance to. As impressed as they had all seemed then, none of them seemed to think it counted. Neither did my successful assassination of the cyborg that had murdered Sophie Anderson. As a Section 9 agent, I was still “dry,” and I would remain so until I became “wet” by completing this mission.

      The assassination had to appear as if any of the local syndicates could have carried it out. Section 9 needed to avoid exposure at all costs, thus the use of poison rather than more conventional tools. I’d close in on the man when he was delayed at the turnstiles or in some other convenient spot and put the splinter in him without being seen. Ivanovich probably wouldn’t even feel it, but if he did, he wouldn’t know what it was. He’d succumb to the effects of the poison shortly after disembarking, at which point we would already be well on our way across the wall and back in West Hellas.

      That was the plan anyway, but whether it would really turn out like that was anyone’s guess. Andrea knew I was in range and could give the kill order if she wanted to, but I thought she would probably hold off and I was right.

      Wait for the Jason.

      She meant “wait for the station”—subvocalization to text is an inexact process, sometimes embarrassingly so.

      Understood.

      I could see the station now. The glowing sign read UNDERBELT 2. It was one of thousands in the city, and one of three for the different levels of the Underbelt neighborhood. Hellas was sectioned like a honeycomb to safeguard against catastrophic depressurization, and no personal vehicles of any kind were permitted. The only way to get around was by train or on foot, likely the main cause of the city’s stifling tribalism. Despite the tendency of Hellans to define themselves solely by birth section and the syndicate controlling it, people still had to get around. The train station was always crowded.

      Near the platform, I saw two armored StateSec officers. Having recently been a wanted fugitive, I tensed up a little when I saw them but then I relaxed, knowing that Section 9 had cleared all my charges anyway. I shouldn’t have worried in the first place; StateSec funding in East Hellas is provided entirely by Ares Terrestrial. They were hardly interested in keeping order anywhere except in the few areas the company directly controlled, such as the public transit stations. They wouldn’t waste two seconds of paperwork on a warrant from Earth.

      Of course, I was planning to commit a murder right under their noses within the next few minutes, but one thing at a time.

      Despite the StateSec presence, Sasha’s bodyguards became noticeably more aggressive and arrogant when they stepped out of syndicate territory and into the station. They shoved people aggressively aside, knocking one man to the floor. They made a big point of waving their guns around, looking in all directions for a potential threat—and not taking any notice of me when they did so.

      At first, I interpreted all of this as a sign of the company’s weakness. They had lost control of East Hellas, and the corporate totalitarianism they had attempted to create had devolved instead into gangster feudalism. Since they’d cut the security budget to maintain their profit margin, they no longer had the resources available to challenge the syndicates for control of the city. Charismatic preachers like Bensouda Hafidi could wave the torch all they wanted, but if Ares Terrestrial couldn’t even control public transit then what could they hope to do about the syndicates?

      I soon realized it was worse than that. Sasha Ivanovich was an Ares Terrestrial VIP, in charge of a major research project, yet his bodyguards were back-alley gunmen rather than suited corporate security. As contractors for a company bigwig, they outranked the StateSec officers on the platform, and that’s why they could get away with acting so arrogant. The StateSec guys just looked away, knowing that they had no enforceable authority in this situation.

      This planet is fucked, I commented over text.

      Andrea responded immediately. Focus!

      Amazed at the fact that they still hadn’t spotted me as a potential threat, I took the opportunity to get a few feet closer as the first of the guards went through the turnstile and onto the train platform. That left Sasha and the other guard on my side of the turnstile. The rear guard was scanning the room left and right, making a big show of his professionalism. I wasn’t too close, from his perspective—but I was close enough to use the splinter gun. All I needed him to do was to look away for a single second, just as Sasha was using his pass-card.

      The card reader stopped working. Sasha smacked it, and the rear guard turned to face him. “What is it, boss?”

      Sasha’s voice was gravelly. “It’s this fucking card reader. It won’t let me through!”

      I bent my elbow and slowly raised the splinter gun to shoot from the hip, aiming at the back of Sasha’s neck. I would have taken him right then, if not for the green letters flashing in front of my eyes.

      ABORT ABORT ABORT.

      I lowered the splinter gun, though not entirely without being noticed.

      The guard on the other side of the platform saw me lowering my arm and pointed me out to his companion on my side of the turnstile. “Tell that asshole to back off!”

      The other guard spun around and stuck his gun under my nose. “Give us three feet, fuckwit!”

      I put my hands up and stepped back as far as the crowd would let me. It wasn’t nearly three feet, but it turned out to be enough to satisfy them. The card reader suddenly started working again, and Sasha Ivanovich stepped through onto the train platform. I followed after him, but the bodyguards were now alert to me. As the train pulled in, one of them turned his head in my direction.

      “Take a different car. Or die in this one.” His voice was cold, although it did sound a bit like he practiced his tough-guy act in front of the mirror.

      I did as he said and boarded the next car down. There was nothing more to be done until I had new orders. Sasha Ivanovich wouldn’t die today.
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      The ride to the hotel took almost two hours, due solely to the necessity of maintaining mission security. We were on the 250-H, which could have reached our hotel with a single transfer to the 250-V. As a spy, things are rarely allowed to be that simple. If you’re noticed at all on a job like this one, standard protocol is a minimum of four transfers, including one complete change of direction. So I took the 250-H to the 253-H, then the 253-H over to the 253-V, then the 253-V up to the 157-H, then back to the 250-H on the 157-H, then the 250-V to the hotel. By the time I was done, I was ready for a hot shower and a cool Old Fashioned. Instead, I had to listen to a patronizing lecture from my colleague Andrew Jones.

      “Don’t worry about being spotted, Tycho. For a dry guy like you, I can’t really say you did too bad. The training’s starting to show.”

      Andrew was my first contact with Section 9, back when I was on Tower 7 during the 2/77 Incident on Venus. When I sought him out, I was acting under the impression that he was a cybersecurity expert. He did have a few skills in that department, but his real specialty was infiltration. This made no sense to me and never had, because the man was so irritating I couldn’t imagine him doing anything at all without being noticed and remembered.

      “I did manage to kill August Marcenn.” I pointed out, walking right past Andrew to stand at the window of our hotel suite. As the infiltration expert, he had come to Hellas before anyone else and established a base here. His chosen location was the Aphrodite Arms, a hotel of more than questionable reputation. From our window on the fifth floor, I looked down on the tangled streets of the Overbelt section.

      Andrew somehow managed to sound genuinely confused. “August Marcenn? Did we ever assign you to kill August Marcenn?”

      A few meters away, the huge, muscular frame of Jonathan Bray appeared in one of the bedroom doorways. “Jones, are you ever going to get sick of yanking Tycho’s chain?”

      “Tycho could use a tighter chain in my opinion.” This was Vincenzo Veraldi, the outfit’s knife-fighting expert and second in command. He was also by far our most stylish member, with his tailored three-piece suit, perpetual stubble, and shoulder-length brown hair.

      I turned in his direction. “A tighter chain? I would have gotten the job done. Andrea aborted it.”

      “She probably aborted it because you’d been spotted.” Andrew’s voice was mournful, like it made him personally sad that I had fucked up the mission. The first time I met the guy, I wanted to punch him. When we were back on Earth during the Huxley case and he wasn’t there, I had actually asked after him. I don’t know why. Now I was back to wanting to punch him again.

      “I was spotted after the abort, not before.”

      Veraldi frowned. “I wonder what’s up, then. She ought to be back by now.”

      “I am.” Andrea dropped out of thermoptic camouflage, which made her seem to materialize right in front of us. She must have slipped in behind me. “I doubled back to make sure Tycho wasn’t followed. Is everyone here?”

      Bray gestured back into the room behind him. “Thomas is fucking around with the computers.”

      Andrea nodded. “Call him out here.”

      An attractive and commanding woman with curly blonde hair and four prosthetic limbs, Andrea was in charge of the whole crew. She liked to use her thermoptic gear to make dramatic entrances, especially when she could listen in for a few minutes first.

      “I knew you were here,” said Andrew. It was technically possible, since active camouflage leaves a visible distortion if you know what to look for.

      Andrea didn’t bother to challenge him on it. Instead she turned to me. “You weren’t quite as focused as you should have been out there.”

      “Like the man says, I’m still dry.” Of course, when it suited them, they could choose to decide that I wasn’t.

      “Hardly,” Andrea replied. “An experienced operator like you knows better than to joke around while you’re stalking someone.”

      Veraldi nodded. “A shorter chain. So, you pulled out because they spotted him?”

      “No, it’s like Tycho said. They only spotted him after I’d already given the abort command. He would have completed the mission.”

      Thomas Young came out of the bedroom and pushed his way past Jonathan Bray as if the big man wasn’t even there. It wasn’t because Thomas was bigger. He was just that rude, or socially clueless if you prefer. Our in-house tech expert, Thomas was not so expert when it came to human beings.

      “I was hardly, as Bray puts it, fucking around on the computer. I was erasing my tracks, making sure the hack of the card reader goes undetected. I’m still in the system, so we can use the same exploit on our next attempt if we need to.”

      “There won’t be another attempt,” said Andrea. “The hit has been called off.”

      Everyone but Veraldi seemed surprised by this. He raised an eyebrow. “Of course. If the cyborg unit we encountered during the Huxley case is any indication, Ivanovich’s work could dramatically shift the balance of power across the system.”

      “Did I miss something?” asked Bray, who liked to play dumb.

      “As usual,” said Thomas, who liked to let him. “Let me guess. Sasha Ivanovich has agreed to defect, offering information on Ares Terrestrial and his work in exchange for immunity and safe harbor.”

      “Exactly.” Andrea ran her fingers through her hair. “Tycho, I know this must be a bit dizzying, but this is how it goes sometimes. One minute, we’re supposed to kill a man, the next minute we’re his new best friends.”

      Bray groaned. “So, it’s an extraction now?”

      She nodded. “You’ve got it. Our orders are now to make contact with Ivanovich and escort him to the West.”

      Access to Hellas is only possible through either the eastern or western spaceports. Ares Terrestrial is so paranoid about the Sol Federation that travel through the eastern port is all but impossible—even for Section 9. It’s actually easier to sneak over the Wall, the so-called Anti-Fascist Protection Rampart, despite the fact that the Wall was designed to keep people in, not out. All propaganda about “West Hellas imperialism” notwithstanding, of course.

      Andrew leaned back against a couch. “I don’t know, Andrea. It will take some time to produce documentation for Ivanovich to cross the border, and I don’t know if we have that much time. I’ve been here for a while, so take my word for it: the unrest is growing out there. It’s getting bad.”

      “What, the street preachers?” I said. “We passed one of them while we were tracking Ivanovich. The crowd seemed pretty calm.”

      He nodded. “Exactly. A Hellan neighborhood is never calm. When the crowd gets quiet, that’s the most ominous thing that could possibly happen. I’m telling you—this city is about to burn.”

      “Riots?” asked Bray.

      “No, no. More like civil war. Do you have any idea how many weapons there are out there? How many people are used to using them? The syndicates shoot at each other every single day, fighting for control of sex traffic and illicit trade. The violence spills over to the average citizen. Some of the neighborhoods have already started to organize their own militias to drive the syndicates out. Money is tight for the little guy, and Martian Sclerosis is killing people. The Ares Terrestrial board governs to increase corporate profits at the expense of its workers, ignoring everything that’s wrong with the city. It’s all magnesium waiting for a flame.”

      Bray laughed. “Never knew you were such a dissident, Jones.”

      “Dissident my ass. It’s all fact.”

      This was a side of Jones I hadn’t seen. Bray was right, it did sound like the man had some radical sympathies, or at least that he could see things from their perspective.

      Andrea gave him a look that was a little hard to read. “You’re not from here, Andrew. Don’t assume you know everything just because you researched it.” I happened to know that our commander was from Mars, but I had no idea where her own sympathies lay. As a Section 9 agent, she wasn’t supposed to have any. Then she turned to Thomas. “Can you intercept the Border Patrol’s datastream as we cross? Feed them false info in real time?”

      He smiled disdainfully. “Of course I can.”

      “Then our next steps are clear. We make contact with Ivanovich, pick him up, and escort him safely across the Wall.”

      “And if a civil war does break out?” asked Andrew.

      “We shoot our way out of it.”
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      “This morning we were going to kill Ivanovich; this evening we’re going to save him. Standard practice for Section 9.” Vincenzo Veraldi gave a little smile. “The mission was easier this morning, frankly. Unless he’s coming to us?”

      Andrea shook her head. “He is not. Jones is right about the situation here. The city’s unstable, and we have no way of knowing when something might kick off. He reached out through the embassy, so he doesn’t know where or even who we are. We have to go to him.”

      “Well, shit.” Bray looked glum. “Why didn’t we just grab him this morning? Barrett here was right behind the guy.”

      “Uh-huh. And if we had done that, how do you think his bodyguards would have reacted? How would StateSec have reacted?”

      From her tone of voice, you would have thought she was talking to an eight-year-old, and not an especially bright eight-year-old at that.

      Bray was unfazed. “You don’t want any drama down here. I get that. But is there really a plan where we can get in and out without making some noise? You just said he wasn’t coming to us. I assume that means we’re going to him.”

      “Some of us are, yes. We’re not declaring war; we’re slipping in and slipping out again. Team of two, thermoptic camouflage.”

      Veraldi nodded. “It’s been a while…”

      “I wasn’t talking about you, Vincenzo. I was talking about Tycho.”

      Jones raised an eyebrow. “Tycho? I mean, yeah, he’s trained in it. No field experience, though.”

      “And how am I supposed to get field experience?” I pointed out.

      “I don’t know.” Jones shrugged. “A beer run, maybe?”

      In Section 9 slang, a “beer run” meant a low-risk mission. It was an ironic term, because some Section 9 operative had apparently walked into an ambush while picking up beer for the safehouse once, resulting in an extended firefight. A mission was considered a beer run if there were no known risks, but you could never rule out unknown risks.

      “When was the last time we even did a beer run?” asked Bray.

      He might have said this because he wanted beer, but that wasn’t how Andrea took it. “The last time we did a beer run was before Venus, and there’s a reason for that. Tycho needs to pay his dues, and that will never happen if we babysit him. He’s coming with me.”

      She turned to me. “Ivanovich has a history of remaining at Ares Terrestrial for days at a time, so that’s where we’re going. In this case, speed is worth the risk of exposure. Come with me. We’ll get suited up.”

      Thomas turned to go back to the bedroom but paused in the doorway first. “I’ll run interference from here, yes?”

      Andrea nodded, and he went back to his computers. A few minutes later, I was dressed in the same active camo suit Andrea usually wore. I associated the suit so strongly with Andrea that it felt strange to put it on, like I was playing dress-up.

      She must have seen the uncomfortable look on my face. “You’ll get used to being invisible in no time. In fact, it’s kind of fun.”

      “I take it we’re all on standby?” Bray looked disgusted, not because I was wearing the thermoptic camo but because he couldn’t get out there and have some fun of his own.

      “You’re a smart guy, Jonathan,” she said, and dropped from view. A moment later I did the same, and stepped into the phantom world Andrea spent so much time in.

      One amusing advantage of being invisible is that you don’t have to pay to take the train. We slipped in through the closing doors without anyone noticing—the slight distortion the suits make in the air is only detectable if you know to look for it—and stood out of the way of the crowds coming and going. We went to the Ares Terrestrial Medical Labs by the fastest route but were forced to get out two stops away because the tracks were blocked.

      Andrea sent me a message. This feels like trouble.

      She was right. As we approached on foot, the usual foot traffic of early evening passed back and forth all around us like nothing was wrong. This was a company neighborhood, so many of the people we saw were corporate employees on their night off. People met each other in front of restaurants or joined the lines at trendy nightclubs, and the neon lights all around us looked like a downtown area on any of the primary colonies. It all seemed normal, but it didn’t feel normal. It felt tense, like a finger hovering in the trigger guard while you listen for approaching footsteps.

      As we approached the medical labs, we heard the crowd. They didn’t roar and they didn’t chant, but the presence of that many people in a relatively small space was loud anyway,  with an ominous shuffling of expectant feet. I couldn’t see anything beyond the crowd at first, but one thing I could tell as soon as I saw them was that they were ordinary Martians—very different from the corporate employees at the nightclub district we had just passed through.

      They were listening to a speaker, and as we slipped along the fringes of the crowd, I finally caught a glimpse of him. He was standing on a makeshift platform in front of the Ares Terrestrial Medical Labs. In his green tunic, with his neat gray beard, he looked cultured and almost elegant—but his words were fire.

      “How many of us have seen it in our own families? The early signs, so easy to mistake for something else, so easy to convince yourself it’s something else, because you don’t want to believe it’s happened to the ones you love. He’s always been clumsy, we tell ourselves. She’s just tired. But then it gets worse. And in the end, you have no choice except to admit the truth. The one you love has Chandra’s disease!”

      Andrea filled me in, although she wasn’t telling me anything I hadn’t read in the briefing.

      That’s Bensouda Hafidi. He’s talking about MS.

      MS was short for “Martian Sclerosis,” colloquially known as “Chandra’s disease.” It was incurable, one hundred percent fatal, and increasingly common. Bensouda Hafidi was an imam, a well-known spiritual leader in one of the East Hellas temple networks. I couldn’t say which one; Martian religious groups hate each other as much as religious groups anywhere, but I’ve never been able to figure out what the differences between them are supposed to be.

      Hafidi continued. “And we could accept this. It’s the will of God that sickness and suffering should come to all of us. This is not unusual; it isn’t anything to shake your fist at God about. Ah, but God commands! Does he not command us?”

      In that silent crowd, three thousand fists raised all at once.

      This is going to get bad. Get moving, Tycho.

      I wanted to get moving, but it wasn’t going to be easy to get any closer than we already were. The crowd occupied the entire space in front of the Medical Labs, and silent men with raised fists were packed so densely in front of me that I could no longer make any progress, even by skirting the edges of the crowd. Just past the platform on which Hafidi was standing, I could see the helmets of StateSec’s armed guards. This situation had every potential to become a massacre—the only question was who was going to massacre whom.

      “God commands us…” cried Hafidi, and the crowd waited on him like an avalanche waiting for a loud noise. If he had told them that God commanded them to storm the medical labs and rip apart every human being they found inside, I’m sure they would have done exactly that. “God commands us to love our neighbor, to help our ailing brother. Have they done so? Has Ares Terrestrial helped its neighbor?”

      Then the roar came, the wave of suppressed rage that had been building up in every throat. It didn’t sound like a crowd of angry people. It sounded like the ocean, gathering its force to roll in as a tsunami.

      Hafidi wasn’t done. “Ares Terrestrial is like the rich man of scripture, who would not give one coin to aid the poor and the imprisoned, and who God caused to be swallowed up by a sandstorm so that even the memory of his name was erased from the world! My Sisters! My Brothers! Hellas, you are that sandstorm!”

      That’s when StateSec finally acted. From the roof of the lab, a small squadron of drones came gliding out. They spread out through the square then started firing into the angry crowd—non-lethal munitions, although that can be something of a misnomer.

      Someone grabbed the speaker, whisking him to safety before StateSec could snatch him. The crowd was panicking, people running in all directions to escape the drones. A path cleared in front of me, and I noticed the faint shimmer in the air as Andrea took her opportunity.

      Move, Tycho!

      I sprinted forward through the gap, narrowly dodging a StateSec officer who was raising his weapon menacingly and pointing it directly at the crowd. Something hit the plasticrete pillar beside me and broke free a fist-sized chip—a “nonlethal” munition at work. Something else hit the wall in front of me and flared up into flame for a brief moment. It took me a second, but I realized it was an improvised firebomb thrown by someone in the crowd.

      It’s one thing to know that someone is “running interference” with electronic countermeasures and security blackout windows, but it’s another thing to trust that enough to just casually walk into a secure facility swarming with armed guards. I’d seen what Thomas could do on more than one occasion, and I still didn’t feel sure. Andrea must have been a bit more confident, because one of the doors opened right in front of me and I saw the shimmer in the air as she passed through it.

      With an angry mob right outside, that door should have been locked—which meant Thomas had hacked it, buying us a moment to slip on through. The StateSec officers were so focused on the crowd that they didn’t even notice the locked door opening and closing behind them. Anyone watching the monitor of the security feed could probably have figured out what was going on—but no, Thomas would already have cut the security feed or even doctored it to appear normal.

      Inside the building, I had to quickly orient myself to the schematics on my dataspike. We had to find the lab of Sasha Ivanovich, ideally before two or three thousand bloodthirsty Martians succeeded in knocking the doors down.

      This way. Don’t engage unless you have no choice.

      Now that my schematics were up in front of my eyes, I no longer needed to watch the space in front of me closely to follow Andrea. I could see her location on my map of the building, although I couldn’t see where anyone else was because our jammers prevented even our own backscatter scanning.

      We moved as quickly as we could without making sound, hugging the right wall in single file. From time to time, we passed people who worked in the facility: researchers in lab coats and their tired assistants; private security guards, nearly indistinguishable from syndicate gunmen; and StateSec officers rushing to reinforce the men outside.

      I didn’t know whether the lab would fall or not. It probably wouldn’t, given the panic when the drones attacked. Still, it might, and there would be nowhere to hide from a crowd that big. They’d come pouring in through these corridors like a flood, and we’d be trampled to death before they even realized we were in here.

      Sneaking through the antiseptic and brightly lit corridors of the Ares Terrestrial Medical Labs, I felt grateful for only one thing other than my active camouflage: the absence of any android proxies. It was somewhat strange not to see them, considering that we suspected the company of involvement in things much worse than using android security guards. Still, they must have decided that the use of androids wasn’t worth the risk.

      Back on Tower 7, a heavy weapons android had been responsible for killing my friend and mentor, Gabriel Anderson. Before I managed to get off of Venus, I’d had to fight or flee from so many androids I never wanted to even look at one again. I’d wiped out dozens of the things, but I hadn’t killed enough of them. Right in front of my eyes, android proxies under the control of August Marcenn had mowed down hundreds of unarmed civilians. When Thomas Young used his hacking skills to gain control of their programming, those same androids slaughtered Marcenn’s Nightwatch just as obediently. If the people who ran Ares Terrestrial didn’t want to trust their security to programmable killers, and I couldn’t blame them.

      Whenever possible, Andrea and I avoided being in anyone’s line of sight. It doesn’t happen all that often, but someone could spot a person in active camo just by noticing the distortion shimmer. It’s safer not to rely on the gear exclusively, using it more as a backup to standard infiltration skills. We ducked around corners wherever possible, but most of the doors along the way were closed and locked and we could hardly ask Thomas to just hack them all.

      When we had no choice, we slipped by people who had things to do, which seemed to be just about everyone, considering the security crisis outside. A person hurrying from one urgent task to another doesn’t have much time to even look up and is more likely to ignore a little thing like a faint shimmer in the air. We did get funny looks once or twice, but most of those people probably assumed what they were seeing was something else. A figment of the imagination maybe, or a problem with their dataspike. Whatever it was, it wasn’t as important as whatever they were dealing with.

      We reached a door with a placard reading IVANOVICH, and Andrea paused. If he was monitoring his dataspike, Thomas should know exactly where we were. If he saw where we were, he should know what we needed him to do next. And sure enough, he did. The red light on the door lock changed from red to green, and the door slid open with a quiet hiss. No need for shaped charges or anything else so loud and dramatic.

      We slipped inside, and Andrea dropped out of active camouflage. I stayed invisible at first, but after looking around for a second, she gave the order. “Decloak for now.”

      I deactivated the camo gear, and Andrea glanced at me. “So far, so good. No major errors.”

      I wondered what she meant by “no major errors.” I hadn’t been aware of making any minor errors. Before I could ask, she turned away and started looking around. At first glance, there didn’t seem to be anyone in the lab. No Sasha Ivanovich, no bodyguards, no one. Just an empty work area, all kitted out with the latest and shiniest scientific equipment I had no hope of understanding.

      The place looked so empty—or perhaps unused would be the better word—that it almost looked like a model laboratory, a place you would show university students so they could see what a real research lab looked like.

      I looked around the room but just couldn’t convince myself anyone actually worked here. “Is it just me, or is this a little weird?”

      Andrea nodded thoughtfully. “Yeah, it is weird. The workstations are just workstations. No holos of family members, no creepy little dolls. It’s like a lab for robots. Check those lockers over there. Maybe we’ll find some sign of life.”

      “Or a scientist clutching a teddy bear,” I joked. The truth is, I half expected to find just that. A researcher afraid of an angry mob might hide in the lockers, hoping to go unnoticed until the worst was over. But there was nothing in the lockers either. None of them were locked, and none of them had so much as a scrap of paper.

      The lights were on in Sasha Ivanovich’s lab, but no one was home. As far as I could tell, no one had ever been home. It reminded me of something, but before I could follow the thread of thought, Andrea called me over. She was standing in front of another door.

      “According to the schematics, this is the clean room. If we go in there, we could contaminate their entire experiment.”

      “That’s probably a good thing, if you ask me.”

      “Alright then.” She paused at the door again, but this time Thomas didn’t get the message. The red light on the keypad stayed as red as ever, and Andrea frowned slightly. “Huh. I wonder if he’s distracted by something.”

      She reached down to her belt and unclipped a shaped charge. Though ideal for blowing doors, it was hardly our most discreet option. Still, with Thomas unresponsive, it was probably the only one we could use quickly enough to get the job done.

      I stepped out of the way, despite the fact that the explosion would discharge all its force into the door itself. When it went off, the door jumped a little and then sagged on its mechanism. Andrea pushed it inward, and it scraped on the floor and then fell over.

      On the other side, we saw the evidence of a gruesome massacre. When I say that, I don’t mean that the bodies were mangled or anything like that. They were lined up quite neatly, faces pressed into the tiled floor. The only thing that made it gruesome was the sheer number of dead, combined with the manner of death. They’d been brought to this room, forced to lie down on the floor, then executed with shots to the back of the head. Whoever had killed them, hadn’t done it out of passion or anger. It was a cold decision, the product of a rational mind.

      “I count twelve,” said Andrea. She could be just as cold.

      “Are any of them Ivanovich?” I asked.

      “We’ll have to check.”

      We went along the line, prodding at the bodies with the tips of our boots until we could see their faces. There were ten people in either lab coats or business casual, a mix of men and women. Two people wore formal attire, looking more like corporate types. No Ivanovich. Someone must have come here, killed everyone involved with his project, and taken him away. Either that or he was never here. He could have been at a meeting, or he could have left the facility on some random errand, thus escaping the bloodbath.

      “It could be a kidnapping,” I muttered.

      “Maybe. No point in speculating.”

      That was exactly what Gabriel Anderson always used to say. Of course, without speculating, there was no way to do anything except gather evidence.

      “I’ll get their faces.”

      I used my dataspike to get a facial topography read on all the victims, a process that took a while considering the sheer number of casualties. I had to position each face so I could see both cheekbones, then stare directly at the dead person while the app did what it needed to do and stored the information on the dataspike behind my ear. The dead stared up at nothing, just as they had done in the last few seconds of their lives. Why would anyone be so passive, not even trying to fight back at all while someone murdered them one by one?

      Andrea peered down at their bodies while I worked. “This looks recent. I think it happened within the last hour.”

      I glanced at the body she was looking at. A blonde woman, brown eyes wide open, a trickle of wet blood still drying on her cheek.

      “Yeah, I think you’re right. I’m just finishing up now and sending the data to Thomas—hold on, this is telling me I’m not getting any signal here.”

      She looked around the room. “Yeah, I’m getting the same thing. No signal. Let’s go out to the main lab.”

      I did as she said, and we both tried to contact Thomas again.

      I shook my head. “No luck. We’re cut off completely.”

      “I doubt they’ve booted him out; if they knew we were here they’d be on us already.” She bit her lip. “This is what I’m thinking: they’re conducting some kind of secret research here, which is exactly what Ivanovich wanted to tell us about. We can’t see what it is because we just don’t know enough, but something in here is too important to risk. They designed the lab as a Faraday cage, so no signal can get in or out. That’s why Thomas didn’t hack the door for us. He can’t see in this room at all.”

      I shrugged. “Sure, but why don’t we just go out in the hallway?”

      “We will in a minute, just let me think. Why would anyone kill all these people?”

      “I don’t know, Andrea. I mean, they could have just fired them…”

      She ignored the joke, or so it seemed, along with the fact that I had called her by her first name while we were on-mission. But then she snapped her fingers. “Tycho, you’re like a savant sometimes! They couldn’t just fire them, because that would only increase the chance that someone else would talk!”

      “Someone else? You mean, they knew that Sasha was talking?”

      “What is it with you and first names?” Apparently, she hadn’t ignored that part either. “As you know, I don’t like to speculate…”

      No one in Section 9 ever likes to speculate, just as no one in the Arbiter Force ever likes to speculate. In both organizations, that only seems to matter until someone does want to speculate. Then they speculate at will, unhampered by anything they’ve previously said.

      “Go ahead, Capanelli. I won’t tell anyone.”

      I made a point of using her last name that time. For fun.

      She went on. “Ares Terrestrial may be aware of Ivanovich’s intentions and are killing the entire research team to prevent the technology from leaking.”

      “If that’s the case, then where is Ivanovich?” I asked.

      “I don’t know. Maybe they have him.” She looked troubled, like she couldn’t quite believe her own explanation.

      “If the company had him, they wouldn’t have needed to kill all these people. They could just torture him until he told them what he’d leaked and who was in on it.”

      She nodded slowly. “If you’re right, then that implies he got away. Which would mean he’s out there, and we have no way of knowing where he is anymore. He could have slipped out hours ago, while we were still back at the hotel.”

      I didn’t think so, but I couldn’t say why. I looked around the lab, as if the white walls and spotless equipment would suddenly tell me something that wasn’t immediately obvious. Our informant was missing, and everyone who might know anything about the man had been lined up and shot in the back of the head within the past hour. What were the walls going to tell me about that?

      I sighed, and Andrea nodded. “Yeah, I know. This job really sucks sometimes. But what can we do?”

      I smacked my leg with the palm of my hand. “I just might know!”
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      Andrea was looking at me skeptically. “Okay. What is it?”

      “We had a mission to Triton once when I was still an Arbiter. It was basically what you’d call a beer run.”

      “Arbiters don’t do beer runs. That’s a Section 9 thing.”

      “Okay, sure. Just hear me out. It was a low-risk mission, okay? Just a little job, but it taught me something.” While I was telling her this story, I was scanning every bit of the room with my eyes. Upper-left to Upper-right, then down the wall a few feet at a time until I finished the wall, then on to the next. The whole time I was doing this, Andrea was looking at me like I was speaking in tongues.

      “There were helion shipping reports from Triton that didn’t match the production estimates. The mining company was suspicious, but they couldn’t pin it down. They had their eyes on one of the supervision teams, but they didn’t have any hard evidence that there was any grifting going on. Triton isn’t a big place, and Helium-3 isn’t easy to move.”

      I finished checking the lab room and stepped back into the room where the bodies were. Andrea followed, still watching me like she might have to put me down if I did anything too weird.

      “Alright, I’m following. What’s the deal here, Tycho?”

      “Well, it was plausible to think the team did nothing wrong and the production estimates were just off.”

      “Plausible?” she scoffed. “Those companies live and die by the numbers. The only way one of the estimates could be off is if someone was messing around on purpose. Which would just point to another kind of grift.”

      “Right. Looking at the situation logically, there had to be some way to move the Helium-3 off Triton. Looking at the evidence, though, there wasn’t.”

      “Evidence trumps logic. Your logic can be wrong, especially if you start from a bad premise.”

      “Maybe so. But you just said it yourself, the premise wasn’t bad. There was no logical reason for the production estimates to be off. The He-3 had to be there somewhere.”

      “So, what did you do?”

      She was really just humoring me and crossing her fingers that I was on to something. As for me, I was pretty sure I was on to something, but I needed time to find it. If she aborted the mission or sent me off on a search through the rest of the facility, I’d miss whatever it was. I had to string her along, play the story out until I nailed it down.

      “I kept looking, just like I’m doing right now. And in the end, I found a false floor in the landing bay. It was concealing a tunnel leading to an underground storage space in the surface ice.”

      “For real?”

      “For real. The natural cold preserved the helion until the supervisors could fence it. It was there all along, we just couldn’t see it at first.”

      “Why do I have the feeling there’s a moral to this story?”

      That was when I saw it. The room didn’t look deep enough. It was weirdly cramped, and the reason seemed to be the north-facing wall.

      “The moral of the story is that if something should logically be there, then it is, and you just need to look closer.”

      I pointed at the wall in question. “You see that? That is one awkward wall.”

      “What are you talking about? Come on now, Barrett. We’re under the gun here. I don’t have any more time for inspiring stories about when you used to be an Arbiter.”

      “It’s an awkward wall. The architecture in the rest of this place is really sleek. Clean lines, everything in proportion. Except for this one wall, which is just… too far forward. Architecturally awkward. Out of place.”

      “Hold on, let me check it against the schematics.” Her eyes went distant for a moment as she compared what we were looking at to our blueprints of the building. Then she nodded. “Yeah… I have to admit, I thought you were full of it. This room should be nearly three times as big as it is. Start looking for a way in. We have a hidden room here.”

      Stepping around the bodies, I went to the north wall and started running my hands along it. The wall felt smooth, with no switches or openings of any kind. I was about to give up, assuming there must be a mechanism in some other part of the room, when a section of the wall suddenly slid away under the pressure of my hands. It was a concealed sliding door, hiding in plain sight. I wouldn’t quite say that Andrea’s jaw dropped, but her mouth opened and stayed that way. I had just found the thing she couldn’t find.

      “Not bad, Tycho.” Her insistence on last names seemed to have been forgotten, at least for now.

      The door opened on a short passageway, which led to another door. There was a security keypad, but the light on the keypad was glowing green. Someone was in there, and whoever it was had left the door unlocked.

      Andrea raised her weapon. “Whoever killed all those people could be in that room. I’ll take point. You cloak up.”

      Standard protocol when making contact was to have one agent cloaked and one decloaked. That way the cloaked agent could deal with anything unexpected that might come up, like a hidden third party coming from behind.

      The day I met Section 9, I sat around having a frustrating conversation with Andrew Jones for quite some time before Andrea suddenly decided to show herself. Now I was taking on the role she’d had that day, standing there unseen while people talked right in front of me. I wondered if whoever was on the other side of that door would turn out to be just as irritating as Jones was.

      Andrea pushed the door open quietly, her rifle up in front of her just in case someone was waiting inside with a gun for us. No one started shooting, so she cross-stepped her way into the room. I slipped in behind her, visible only as a vague distortion in the air.

      The real lab was in the secret room, and the sleek lab out front was just for show. Whatever Ivanovich was up to, he’d been doing it in here. The space was filled with what looked to be bioprinting tanks.

      Some of them were empty, but others contained what appeared to be mutated animals. I couldn’t make them out at first, but they looked wrong. Twisted into unnatural shapes, the things in the bioprinting tanks were no longer whatever they were meant to be.

      A man was standing in front of one of the tanks, his hand on the glass and his head bowed. As Andrea crept up to him with her weapon pointed, it looked like he was speaking to the creature within.

      I almost activated my text system to crack a joke about Dr. Moreau, but then I remembered that she would only snap at me to focus. She probably wouldn’t have gotten the reference anyway. Late Victorian manuscripts aren’t to everyone’s taste.

      Andrea finally spoke. “Sasha Ivanovich?”

      He turned away from his macabre pet in the bioprinting tank and registered the weapon pointed at his face. It didn’t seem to bother him. As soon as he turned, I recognized the man I’d been trying to kill that morning. He really didn’t look like a researcher. He had a short but not particularly neat gray beard, receding hair combed back along his scalp, expensive purple floral shirt and shabby blue jacket.

      “Yes?”

      Andrea slowly lowered her gun. “This is an extraction. We’re here to get you out.”

      He smiled.

      I was supposed to be watching him, but I was more fascinated by the monstrosities in the tanks. All of them seemed to be predatory mammals, or to originally have been predatory mammals anyway. I couldn’t quite make out which mammals, but I caught glimpses of sharp canine teeth, front-facing eyes, and wickedly curving talons. As far as I could tell, these beasts were chimeras—combinations of DNA from different sources, different species even. Something about them was horrifying, like they should never have existed in the first place, but there was something sad about them too.

      Some of the chimeras had missing limbs, others were missing the lower halves of their bodies, and others had partially integrated prosthetic interfaces. I wondered how Andrea felt about that. A standardized socket for artificial limbs, the prosthetic interface was an electronic device surgically implanted onto the stump of a severed arm or leg to allow the user to control the prosthetic with the same neural pathways as an organic limb. With four prosthetic interfaces herself, Andrea would recognize them instantly.

      Ivanovich’s demeanor in talking to the thing in the tank had seemed almost tender, in skin-crawling contrast to the abject cruelty of these experiments. His smile made me feel vaguely nauseated. “Welcome to my laboratory. It’s a bit sad to have to leave it, but as you can see all my colleagues have been murdered anyway so I’ll just have to start over somewhere else. I take it you’re from the Federation?”

      I couldn’t believe the man’s sangfroid. He was in his secret lab, the one place where he should be confident that no one could find him, and we had walked right in on him anyway. Considering that the dead bodies of everyone he worked with were lying out there with their eyes still open in the room just past that door, his lack of concern was disconcerting.

      Andrea cocked her head to the side like she was trying to figure something out. Maybe she was just as creeped out by this guy as I was. Then she gestured with the barrel of her rifle for him to step aside.

      “Dr. Ivanovich, I’m going to need you to step back for a moment. Please go stand over there.”

      “Doctor,” he chuckled, but he stepped aside. She took a closer look at the thing he’d been talking to—a creature that looked something like a primate and a large cat. It had no arms or legs, just prosthetic interface sockets. She looked at those sockets then glanced down at her own prosthetic limbs.

      Her mother had been a black-market prosthetic surgeon, but when she was a child there was no work of that kind on Mars. She’d spent a lot of time alone with a nanny while her mother worked off-world, including several days trapped in the ruins of a collapsed building during the Great Martian Blackout. Her mother replaced Andrea’s shattered limbs when she returned home, but there was no helping the nanny by that point.

      Andrea turned and looked at Ivanovich again. I couldn’t have described the look she gave him, but any ordinary person would have wilted under that gaze. Sasha Ivanovich just kept on smiling, a faint little grin that could have meant almost anything.

      Always the professional, Andrea straightened up and turned away from the creature. She didn’t see it, but it was staring at her with an unsettling intelligence. Its eyes looked lonely to me at first, like a shelter animal, but then it slowly and menacingly bared its teeth at her. With those yellow fangs exposed, the eyes somehow didn’t look sad anymore. They looked deranged, like the thing it would enjoy most of all would be to dig its face into her intestines and paint the walls with her blood.

      I was sure it couldn’t get out of the bioprinting tank, but even so, I stepped into a position where I could open fire immediately if I had to. The whole situation was making me nervous. I wouldn’t have been able to explain it, but I had never trusted anyone less than Sasha Ivanovich. I could only hope Andrea felt the same way.

      “Okay, Dr. Ivanovich.” Her voice was calm. “I’m going to get you out of here, but first I need to know what happened out there in that lab.”

      The smile faded out from Ivanovich’s face. He shook his head and sighed. “Tragic business. Some of the finest researchers I’ve ever worked with.”

      She glanced back in the direction we had come from. With both doors open, you could still see the empty eyes of one of the corpses staring in at us.

      “Who did it, and why? And how did you survive?”

      “Ares Terrestrial must know I was planning to defect.” His eyes flashed angrily. “You have a leak, and a lot of good people died because of it!”

      Andrea was unflustered. “Are you saying you personally saw Ares Terrestrial staff carrying out these murders?”

      “I was in here working before anyone else this morning, but I saw corporate security officers come in the lab on that monitor there.”

      He pointed to a nearby monitor, which showed a split-screen image of each room in the lab. He must have seen us come in, and he must have watched us trying to figure out where he was.

      “Security lined everyone up in the clean room, made them lie face-down on the floor, then executed them one by one. But they didn’t know about the Nursery.”

      There was that little smile again. The man seemed genuinely angry about the deaths of his fellow researchers, but he also seemed pleased that he had not been forced to share their fate.

      Andrea frowned. “You’re saying the company didn’t know about this lab at all?”

      That seemed beyond unlikely, but it would also undermine his bargaining position considerably if it turned out to be true. After all, his only value to us as an informant was his ability to testify about the company’s wrongdoing.

      “No, no.” Sasha frowned, holding up both his hands. “They knew, of course they knew. But it was a secret lab, yes? You can see this.” He gestured vaguely at the tanks, which certainly looked like the sort of thing you would want to keep secret. “Need to know, I believe you call it. Well, the security guards didn’t need to know.”

      He was having trouble holding in the laughter. As ghoulish as this was considering the twelve dead bodies, I had to admit to myself that it was perversely funny. Send a death squad down to kill everyone in the lab, but don’t tell them about the secret room. Why? Well, it’s a secret, isn’t it? Sasha’s survival was the punch line for a joke about corporate incompetence.

      “Weren’t you worried they’d come back?” she asked. “I mean, someone had to figure it out at some point, right?”

      “I’ve already changed the pass-code.” He pointed to the door. “They’d never get in here.”

      “Dr. Ivanovich, the door was unlocked.”

      His eyes got huge as he realized that anyone could have come in at any time. He rushed over to the door to examine the keycode terminal then whistled quietly. “I sometimes leave it unlocked when I’m waiting for people. I must have forgotten.”

      Andrea shook her head. “You got lucky today, Doctor.”

      He didn’t know how true that was. Hours ago, I was standing a few inches behind him grasping a splinter gun loaded with nanite poison.

      “I truly did.” He shrugged. “I just assumed you used one of those universal keys or whatever they are. You’re a spy, right? It’s a good thing the guards didn’t know about the Nursery, or…”

      I decloaked suddenly, causing our informant to jump like a spooked horse. He stared at me in a panic for a moment and then pointed. “You! The asshole from the train station!”

      “What do you mean by the Nursery? What is this?”

      Andrea threw me an exasperated look and sent me a text message.

      You just broke protocol!

      I didn’t answer her. She might be pissed, but she wasn’t stopping me from asking my question, so I kept going.

      Sasha shook his head then said, “He’s the asshole from the train station…”

      I could see my new nickname becoming The Asshole from the Train Station all too easily, especially since Andrea wasn’t too happy with me right now. Luckily, she intervened to get the conversation back on track. “We’ve been planning this extraction for days now, doctor. My colleague asked you a question.”

      He looked at her blankly, then back at me. Did he suspect?

      “The Nursery,” Andrea repeated.

      Sasha blinked. “Yes. The Nursery, because it’s where we grow all our little friends here. It’s just a joke really.”

      “A joke?” asked Andrea, her face darkening.

      “Okay, a dark joke. A joke in poor taste. But it’s essential work, believe me. The research here requires live test subjects, but sourcing an animal from Earth is prohibitively expensive.” He shrugged again. “So… we clone our own.”

      He said it casually, a throwaway comment, but it was a major admission.

      I nodded. “If the Sol Federation knew Ares Terrestrial was performing illegal cloning, it would lead to more sanctions East Hellas can’t afford. They must be really afraid of those sanctions to kill the whole team, though.”

      Cybernetic augmentation research on humans was banned by law everywhere, but animal research wasn't. Still, cloning was illegal outside of very specific circumstances, so what Ivanovich had just said was already an admission of a crime.

      “I suppose they must be.” He nodded thoughtfully, apparently pondering the sheer wickedness of his corporate masters. I couldn’t figure out what this guy’s deal was. One moment he was indignant about our hypothetical security leak or mournful about all his murdered colleagues. The next moment he was chuckling to himself about his own cleverness and the stupidity of the company bureaucrats. A few seconds more, and he was contemplating the evil of which human beings are sadly capable. He was like a gallery of every human emotion, and which one you saw depended on whatever you had just said to him.

      Andrea took a deep breath. “Let’s get back on track here. You say the corporate security guards didn’t know anything about this room. Who did?”

      He gestured vaguely. “Company men. Bigwigs. No one here.”

      “Let me get this straight. No one at this facility knew about the existence of this room?”

      “That is correct. It’s also what I just said a moment ago. No one knew except my team here.”

      “What about your own bodyguards?”

      He scoffed. “My bodyguards? Their job is to get me to work and back safely. They don’t come in here.”

      “Okay. Next question, Doctor…”

      “Don’t call me Doctor. Call me Sasha.”

      Andrea glanced at me and I gave her a wink. Apparently, I wasn’t the only one who liked to use first names.

      “Okay, Sasha…”

      It felt weird, hearing her speak in familiar terms to someone I’d been planning to kill less than twenty-four hours ago.

      Andrea continued. “My second question is this. Is there another way out of here?”

      This one seemed to delight Ivanovich. “Another way out of here? Oh, that’s wonderful! A secret room, with a secret passage out of the secret room! You spies are delightful!”

      “So, there’s another way out?”

      “No. There’s no other way out. Silly Sasha Ivanovich. He built a secret room, but he forgot to include a secret underground passage.”

      “There’s no need to refer to yourself in the third person,” I said sternly. If I wasn’t going to kill him, I certainly wasn’t going to let him develop delusions of grandeur either.

      “Alright then,” he replied. “But no, there’s no other way out.”

      “Okay,” Andrea said as she checked her rifle. Satisfied, she slung it across her back, then she checked her sidearm to make sure it had a magazine in it and a round chambered. I did the same, figuring that if Andrea was anticipating a fight, then I should probably do the same.

      “Are you two getting ready to go to war?” asked Sasha. He seemed a bit anxious.

      “It’s a standard precaution,” I said. “Don’t worry about it.”

      Andrea looked at Ivanovich. “Considering all those bodies, I think we ought to be ready for anything. Don’t you?”

      He didn’t answer. He just gave her that weird smile of his.

      She turned to me. “We’re going out the way we came in. We’ll go cloaked, so unless they’re looking closely, the only thing they’ll see is this guy. You’re on point. If there’s anything suspicious, just start shooting and we’ll make a fight out of it. Clear?”

      An order to open fire the moment anything unusual happens is not the sort of thing you receive every day. It was almost like something had spooked her, like she had a feeling that things were about to go wrong. In the moment, I just thought she was being paranoid. Sure, there was a big pile of bodies between us and the door, but I’d seen mountains of bodies on Venus. How hard could it be to get one creepy scientist out of East Hellas?
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      Sasha had lapsed into a mood I couldn’t really describe. Glum, perhaps. Andrea briefed me on our exit strategy.

      “We’re not going to use our own scramblers; I want to be able to see who’s near us. But it’s going to be slow going at first. The jamming system in this lab will keep Thomas from reaching us, and it will keep us from knowing who might be out there. So, we’re going to move slowly until we get a signal back. Check the scans before you step out, then clear every room, even if the scans didn’t show anything. Got it?”

      “Got it, boss.”

      “Go with Cap, or Chief. I like those better.”

      “Got it, Chief.”

      Sasha chuckled. “Ares would make me take a training course for this sort of behavior.”

      “What sort of behavior?” asked Andrea. He didn’t elaborate, but it seemed like he interpreted our banter as a form of flirting. I wouldn’t say it was, but at best it was the innocent kind. Our sniper, Raven, liked to banter with me too, though Raven could turn that sort of thing on and off like a switch. With Andrea, I wasn’t sure she could help it if she wanted to. Now that she was my boss, she was supposed to be enforcing a tighter standard of behavior, but it just didn’t seem to take.

      “Here we go.” Andrea dropped out of sight, and I followed suit.

      Ivanovich seemed disconcerted. “How am I supposed to follow you?”

      I put my hand on his shoulder and pulled him more or less gently into place. Andrea must have put her hand on his back and started pushing him along, because he was soon grumbling about it. “Pulled by a ghost, pushed by a ghost… how wonderful…”

      Following Andrea’s instructions, I checked the lab’s monitors before cautiously edging out back into the room with all the bodies. She didn’t close the doors behind us, maybe because she was no happier than I was about the idea of leaving those creatures in their tanks. Despite the fact that we’d found him talking to one of the things like a favorite pet, Sasha didn’t seem concerned at all about leaving them behind. The thought of them starving to death in a secret room was not a happy one, and I would have liked to see them all destroyed humanely. I didn’t take any pleasure in killing, even a man as twisted and murderous as August Marcenn, but I felt I would have been more comfortable with our original mission than with this new one. In saving the life of Sasha Ivanovich, what else were we enabling? For a moment, I thought It might be better for the solar system if he just didn’t make it.

      Because we were using active camouflage, anyone we ran into would see only Sasha unless they were unusually observant. That wouldn’t necessarily make me any safer, though. If they were under orders to kill Ivanovich, they’d try to shoot him and hit me instead. The only thing I could do was shoot them first, which was probably the reason for Andrea’s unusual shoot-on-suspicion order.

      I stepped cautiously around the bodies on the floor, with Sasha muttering the whole time.

      “Poor Jensen. He was a good man, a good scientist. And oh, there, that’s Rebecca. Such a kind woman. But what is Maximilien doing there? He should never have been there. Poor Sasha, left all alone…”

      Poor Sasha, indeed.

      The protocol for clearing a room is different when you’re doing an exfiltration. Normally the first person through the door would go either right or left along one wall, getting out of the kill box in front of the open door as rapidly as possible. The second person would then follow, moving along the other wall, so if I went right then Andrea would go left. In a situation like ours, that would just result in Sasha taking the full brunt of any ambush, so the tactics had to be adjusted accordingly.

      Relying on the camo to keep me from being seen, I walked straight through each door we passed and into the open space in the middle of the room. As I did, I rapidly turned from left to right and back, visually scanning the room for any potential threats.

      As we proceeded cautiously into the false lab, it occurred to me that they could have done a much better job of making the room believable. If there had just been a few dirty coffee cups or family holos lying around, we might never have kept looking for the missing researcher.

      I was so keyed up as we crossed the room that I don’t know how I would have actually reacted if we had run into anyone. I wasn’t sure why. Maybe it was the sight of all those staring, lifeless faces of people executed in cold blood by their own employers. Maybe the image of those creatures in the bioprinting tanks, man-made monsters as pitiful as they were horrifying. Maybe it was just the unsettling, muttering man walking behind me.

      We reached the door leading back into the hall. I opened it and stuck my head out, looking both ways to make sure we weren’t about to run into anyone. Sasha kept walking right into me, so I had to reach one hand back and hold him in place. He sighed in irritation until I stepped forward and let him go.

      As we left the lab, my dataspike automatically reestablished a connection to Thomas and uploaded the facial topography file I had tried to send him before. With our own scramblers deactivated, backscatter scans came back online. I could suddenly see where all the people were, marked on my schematic as glowing dots.

      I sent Andrea a message.

      Avoid contact?

      If she said yes, I would try to avoid being seen at all. This wouldn’t always be possible, because most of the doors were locked on either side of us. However, it might keep us from having to kill too many people just to get out of this facility. Andrea saw it differently.

      Priority is speed. Red alert if you see security.

      Very well, then. Now that I could see whether anyone was ahead of us or not, I started moving much more rapidly. Sasha seemed to understand the need for speed, because he more or less kept up. The corridors were largely empty anyway, and most of the people in the facility seemed to be concentrated in one room.

      The room was marked on the schematics as a cafeteria, but my guess was that it doubled as a safe room in the event of an emergency. As far as I could tell, the demonstrators outside had not succeeded in breaching the facility. Most likely, they had never even tried, though it’s hard to say what might have happened if those drones hadn’t been released on them.

      In my experience, corrupt authorities typically fear the worst because they secretly believe the people they rule would be perfectly justified in killing them all. That paranoia leads them to do things that then actualize their fears. By the time their people actually get serious about a revolution, there’s so much hatred built up that things end up worse than they would have been if those in charge hadn’t been so paranoid in the first place.

      I sent Andrea a message, which unfortunately came out a little bit garbled. I think there’s less secure for me this time.

      Unfortunately, it’s not easy to articulate clearly enough when subvocalizing, and it’s much harder when you’re on the move and paying attention to other things. The imperfections of dataspike texting were a frequent source of humor for us, but Andrea tried to keep her humor on lockdown when we were on a mission, even if she didn’t always succeed.

      Less sugar in tea?

      I almost laughed to myself but managed to keep it under control.

      Can confirm.

      I knew my answer would irritate her a little, but she wouldn’t be able to say anything. I could always claim I’d only been responding to what I knew she meant to say.

      We passed a person for the first time, a lab tech by the look of her, jogging down the hallway with an anxious expression. When she saw Ivanovich, she stopped for a moment and stared at him.

      “Hello, Tanya,” he said, in a voice I would describe as either oily or seductive. I could well believe he was often forced to take extra training courses.

      Tanya gulped. “They’re calling everyone to lock down. Things are crazy out there. You should come with me!”

      “In time, my dear. I have something urgent to complete before then.”

      “Oh…well, okay then.”

      She scurried off, and Sasha chuckled to himself. We got moving again, and another message came through from Andrea, this time mercifully ungarbled.

      Where were we?

      Security, I replied. It seems lighter. I haven’t even seen a StateSec officer, and the people up ahead of us aren’t in any kind of tacky ghoul formation.

      She replied with Tactical formation?

      Yes. Is anything happening to divert StateSec?

      I’ll ask Thomas. Hold on.

      She switched channels while I led us past a small knot of researchers on their way to the safety of the cafeteria. None of them spoke to Sasha, or even looked at him. They were all too wrapped up in their own thoughts and fears.

      We finally passed a lone StateSec officer. I went on high alert, fully expecting the man to open fire as soon as he saw Sasha Ivanovich. If he had raised his weapon, I would have shot him through the neck before he even had the chance to pull the trigger. He just waved Sasha back.

      “The facility’s on lockdown, sir. Please proceed to the safe area.”

      Sasha handled it, adopting the tone of patronizing arrogance I imagined most of the researchers here addressed the security guards and janitors with. “I have an important task to perform in Sector T.”

      The security guard was unconvinced. “Sir, lockdown protocol states that…”

      We just walked right past him, and Sasha’s clout in the company was enough to get us by without any serious challenge. I was thankful the man had obviously not been assigned to the death squad that had been sent to kill Sasha and his colleagues.

      Andrea wrote again.

      Thomas says that some of the building’s security has been tasked to break up the demonstration on the street.

      I marveled that such a long sentence had come through perfectly. It was so hard to predict what the app would get right and what it wouldn’t.

      Understood. Proceeding to the doors.

      When we reached the front exit, I was impressed to see that the crowd had not been entirely scattered by the drones firing non-lethal munitions in their midst. The crowd outside the doors was much further back, and only about a quarter the size of what it was before. Still, the demonstrators who remained were the hardcore militants—dedicated followers of Bensouda Hafidi, faces covered by green masks and headscarves. From their new position further back in the square, the demonstrators were dodging out from behind makeshift barricades and bonfires to throw improvised firebombs at the StateSec guards in front of the doors. StateSec were responding by firing rubber bullets at the crowd. So far, at least, no one had decided to start killing anyone.

      Sasha paused at the door. “How mindless! I cannot go out there.”

      His voice was disgusted, and maybe fearful, but we couldn’t afford to wait. If anyone saw the man talking to himself, they might look too closely and notice that he wasn’t talking to himself at all.

      Andrea’s voice from behind him was pure vitriol. “If we can’t bring you in alive, my orders are to terminate.”

      “What?! But you—”

      He started looking around in a panic. I opened the door, and Andrea pushed him out of it. He almost fell but managed to keep his footing somehow. The guards fighting the angry crowd didn’t even notice him, except for a single officer who wasn’t part of the front line. He came running over.

      “Sir, please return inside and proceed to—”

      “What?” Sasha puffed himself up. “You must be joking!”

      He wasn’t an easy asset to work with, but most of them aren’t. At least he was rolling with the punches.

      The StateSec officer dutifully recited his script. “Sir, lockdown protocol states that—”

      “Yes, yes! The last one I spoke with said the exact same thing. Sasha Ivanovich did not graduate summa cum laude from Zurich so he could be ordered around by men who could be replaced with automata to dance in their security theater.”

      He was referring to himself in the third person again.

      The StateSec officer was not amused. He didn’t go for his gun, but he did pull a slip-tie from his belt to restrain the mouthy scientist. We couldn’t have that, so I cracked him across the jaw with the butt of my rifle and dropped him unconscious on the ground. Andrea had ordered me to kill anyone who tried to interfere with us, but this man could have had a family for all I knew.

      Come on, she messaged me. We have to get out of here.

      One of the other officers noticed his comrade hitting the ground, though he had no way of knowing why. He spun around, yelled “officer down!” and ran to help. The other StateSec officers, assuming the demonstrators had somehow felled the man, responded by forming a tight line and unleashing a relentless barrage of rubber bullets into the crowd.

      One of the officers turned and yelled, “We need live ammo!”

      Fuck’s sake, messaged Andrea. If these idiots go to live ammo this city will explode.

      I took off running along the edge of the plaza, trying to get away without getting into the line of fire. StateSec was so busy trying to punish the crowd that they didn’t even notice Sasha, or maybe they just assumed he was running for safety and would be back to work as soon as he was able.

      Shepherding the researcher was Andrea’s job, and it could not have been easy. The only thing she could do to guide him was to shove him from behind or grab him when he went the wrong way. Unfortunately, one of the green-masked protesters noticed the man running in such a strange and halting way, then she noticed that he was a scientist. She started yelling to her comrades and pointing at Sasha. A few seconds later, more heads turned our way and I heard the first shouts of “don’t let him get away!” echo through the plaza.

      Andrea’s orders came through over text right after that.

      Take him. I’ll hold them off.

      I spun around, grabbed Ivanovich by the wrist, and yanked him after me. He followed, muttering something I couldn’t hear. Andrea turned, and I worried that she was about to make the same mistake she had just described as idiotic—firing live ammunition into the angry crowd. Instead, she unclipped a pair of smoke grenades from her belt and tossed them at the shrinking open ground between us and the mob. She ran to catch up with us as choking smoke billowed out from under the crowd.

      We were running down the street by this point, if running is the word for it. Held back by Sasha’s nervousness, I was barely able to do better than a stumbling jog. Andrea reached us in just a few seconds, and then we heard it.

      CRACK. CRACK.

      Live ammunition. The StateSec officers were firing into the crowd.

      “That does it,” said Andrea out loud. “We might be fucked.” She came out of camouflage. “Decloak, Barrett.”

      I dropped out of camouflage and saw Andrea pushing her hair back out of her eyes. “We’ll need to move quickly to get to the dead drop, and the target will be safer if people see that he has an armed escort.”

      “The target?” From the look on his face, Sasha didn’t much like the sound of that.

      “It’s nothing personal. If you want to live through this, you’d be wise to stay close.”

      A few minutes later, we were back in the small entertainment district we’d passed on our way here. People were still eating their food and sipping glasses of wine at the outdoor tables, but the sound of gunfire a few blocks away was starting to make the more intelligent among them nervous.

      “Should we settle our check and go home?” one woman asked.

      The man at the table with her scoffed. “You know how these people are. They shoot at each other all the time.”

      I didn’t know exactly how he defined “these people,” but I could guess easily enough. He meant the back-alley poor, the scum of the streets, the sort of people who would be followers of a fanatic like Bensouda Hafidi.

      We reached the train station without incident, but it was swarming with StateSec officers. They seemed to be on their way to the front lines of the riot, reinforcements sent over to break the siege and put an end to the potential uprising.

      Andrea veered off, calling out to me as she did. “We’ll go on foot. Come on!”

      She ran down the street, and all I could do was follow. As we went along, I noticed that we were coming to the boundary between sections. Travel on foot between different sections was always possible, except in an emergency, but the boundaries between sections were always monitored by someone unless the same syndicate controlled both. Sure enough, the streets in front of the big bulkhead doors were guarded by syndicate gunmen, five on one side of the door and seven or eight on the other. It wasn’t a checkpoint in any real sense, but the young killers on either side of the doors would be just as effective. If you crossed from one syndicate’s territory into another’s, both syndicates would know about it.

      This is just as bad, I messaged her.

      She stopped in place then faded back into the shadows of an apartment entryway. I did the same, hoping none of the gang members had noticed us. Sasha tagged along, but he didn’t seem to appreciate the need for caution.

      “You people are paranoid. No one is going to shoot us here.”

      “It’s not about that.” Andrea was watching the gunmen closely for any sign that we’d been seen. “Those people at the restaurant were one thing, but StateSec officers and syndicate gunmen are another. The more people who see us, the more people who remember, the less likely our chances of getting out of East Hellas alive.”

      “Let me call up my own guards. They will come here and escort us out. That’s their job. It’s why I pay them.”

      “No.”

      Sasha seemed offended at the dismissal and was silent for a while after that. I checked the schematic and saw that our dead drop was located behind a restaurant in a section of the city called Fast Bend, the same neighborhood we were currently staring into from its rival neighborhood of Med Lab. Of the two neighborhoods, Med Lab had more company employees and was much more affluent. Paradoxically, this meant that the local syndicate was relatively weak, and they would exercise much less control over the streets than most neighborhood syndicates did. That probably explained why they had fewer fighters on their side of the bulkheads.

      The problem solved itself when one of the Med Lab gunmen held a finger up and cocked his head to the side, a signal that he was getting a dataspike message. Then he suddenly stood, went over to the boundary, and met with a gunman from Fast Bend who had come over to confer with him. A moment later, he waved over the other members of the Fast Bend syndicate, and both groups of gunmen jogged off in the direction of the rioting.

      I wonder which side they’ll pick, I messaged Andrea.

      It doesn’t matter. What matters is that we can get to our dead drop.

      In intelligence work, a dead drop is an inconspicuous spot where you can leave messages, money, or instructions for a covert agent. At some point in the lead-up to this mission, an agent had used an established dead drop in Fast Bend to set aside the things we would need to change our appearances and get out of East Hellas. It would have been a hell of a lot more convenient if the dead drop had been in the Med Lab section, but sometimes you just have to work with whatever you have.

      As soon as the gunmen were gone, we ran through the bulkhead doors and into the Fast Bend section. The streets were narrow here, and faces stared out at us from windows and balconies above and below. In the warrens of East Hellas, everyone was someone else’s Other, and we were outsiders everywhere we went. A hundred eyes might have seen us on our way to the dead drop, and all we could do was hope that no one thought of us as important enough to remember or report.

      We reached the restaurant, a run-down place with a sign out front that proclaimed Best Red Martians in glowing letters. We entered the alley between it and a dataspike shop, surprising a man and a local prostitute who were just in the process of concluding negotiations.

      “Hey, fuck off,” the man started to say, but the size of the gun Andrea stuck in his face convinced him not to push the matter. They both ran off, and Andrea felt around on a wall until she found a crack. “Ah, here it is.”

      She tugged on the crack, and a section of the wall just peeled away. There was a space behind it, from which she fished out a black tactical case. “Get changed,” she said, then pulled off her rifle and pushed it in the hole. I did the same, then I took off my thermoptic camouflage and the clothes underneath and swapped them for clothes from the case.

      Whoever our sleeper agent was, he had a mean sense of humor. The clothes left for me weren’t just ten years out of style, they were more like fifty. I looked like I was trying to be my own grandfather. As I pulled up my pants, the only advantage I could see to this ridiculous outfit was that people would be much more likely to remember my clothes than me.

      “I am not wearing this.” Sasha was scowling at a silk shirt, the sort of thing a man with too much cologne might wear to a nightclub.

      “So, you’ve opted for termination?” asked Andrea casually, changing into the functional yet attractive outfit our agent had inexplicably decided to grace her with. Sasha grimaced and started changing.

      “We’re leaving our weapons?” I asked.

      “Keep only what you can conceal. We’re leaving Hellas immediately. The others are meeting us on the train.”

      “Jones came through on the ID?”

      “He always exaggerates how hard things are going to be. He thinks it will give him a reputation as a miracle worker.”

      “Makes sense.”

      “It would, if he wasn’t so transparent about it. You ready, Tycho?”

      “I’m ready.” I kept a sidearm and a knife, both of which I’d taken from the case along with an unlimited-rides train pass for each of us. It was an odd feeling to be so lightly armed, and I found myself anxious leaving behind real stopping power. It was one of the advantages of being an Arbiter; your weapons and armor were always almost always better than anything the other side could throw at you.

      In Section 9, I sometimes had access to the most powerful weapons and tech I’d ever used. Other times it was like this, crossing a hostile city virtually unarmed and dressed in the stupidest clothes I’d ever worn.
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      On the train at last, heading for the border with our peculiar new companion, I found myself trying to make sense of him.  For a man who risked being assassinated at any moment, Sasha Ivanovich didn’t seem all that concerned. He reclined in his seat with his arms draped along the back and stretched his legs out into the aisle as if he wanted to take up as much space as possible. I sat just behind him, giving me a clear line of sight to anyone who tried to approach. Andrea stood a few feet ahead, holding on to a hanging strap.

      I didn’t see any sign at first of the violence spreading out from the Med Lab section. Most of the passengers looked like working-class Martians heading home from jobs in other sections. Like train passengers anywhere, they huddled up against the windows, crossed their arms in front of them, or just stared off vacantly as the streets rolled by outside. It was silent except for the deep thrum of the train’s maglev pulse.

      You can get from any section in East Hellas to any other section by public transit, and the transit stations are some of the only areas StateSec makes a point of controlling. Still, the sections are designed to be mainly self-sufficient. Most people live and work in the same neighborhood. Syndicate infighting often made traveling out of your own neighborhood a risk ordinary people tried to avoid anyway, so for most East Hellans, it was simply easier and safer to stay close to home.

      Not that it’s always possible. Many of the people on the train were probably coming back from some unavoidable entanglement with the East Hellas bureaucracy, such as filling out the endless series of forms needed to notify the company of a new member of your household or a change to average electrical consumption. Under the circumstances, the safest thing to do for most people was to avoid interacting with other passengers, but there were exceptions to the rule when it came to religion.

      In the first few minutes of the ride, I saw a prayer group from some Martian temple board the train and gather up every adherent of the same temple, regardless of their section, for an impromptu song session around a young boy wearing a long and flowing robe. He closed his eyes and raised both hands in acknowledgement as they quietly sang.

      The temple members finished their singing at Blind Stop 4, at which point most of them got off the train. The boy remained on the train and sat with his eyes closed, mumbling prayers. Sasha sighed contentedly. “This is good. Fanatics ruin everything with their awful singing.”

      I wouldn’t have considered collective song to be the biggest problem with religious fanatics, but he did have a point. Those hymns were monotonous, repetitive, and so catchy one of them got stuck in my head, no matter how many times I begged my brain to stop.

      Before the train pulled away from Blind Stop 4, Vincenzo Veraldi and Andrew Jones got on. Jones was chuckling to himself about my outfit before he even sat down. “Nice jacket, grandpa.”

      “It’s coming back in style.”

      “That jacket was never in style. Listen, I have what we need, although I did have to rush it a little. Bray and Young are in the next car up from us. We’re good to go.”

      “And not a moment too soon.” Andrea leaned in, speaking as quietly as she could manage. “StateSec was using live ammo on the demonstrators. Not sure if they were firing over their heads or into the crowd, but we saw syndicate guys heading toward the fighting.”

      Andrew’s brow furrowed. “I doubt they were going in to help the protesters. Hafidi made a big deal about his anti-syndicate campaign.”

      “Religion has a big pull here,” she pointed out.

      “I can verify that.” I put my hand up to my ear. “That damn song is still stuck in my head.”

      “Mine too,” grumbled Sasha.

      Andrew glanced at the scientist as if he was going to say something, but apparently decided against it. He turned back to Andrea. “Are you saying the gang members might go against their bosses to protect the crowd? I think it’s more likely the company hired them to go shoot some protesters, that way it couldn’t be blamed on them. Hard to say for sure, though. The East Hellans are a strange bunch.”

      Right after he said that, we got a message from Jonathan on the shared channel.

      Bensouda Hafidi and a contingent of activists are in the car. Advise we disembark at the next stop and take a later train.

      Andrea shot a message back right away. Why?

      Him being here is trouble. Too much attention. Got a bad feeling.

      Andrew shook his head, muttering. “That’s not a reason.”

      Andrea replied again. Negative. We’d be waiting at the station in a potentially hostile area. Safer here.

      Veraldi looked at Andrea. “Bray’s going to be irritated with you. He thinks you don’t take his opinions seriously.”

      She clicked her tongue in irritation. “Well, he’s not the field commander, is he?”

      “If Hafidi is on here with us, it’s in our own best interests to try to prevent any trouble.”

      “I’ll buy that.” She nodded. “Keep an eye on things.”

      Veraldi nodded in response and wandered up front to get a better look at Hafidi’s entourage through the window at the front of the car. A few minutes later, he came back and went to the back window to see what was going on in there.

      “Andrea, come look at this…”

      He looked concerned, so she got up and joined him at the window. He pointed. “See? Those guys just changed cars, and now they’re trying to work their way up here to get to this car. Do you think they’re trying to get closer to Hafidi?”

      “Maybe so. If they get through to this car, step in and talk to them. We shouldn’t let them get near Hafidi.”

      She turned to me and patted her waist with an open palm, a signal to me that I should get ready to use my concealed sidearm if needed. I nodded in reply and checked the position of my weapon, making sure I could access it as quickly as possible.

      As Veraldi had predicted, the door at the rear of the car opened and three men pushed their way in. They were all fairly large, wearing matching black sweatshirts with gold trim rather than the typical flowing robes and tunics of East Hellas. Veraldi held a hand up.

      “Hold on there, friends. Can I ask what you’re doing?”

      The man in the lead blinked a few times, like he wasn’t used to being questioned by anyone and he needed a minute to decide how he felt about it. Then he shrugged. “Yeah, okay. We’re trying to walk the whole length of the train before it gets to the end of the line. You know, visit every car?”

      Now it was Vincenzo’s turn to look confused. “Why would you do that?”

      “We’re East Hellas United supporters. You know, the black and gold?”

      He tugged at his sweatshirt. East Hellas United, the traceball team. “Uh-huh.” Veraldi didn’t look like he was buying what they were selling. “And what does that have to do with my question?”

      “You know.”

      I didn’t know. I had never heard the phrase “you know” this many times in a single conversation before.

      Veraldi still wasn’t budging. “Humor me.”

      “We’re trying to get love points, you know? For the lady supporters.”

      The other two were nodding, goofy grins on every face. I finally got it. If these guys could be believed, they were just a few rich kids doing a stupid dare as part of some fan club for their favorite team. Even in a place as gritty and dangerous as East Hellas, there were still people with nothing better to do than try to impress women.

      “Well I’m sorry, gentlemen, but I can’t let you proceed any further.” Veraldi held one hand up, the universal gesture for stop.

      The goofy grins disappeared, replaced with a weird combination of confused anxiety and belligerence. “Why? Are you StateSec?”

      “There’s a sensitive situation in the next car, a party that can’t be disturbed. I can’t let you through, I’m sorry.”

      “Oh.” The man pondered this for a moment with the same confused expression. Then the goofy grin returned. “A celebrity? Like Voyah maybe? Or an EHU player?”

      “I’m not at liberty to say.”

      The three men were overjoyed. They whispered and jostled each other excitedly. In just a few seconds, they had convinced themselves there was a player for their favorite team in the other car.

      An idea suddenly wandered into their apparent spokesman’s mind. “Hey, could we maybe just get an autograph? You know, that’s a lot of love points. More than the train thing even.”

      “A lot more,” said one of the other guys.

      Veraldi didn’t know what to say to that. “I don’t care, I—”

      “Hey look,” said the third guy, pointing toward the front of the car. “How come that kid is allowed to go in?”

      I swiveled around, just in time to see the boy in robes disappearing through the door connecting us to the next car. Andrea ran over, and I was right behind her, but I could see through the window it was already too late. The kid ran down the aisle, slipping right past Jonathan’s outstretched hands. Before anyone could do anything, the boy flung himself into the center of the group around Bensouda Hafidi.

      Then the boy exploded, and a fireball engulfed Hafidi and his entire entourage. Windows burst down the length of the train, and the sound of the detonation finally registered in my consciousness. The car ahead of us jumped, and the last glimpse I had of Thomas and Jonathan before the train derailed was of them turning away. Bray’s mouth and eyes were open wide in terror, a look I had never expected to see on his face.

      Then everything was chaos, a shrieking of metal and glass, a kaleidoscope of random images. I can only remember a few vivid moments, things I happened to see as we plunged. A train car landing on a rooftop and crashing straight through into the building below. A burning body in midair, dropping with arms stretched out behind it. Andrea sliding along the floor.

      I’m not even sure how much of this I really saw, and how much of it was just my brain’s attempt to reconstruct some order out of the chaos it had just experienced. Either way, I fell with the rest of the train until our car struck another rooftop, and then darkness hit me like the blow of a sledgehammer.
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      I don’t remember regaining consciousness. The first memory I have after the fall itself is of wiggling my way through something tight, then pulling at a jagged protrusion of either plastic or metal until it bent enough to let me through.

      After that, I remember heat and light and dancing shadows across twisted metal. I managed to drag myself through the hole I’d made, but there was nothing for me to crawl onto, so I fell. It wasn’t far, just three or four feet, but I didn’t have the strength to get up right away. I just lay there with my eyes closed until my sluggish brain put two and two together. Heat and light meant there was a fire, and if I didn’t do something to save myself, I would burn alive.

      I opened my eyes and saw the mangled wreck of the train car I had just escaped. The thing was gutted, nothing but sparking wires and bladelike shards of broken metal, almost unrecognizable as something that had been a train.

      I struggled to my feet, trying to get a sense of how badly I was hurt and where I was. I managed to get my feet underneath me somehow, with my hands on my knees, but that was all I could do before I had to close my eyes and wait out a wave of nausea and dizziness. A concussion? Okay. I could live with that, assuming I made it out of this place alive. When I could stand to do so, I opened my eyes and tried to take in the scene.

      As far as I could tell, my section of the train had landed on the roof of an office building, obliterated the top floor, and settled on the floor below that. One car was in the building—the one I’d crawled out of—but another car was still affixed to it, dangling outside of the building. The only thing keeping both cars from falling was that the one I’d been in was still wedged against the ceiling and the floor inside. That couldn’t last, though. The weight of the other train car was slowly but relentlessly dragging both cars down, and the groan of metal against plasticrete told me that both cars would plunge to the street below within a matter of minutes.

      Fire in the dangling train car was pouring black smoke. As I tried to clear my head, the raging flames started to spread up the wall of the building. It couldn’t be long before the blaze consumed the structure.

      I had to get out, but I couldn’t seem to think clearly. Lying on the floor a few feet away from me, a woman dressed in business casual coughed up a lungful of blood and died. She must have been working late when the train crashed through the building. On a desk nearby, I saw what looked like the top half of a janitor’s torso, with no sign of what might have happened to the rest of him. He stared up at the ceiling, looking somehow ridiculous and horrifying at the same time.

      Staring up at the wreckage, it was hard to believe I had made it out alive. I wouldn’t have believed anyone could still be alive there if not for the screams. I couldn’t tell if the person making those sounds was a man or a woman, an adult or a child. They didn’t even really sound human. This time I didn’t even try to fight the nausea. I just threw up, then I stumbled a few feet to lean against another desk, shaking.

      Where were the others? They couldn’t possibly have made it out. It was only by freak chance that I had. As I stood there, I saw figures moving and writhing in the burning train car. I saw other figures outside the train, stumbling around as if in a daze. I couldn’t see them clearly; my eyesight was blurry and there was smoke in the air. Could the others have made it out somehow, crawling up through the rear door of the car? It hardly seemed plausible, but if anyone could do it then they probably could have.

      And what about that shrieking? Could that be Andrea, or Vincenzo Veraldi maybe? If there was any chance of it, if there was the faintest hope that I could save my comrades, I had to try. Despite the waves of dizziness that kept passing through me, I managed to get moving somehow. It was an act of will to take a single step, then another act of will to take the other twenty all the way back to the wreckage. I got back to the train car but couldn’t see any way to pull myself back up to the hole I’d fallen out of.

      The shrieking stopped. Whoever it was, they were probably dead now. Then I heard a voice, less horrific than that screaming but much more plaintive.

      “Help me… please…”

      The person was in the train car, and the voice didn’t sound like anyone I knew. A wounded civilian was trapped in the wreckage. There was a screech of metal, and the train slid forward at least two meters. The burning car was pulling it down.

      “Please help! Please!”

      They were starting to panic. So was I, truthfully. Flames were shooting up from the wall of the building now, and someone down at the far end started screaming in pain as they burned alive. Whoever was stuck in the train moaned.

      The train jumped forward again and wedged against a broken pillar. It might hold for a few more minutes, but the weight of the other car was still pulling on it. The car had moved forward just far enough that the hole I had crawled out of was now directly over the desk with the half-janitor lying on it.

      I hobbled over then pushed the man’s torso off onto the floor and dragged myself up on the desk. If I had to die, then I could at least die trying to help someone. I steadied myself on the desk then stretched as far as I could and poked my head into the hole in the train car.

      “Hello?”

      “Oh, thank God!”

      It was a bearded man, not someone I recognized as having been in our car. He had a green scarf wrapped around his neck, a sign that he’d been one of Hafidi’s entourage. His whole body was burned, a red and black mess of blood and flesh. It was a horrific sight, but I took comfort in the knowledge that he’d escaped the other car. If one of Hafidi’s people had made it out, then Bray or Young could possibly have too. Unfortunately for him, a broken shard of bone was sticking out of his right leg and he couldn’t make it any further. He’d already performed something close to a miracle.

      “Hold on,” I called. “I’ll try to get up there.”

      “Tycho Barrett! What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

      I turned to look behind me and saw Andrew Jones. His face was black from the smoke, which meant he’d been up front by the fire. His eyes looked unusually white with all the ash on his face, and he looked truly angry.

      “There’s a civilian trapped up here. One of Hafidi’s people.”

      “So the fuck what? Are we firefighters? Are we StateSec?”

      “No, but I’m an Arbi—”

      I wasn’t an Arbiter, not anymore. I was an agent of Section 9, and my mission didn’t include helping desperate people. That’s what Andrew Jones was trying to tell me, but I wasn’t interested in hearing him.

      “Fuck you, Jones, I’m going in.”

      “Barrett, you listen—”

      There was a rush of air and heat, and flames suddenly engulfed the lower half of the car. The injured man started screaming, but I was still trying to pull myself up into that hole to go help him. I heard a sound behind me, and then Andrew’s arms wrapped around my legs and pulled me out of the car. The last thing I saw, as he was dragging me out of the car, was the injured man burning. His arms flailed, and his red flesh turned completely black.

      I landed on the desk, and the whole thing toppled over. Jones hit the floor with me, but he was dragging me to my feet before I could even react. I was trying to fight him, but there was nothing left to fight him about.

      “Let me help him!”

      “Fuck you, Tycho. We have a job to do. If I hadn’t pulled you out, you’d be burning alive right now just like that poor bastard in there.”

      Then there was more horrific screaming, this time even worse than the last time. I was in hell, and the only way out was to die.

      “You listen to me,” snarled Jones, with no hint of his usual sarcasm. “You’re not an Arbiter, you’re a Section 9 intelligence agent. Collateral damage is not our concern. Get your ass moving, or I’ll save your life just to make sure they prosecute you. MOVE!”

      He shoved me ahead of him, and we stumbled in the direction of a nearby stairwell. All that time when I was disoriented, I was never more than about ten feet away from the stairs. We could make it out of the building, as long as we moved quickly.

      “Are the others dead?” I asked.

      We went through the door and started down the stairs. He didn’t answer me at first; he just kept prodding me. A few flights down, he sighed out loud. “I don’t know about everyone, just Veraldi. He made it out with Ivanovich then sent me back up for you assholes. I checked up front, but I couldn’t see much because of the smoke. If Bray and Young made it out, I couldn’t find them.”

      “What about Andrea?”

      “No idea.”

      He still sounded angry, but maybe that was just because he hadn’t been able to find anyone else. He was a difficult guy to get along with, but he had just run back into a burning building to get me out. We reached the ground floor, and I turned to look at him. “Thanks for coming back for me, Jones.”

      “I didn’t do it for you. I don’t even really know you yet. I did it for them. I—”

      He closed his eyes, and it was only then I realized how badly this was affecting him. I put a hand on his arm, and he knocked it roughly away. Then he held one hand up with his eyes still closed, took a deep breath, and said, “Okay. Sorry for being an asshole, and you’re welcome. You owe me one. Now let’s get moving.”

      I went through the door and out to the street, where a ring of firefighters and other first responders were staring in horror at the scene above them. There was no way to stop it; the burning train was about to fall. Someone pointed up at it and yelled, “Everybody get back!”

      Jones ran across the street, and I followed him into a dark little alley. I spun around, just in time to see the burning train cars plummet from the building and land in the street in a burst of flame.

      “It’s a bad night in East Hellas.” Sasha’s voice was awestruck, but everything the man said had a way of irritating me.

      “Come on.” Veraldi grabbed me, and I winced at the touch. My arm was bleeding, something I hadn’t noticed before. He dragged me down the alleyway, while the first responders of East Hellas dealt with the bloody, burning aftermath.
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      We were moving deeper into the city, trying to get out of sight, and fast. We didn’t know if we were being chased by anyone, but we had to assume. We had a top East Hellan scientist and were trying to extract him so he could defect and testify. Ares Terrestrial might not know it—between the riots and the bombing, they had more than enough to deal with as it was—but then again, they might. There were cameras everywhere, especially on the trains. If any of them had picked us up, some piece of software could already have sent an alert up to the highest levels of corporate security. Rogue scientist, in the company of unauthorized individuals. For all we knew, the chaos of the bombing was the only reason they hadn’t moved on us already. So we fled, moving deeper into the back streets.

      Alleys in East Hellas are narrow and winding, and a big part of how the syndicates have been able to build and maintain so much power. Even if East Hellas StateSec was a lot bigger and better funded than it was and they decided to do a crackdown to capture the crime lords that rule so much of the city, the best they could do is establish control over the main intersections. and make life difficult for the residents. They’d  never get their hands on a single crime lord.

      They’d be forced to do a building-to-building search. The syndicate informants would spot them coming, and the gang members would move anyone important out of the building and into the bewildering maze of back alleys. If StateSec tried to pursue them into that labyrinth, the gangsters would let them get just far enough for it to be hard to get out again. That’s when the snipers would go to work, and the hit and run shooters, and the people dropping fire bombs from rooftops. If there were any survivors among the security forces, they’d think long and hard before making another attempt to clean up crime in East Hellas.

      Back when Ares Terrestrial had any priorities other than shareholder payouts, there were a few attempts to assert control over the streets. They all ended exactly the way I’ve just described, and back then the syndicates were nowhere near as well-entrenched and powerful as they are now. A movement of religious fanatics could possibly take on the gangs, but Ares Terrestrial could never do it.

      Retreating into the back alleys like we did just about guaranteed StateSec wouldn’t follow, but it didn’t guarantee we’d make it out alive. Quite the opposite, in fact. Whenever I glanced up at the buildings above us, dark faces peered out from the shadows.

      There were people watching us, and some of those people must have already called their gang contacts. Some of them were probably syndicate members themselves. One of the people I saw up there was holding a rifle, and I could see the silhouette of a grenade-launcher attachment. I decided not to look up anymore.

      As we ran down the alley, I noticed for the first time that Veraldi was carrying something. It looked like a travel case, but it was such an awkward thing to be running around with that I just assumed it had to contain an assortment of weapons or high-tech spy gear. Otherwise, it just wouldn’t have been worth the trouble. A Section 9 agent myself, I was still falling prey to fantasies and stereotypes about top secret intelligence agencies, because what Veraldi had was nothing like what I would have imagined.

      We came to a kind of intersection, an open space between several buildings. We were deep in the maze now, and safe from any immediate pursuit. Veraldi stopped, and the rest of us did the same. He flicked the latches on the travel case open and nodded, satisfied. Whatever it was, he was happy with what he was looking at and thought it had been worth the effort. He threw the case down on the broken pavement.

      “Everyone get changed. We need to alter our appearance before we go any further.”

      It was a case full of clothes. Business casual, classy stuff. I shook my head, reminding myself for the hundredth time that this was just a job, even if it was a job that involved getting shot at constantly. Like my last job, now that I thought about it.

      There wasn’t anything that really fit, though. It was all high-end stuff, but I ended up with a pair of baggy pants and shirtsleeves that didn’t quite reach all the way to my wrist. “This looks terrible.”

      Veraldi looked me up and down. “It’s still an improvement.”

      I was raising one arm and staring at the sleeve. There was just no way around it. The shirt didn’t fit. “Didn’t you have my size on file?”

      “You think I carry a suit of clothes around with me? This is luggage, Barrett.”

      I looked down at the case and realized what Vincenzo was saying. On his way out of the burning train, he’d had the presence of mind to scoop up someone else’s luggage just in case it had something that might prove useful to us. Such as a dead man’s clothes. That was the way you had to think if you wanted to succeed in Section 9.

      The shirt I was wearing could easily belong to the person I’d heard shrieking just after I escaped. I felt a wave of nausea and something like sadness. If you can be sad for a person you’ve never even met.

      Now that everyone had new clothes, Veraldi closed the case again. Before he tossed it aside, I noticed a long, dark streak along the front. It looked like blood.

      I needed to sit down, so I stepped over and dropped down onto the curb. I felt better once I was sitting. My concussion was still affecting me, and I didn’t know how much of the nausea was due to my sense of horror at what had just happened and how much of it was just a head injury. When I turned my head, multiple images flashed in front of me. It was like my vision couldn’t quite catch up.

      Sasha, meanwhile, was admiring his new outfit. “Gogol Berdan! This is a good shirt!” It seemed to fit him perfectly. He probably never had any trouble finding clothes that fit him. Some people are just like that.

      Andrew Jones leaned in and peered at my face. “You have one hell of a black eye, Tycho. You feeling okay?”

      “I have a concussion to go with the eye.I threw up a few times. Might do it again.”

      “Well, be my guest. All of us were damn lucky, though.”

      “Funny sort of luck. I just got blown up then crawled out of a flaming train into a burning building, then I ran off into a gang-infested neighborhood.”

      Jones gave me a mockingly sympathetic look. “Buck up there, little buddy. Just a day in the life of a Section 9 agent.”

      Weirdly enough, the return of Andrew’s condescending attitude was almost a relief compared to the angry shakiness from before. All that did, though, was remind me that three of our friends were missing in action, almost certainly dead. No more Bray with his weirdly on-point comments. No more Thomas Young. Well, Young wasn’t exactly a pleasant guy to work with. Still, he was useful to have around. No more Andrea.

      I caught my breath as the thought hit me. Andrea could be dead. Hell, Andrea was probably dead. Half my reason for joining Section 9 had been my sense of personal friendship with Andrea Capanelli. We had been through a lot together, and I had told her things I had never talked about with anyone. Not even Gabriel or Sophie. However many years I remained a Section 9 agent, it wouldn’t be the same without her.

      On a rooftop nearby, a shape emerged from the dark and stared down at us. I got Veraldi’s attention. “We’re starting to get noticed.”

      Veraldi glanced discreetly in the direction I was looking. “Yeah. Inevitable, really, but we shouldn’t push our luck. We’ll move out in a minute. If they make a move on us, just get as many of them as you can. Never die alone, right?”

      “Right.” Sometimes nihilism is all you’ve got. Was that something Gabe used to say to me or just something I always said to myself? I couldn’t remember.

      Sasha looked around. “What? We should be worried about back-street scum?”

      “Keep your voice down!” Veraldi hissed. “If you have a death wish, you leave us out of it.”

      Sasha chuckled, but he did lower his voice. A little. “No death wish here. These people are the dregs. The company keeps them around just to do all those little menial things that need doing in any society. Scared of them? I don’t think so. I scrape them off my boot.”

      For a man without a death wish, Ivanovich seemed determined to get us in a firefight. Not that he seemed likely to be much use if that ended up happening. Like one of those guys who starts a bar fight and then walks away and leaves his friends to fight it, Ivanovich was mouthing off and counting on us to protect him. Veraldi sighed, then straightened up and assumed the bearing of an officer.

      “You know our mission. Even if we all wish things had stayed as simple as they were this morning, our priority now is the safe passage of Ivanovich to West Hellas.”

      Andrew gave a crazy little laugh, probably because Vincenzo had just implied that we all wished we could still kill Sasha Ivanovich. Sasha, of course, had no idea what Veraldi had just said about him. He had his hands on his hips and was staring up at the rooftops like he was daring the locals to do something. I followed his gaze, but what I saw there didn’t make me anywhere near as happy as it seemed to be making him. There was no longer a shadowy figure on the building across from me. Instead, there were three.

      Veraldi continued. “Jones, do you still have what we need?”

      Andrew sighed and shook his head. “No. This place is a fucking backwater. You can’t just transfer a verified data file, you have to show a booklet. A physical, embossed booklet with a Permission to Travel stamp. Scientific research conference, approved at the highest levels…”

      “And? I thought you dealt with all that at the hotel.”

      “I did. Best forgeries I could come up with on such short notice, but it would have been touch-and-go honestly. Anyway, it’s gone. It slipped out of my jacket pocket when I was crawling out of the wreckage.”

      “Alright.” Veraldi seemed to be bracing himself. “That means we go to the backup plan.”

      “We sneak across?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “No, we do not. That border is tightly controlled. They shoot people who try to slip across. And, honestly, they’re good at it. Every single thing has gone wrong on this mission so far, let’s not tempt the gods.”

      “So…” I spread my hands apart, in a what the hell are we going to do then gesture.

      “It’s almost impossible to get to West Hellas if anyone thinks you really want to. If it’s all just business, on the other hand…” He shrugged.

      “A smuggling syndicate?” asked Andrew. “That makes me nervous, boss. Those people are bad news. Even more so than everyone else here.”

      “That is true,” Sasha commented. “Smugglers are serious.” Considering his apparent disdain for the syndicate whose territory we were currently violating, this did not make me feel any better. On the other hand, we had enough problems where we were. The three shadows on the roof across from me had now been joined by two more on another rooftop.

      Veraldi shrugged. “It’s like I said, we can’t really sneak across the border. But there are people who can sneak us across the border. They’re the experts. It’s what they do.”

      Andrew was looking more suspicious, not less. “Well, who exactly are we talking about?”

      “The Black Kuei.”

      There was a long and awkward silence, punctuated only by a low whistle from Sasha Ivanovich. Jones finally spoke up. “Section 9 has contacts in the Black Kuei?”

      Veraldi nodded then turned away as if the admission shamed him a little. Of all the syndicates in Hellas, the Black Kuei was one of only a few that had merited an entry of its own in our briefing materials. They weren’t even an East Hellas syndicate, of which there were dozens. They were a West Hellas syndicate, of which there were only two. Powerful, wealthy, and ruthless, the Black Kuei had crews on both sides of the border and made most of their money moving things from one side to the other.

      Vincenzo rallied. “Andrea, Jonathan, and Young have either gone dark or died. If we still had those fake passports, we’d be using them to get across, but we don’t. Section 9 maintains contacts in just about every major criminal organization in the solar system for exactly this kind of situation. There are agents whose only job is to build and maintain those relationships. So don’t get lost drawing a line between good guys and bad guys now.”

      “I didn’t say anything,” said Andrew.

      “You did, though. It was in your eyes.”

      “Forget I mentioned it then. But those guys—”

      “I know.” Veraldi nodded. “I know. But we just don’t have a choice. And we’d better get moving. Not only are things going to kick off around here if we don’t get out of their faces, but we have a long way to go. Our contacts in the Black Kuei are in Great Wall.”

      “Great Wall? That’s, what, about forty kilometers from here?” Sasha seemed amazed and almost offended at the notion. He might not be worried about crossing gang territory, but the idea of traveling that far was unacceptable.

      “The sooner we get moving, the quicker we’ll get there.”

      “If we ever get there.” Jones was looking at the rooftops, where it was no longer easy to say how many gang members had gathered around us. While Veraldi was filling us in on our situation, the local syndicate had been gathering its forces. All of a sudden, the maze of back alleys felt a lot like a spiderweb, and I felt a lot like a trapped fly.

      Veraldi started moving, looking up at the rooftops the whole time. “Don’t show your weapons unless I order it.” His voice was flat, but I thought I detected a hint of something. Not fear exactly, but an understanding that our situation had become precarious.

      “Move it, Ivanovich.” Jones prodded the scientist, who scoffed at the sight of the gang members and strode forward confidently. I could hardly believe the man’s stupidity. Despite their inability to control the city, direct employees of Ares Terrestrial still saw themselves as an upper class, vastly superior to the plebian hordes who ruled these narrow streets. As asinine as that might be, it might look like it made sense if you were eating a steak in some candle-lit restaurant in Med Lab. Anyone but the most arrogant fool would realize it made no sense here.

      I took the rear position, a welcome change from walking point all the time. If an ambush was coming, the guy in the lead would get it first. It might start with a tripwire attached to a grenade. There could be someone up ahead of us stringing the wire right now, a young gang member looking to make his bones and move up in the organization. It might start with a sniper shot, a single bullet to Veraldi’s head. With one of us down, the rest would naturally be hesitant to keep moving forward. We’d freeze in place or crouch against the plasticrete walls. They could pick us off, one after another, till none were left.

      Vincenzo paused, talking over his shoulder to us. “If I go down, don’t stay in one place whatever you do. Run straight ahead, that’s your best chance to escape the ambush zone.”

      He said this quietly, as it wouldn’t do to let the gangsters hear it. Then he just kept walking, like he hadn’t just told us what to do in the event of his sudden death.

      “Come on, Veraldi. We’re not all as wet behind the ears as Tycho here.”

      “Zip it, Jones.”

      As we moved along, the shadows on the rooftops moved silently with us. The streets were so narrow, the buildings so tightly packed, that the gang members could literally step from one rooftop to another. I wondered, at first, why they were even concerned with us. They would know we weren’t local, but we weren’t StateSec either. If they weren’t going to rob us, and it didn’t seem like they were, then why even shadow us?

      Then I figured it out. They must have seen us changing, or maybe it had been one of their spies in the neighborhood. They didn’t think we were StateSec, and it would never even occur to them that we were federal agents. They probably thought we were criminals, and they wanted to know what we were up to in their section. Whether we lived or died depended on how they interpreted our actions. On the way to something else? We might be allowed to pass through. There to make trouble? Not a chance.

      And they weren’t far wrong. Regular intelligence agencies, like the first eight sections of Sol Federation Intelligence, had rules to live by. They had official standards, clearly defined areas of operation. They were accountable to the law, in theory. They might bend it sometimes; they might break it frequently. It all depended on their mission, and on how attached their agents were to doing things by the book.

      Section 9 had no book. We weren’t accountable to anyone, not in any meaningful way. The people who would want us to be accountable to someone didn’t know we existed and would never be allowed to find out. We were effectively outlaws but acting in the security interests of the Sol Federation. So, when the local syndicate members assumed we were criminals, they were half-right.

      Of course, there was one big difference between us and criminals. Criminals can go to prison. Even in a gangster’s playground like East Hellas, it happens occasionally. We don’t go to prison. Just before I joined up, I killed an officer of the Arbiter Force and injured another. Not only was I free, there wasn’t even a warrant out for me. Section 9 had quashed it all. The only way that would ever change is if our existence got exposed, and the politicians decided to cover their own asses by washing their hands of us for good. Even then, they wouldn’t want us naming names in resentment. Much easier to kill us all.

      Then there were places like East Hellas that didn’t acknowledge the authority of the Sol Federation in the first place. We could go to prison in a place like this, but only if they caught us. Whatever the gangsters on the rooftops were planning, I was pretty sure handing us over to StateSec wasn’t what they had in mind.

      We went single file, squeezing our way between the buildings. Every now and then it was worse than that, when an old piece of furniture or a broken-down machine of some kind blocked our way. We’d have to suck in our stomachs as we wiggled past, a perfect spot for an ambush if there ever was one. Sasha barely made it through some of those tight spots, and never once without complaining.

      “I am a prominent researcher. An important witness. How is it even possible that I am being treated like this?” Sasha’s belly was sucked in as far as it would go, but he was still having trouble getting past the rusted old motor blocking the alley.

      “Because we haven’t quite decided to execute you yet.” Jones pushed him through, and Sasha cried out in irritation.

      “My shirt! You insipid buffoon, you’ve ripped my shirt!”

      “Move it, or you’ll lose more than a few buttons.”

      Jones turned to me. “All informants are a pain, but this one rates particularly high. If anything happens to me, shoot him in the head before you run off.” Sasha turned back and glared at me, which hardly seemed fair. I wasn’t the one who said it. He had been rather fond of that shirt though, and it did seem like a shame.

      We came to another small open area where the path split. At the left fork, a man with his face covered by a black scarf stood holding a rifle. There were others behind him, and the shadowy figures on the buildings to the left were openly aiming at us.

      At the right fork, there was nobody blocking our path. There were still people on the rooftops, but they weren’t actually aiming their guns at us.

      The message was clear. They didn’t want us to go left and were willing to go as hard as necessary to prevent that from happening. They would let us go right, either to funnel us into an ambush or to direct us back to one of the main streets.

      Veraldi went right without a word. There wasn’t much choice.

      After the first time, it kept on happening. We’d be left alone if there was no choice about what direction to take, although we were shadowed the entire way. If there was a choice, armed gang members would block one of the two choices and allow the other one, directing us along a single route. At one intersection with four alleys, they blocked three of them and let us use the remaining option.

      It was a strange journey, like a conversation without any words. It was a little like having a local guide directing the lost traveler back to the main drag. They didn’t seem to want to kill us, just to control our journey through their territory. But there were hints of tension. At one point, they blocked us from proceeding by either alley and just left us where we were, while seemingly debating something with each other in whispered voices.

      Jones leaned in toward Veraldi. “Should we be getting ready to shoot our way out of here?”

      Veraldi held up a hand. “Don’t do anything yet. If they had decided to kill us, they would have opened fire by now.”

      For maybe thirty more seconds—it was a long thirty seconds, with my hand itching for my concealed gun the whole time—they kept debating our fate, before one gangster finally stepped aside and waved us forward. I felt their eyes on my back as I took those last few steps, knowing that they must have been talking about whether to make an end of us. Veraldi kept walking, and the rest of us followed him. His voice was quiet, but the tone was deadly serious. “Whatever you do, don’t touch your weapons.”

      We passed through that last alley, which felt darker and narrower than any of the others. At the end of it, the lights of a broad street gleamed cheerfully ahead of us. They had escorted us through, and now they were letting us leave the maze.

      As I stepped out onto the sidewalk, I heard a voice behind me. It was the only time in that entire journey I heard one of them speak. In a mocking voice, one of the gangsters called out to us.

      “Y'all come back now, you hear?”
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      It was early morning, and the streets were just starting to come alive. The section walls would cast deep shadow into all but the highest levels of the city until midday, but the pink glow of Martian dawn was visible through the ice overhead. Across the street from us, a restaurant serving the local breakfast specialty was turning on its lights. The smoke from the train crash in Med Lab had reached Fast Bend, creating an unnatural early morning fog.

      “Be careful from here on out. We’ve entered Geneicide territory.” Veraldi was glancing up and down the street, discreetly scanning for potential threats.

      I blinked in confusion at him. “What?”

      He pointed to a graffiti tag on the wall across from us. It showed a stylized GC with a crude drawing of crossed thighbones.

      I pointed back to the way we had just come. “So, whose territory was that?”

      “You should be reading the briefing supplementaries before entering the field. Or did you not read the graffiti?” He looked a little bit irritated that I hadn’t already done so.

      Jones spoke up. “Those guys were from the Hive. This section’s split between the two of them. They aren’t at war yet, but it’s tense.”

      “So, why do we need to be more careful now than we were before? I mean, they shadowed us the whole way.”

      “Right.” Veraldi nodded. “They only shadowed us because the Hive’s main concern is to protect their territory. Geneicide’s different; they have a reputation.”

      “I take it we’re not talking about a good reputation.”

      “Depends.” Jones shrugged. “They’re supposed to be good at killing people.”

      “They have no reason to want to kill us,” Veraldi added. “We’re on the street now, not wandering around in the back alleys where we might see something we’re not supposed to. Don’t do anything to give them a reason and we should be fine.”

      If there was ever a less encouraging pep talk, I’m glad I wasn’t there for it.

      Veraldi started walking, so I followed.

      “Where are we going?” I asked.

      “The station. You don’t think I’m trying to walk to Great Wall, do you?”

      Having survived a train derailing, he was ready to hop onto another train less than an hour later. I formed a reply dripping with sarcasm, but Ivanovich asked the next question.

      “When do we eat?”

      Veraldi stopped and looked at Sasha like he thought the man must be intentionally messing with him. “This isn’t a guided tour.”

      “I need energy. I need food.” Sasha’s body language had a stubborn intensity that suggested he might be about to make a problem for us.

      Veraldi gave a hard stare before answering. “Okay, then. Let’s get some breakfast.”

      We crossed the street and went in through the door of the restaurant. Back on Venus, Gabriel Anderson and I had come across a breakfast buffet in which the owner had been murdered. Like a lot of things in Tower 7, it was a somewhat over-the-top interpretation of its Earth counterpart. The colonies on Mars are much older, and Hellas is the oldest among them. Because of that long history, the city has several distinct culinary traditions of its own.

      One of those is red porridge, a gruel colored and flavored with ground red peppers and cinnamon. It’s warm and nourishing, but spicy enough to burn the back of your throat. A few years back, there was a bit of a fad for red porridge breakfast places back on Earth. If I still had any friends there, I imagined they’d be envious. I was about to enjoy the authentic red porridge experience. Unfortunately for me, I hated red porridge.

      The owner was listening to the news, but I couldn’t hear it clearly. They were talking about the train disaster, and something about potential suspects.

      “This stuff is glorious,” Sasha rumbled, taking his bowl from the counter and walking to a table with it. At the table next to him, a young man with a shaved head and mismatched eyes was savoring a bowl of his own. I took my breakfast, knowing I would need the energy, and sat down across from our defector.

      “How does it taste?” asked Sasha eagerly.

      “Like wet sand drenched in spice.”

      The scientist frowned at me and went back to enjoying his own meal.

      “I don’t know.” Jones shrugged and put a heaping spoonful in his mouth. “At least it sticks to your bones. Oh wow, yeah that’s hot.”

      “Don’t take all morning.” Vincenzo had already eaten his and was scraping up the last little bits from the sides of the bowl. “We need to get moving.”

      “You people have no appreciation for Martian cuisine.” Sasha finished his bowl and stood up as if to get another one.

      Veraldi put a hand on his arm to stop him. “We need to go now.”

      I forced another few bites of the red porridge down my throat, drank some water to cool myself down, and pushed my bowl away. I was getting tired and would have liked a break, but Veraldi was right. We all stood up and were back on the street within five minutes of having stopped. Once we had crossed the street, I saw the young man with the mismatched eyes slip out of the diner and start walking in the same direction.

      “We can’t take the line we were on,” Veraldi mused. “It will be closed all day. We’ll have to take the 67-V and then the 452-H.”

      “No way.” Jones caught up to him, and they began a vigorous debate about the best way to get to Great Wall. “If we take the 325-H to the 89-V, then—”

      “Nobody ask me,” Sasha grumbled. “I’m only the local.”

      They took his advice. Behind us, the guy from the diner was joined by another man. I couldn’t afford to turn full around, but from the brief glimpse I had I thought they both might have shaved heads.

      I sent Veraldi a dataspike message.

      Behind us.

      He was still debating the route with Jones, but he answered me anyway.

      Yeah. Three more just joined them. Take Jones and peel off with the genius.

      “If you don’t want to listen to me, I’ll go my own way!” Jones snapped at Veraldi and turned angrily toward me. “Come on, guys. This prick doesn’t want to listen!”

      That’s when I realized the argument about how to get to Great Wall was fake from the beginning. They’d spotted the tail immediately and started setting up the split-off. Sasha didn’t get it, though. He just stood there with his mouth open.

      “Come on.” I put my hand on his arm. “Let’s get out of here.”

      “Is this professional, to behave this way?” The researcher stopped in his tracks. “Does it really matter so much which way we go?”

      “That’s got nothing to do with it. Come on.”

      He finally listened, allowing himself to be dragged along. The point of the exercise was to confirm the tail. If they were really following us, they’d have to either split up or decide who they wanted to follow most. Either way, it would tell us something. Sasha, Jones, and I turned right at an intersection, heading for the train station Jones had vocally preferred.

      Two stayed with Veraldi, three went with us. Unquestionably a tail then, and they wanted all of us.

      Jones sent me a message. Stay ready.

      As impressed as I had been with the way they’d handled the tail, I wasn’t exactly helpless when it came to this sort of situation. As we continued walking, I looked for any place where I could force the men following us to split their numbers again. At first there was nothing. The streets were broad in this neighborhood, and there weren’t too many people out and about yet. The tail was gaining on us, and I began to suspect that Jones was right. The goal wasn’t just to see where we were going, or to make sure we didn’t cause any trouble. These guys were stalking us, and they would move in for the kill as soon as they were ready. In fact, they could just as easily be driving us toward someone else waiting in ambush up ahead of us.

      Then I spotted my opportunity—a farmer’s market where people with their own greenhouses could sell their produce. Sellers were already out, setting up their tables with whatever they had. I split off to the right, while sending a message to Jones.

      Don’t follow. I’ll take this one.

      He did what I asked him to do, but he didn’t seem too happy about it.

      You left me two of them, dick.

      One man stayed on me and the other two stuck to Jones and Ivanovich. They were walking through the center of the farmer’s market and I was off to one side. Between the tables and the buildings there was a little stretch of sidewalk hidden from view behind the booths. I hurried down that way, knowing that there would be a blind spot where my tail couldn’t see what was up ahead of him.

      I turned around, and the seller noticed me. “Don’t make any trouble, man. I’m just trying to make a living,” he said.

      “Get out,” I told him. “Come back in five minutes.”

      He scowled at me but scurried out of the way before the trouble started. I waited in place, half-concealed behind the booth. A few seconds later, I heard hurried footsteps coming close and was relieved. My tail had lost sight of me and was trying to catch up as quickly as he could, oblivious that I’d made him.

      When he came into view, I could see it was the guy with the mismatched eyes. They went wide when he saw me, but it was too late for him to stop what was coming. I grabbed the back of his head and slammed his face into the market stall counter. He lost his balance and fell to the ground on his back. I straddled his chest and started hitting him with short punches to the jaw. The goal was to keep him from getting up again without having to kill him, since I didn’t know for sure that he meant to kill me.

      The guy turned out to be a lot tougher than I would have liked him to be. Despite being surprised, he was able to come up from under my attack and grab my ankles. I went over hard, and the next thing I knew he was sitting right on top of me. It would have been a simple matter to pound my head into the pavement until my brains came out my ears, but that wasn’t what he tried. He had a weapon of some kind, and he paused long enough for me to realize he was trying to use it.

      I twisted under him and grabbed at whatever it was to hold it away from him. He kept lifting his weight up, then slamming it down as hard as he could. It was hurting my ribs, but it was also a huge error on his part. People without any formal training tend to make tactical mistakes like that. When he went up again, I bucked and rolled him off me. He fell sideways on the ground, and I pulled his weapon hand into an armbar.

      Still fighting for the weapon, he couldn’t do anything to prevent it. I arched my back against the joint and felt his arm break. He gave a shriek and stopped struggling against me, curling into himself in pain. I rolled up behind him, wrapped my arms around his neck, my legs around his waist, and pressed with all the strength I had. Despite his broken arm, he still thrashed violently from side to side. He was a surprisingly tough guy, but none of that matters when your brain isn’t getting any blood. He slumped in my arms, unconscious, and I stumbled to my feet at last.

      I checked the weapon he had slung around his neck, and it turned out to be a semi-auto shotgun with a suppressor mounted to it. Not exactly the sort of thing to just carry around, even as a gang member. Either someone had handed him the weapon when they got the order to tail us, or he’d been looking for us all along.

      He must have spotted us in the diner and called in help from his buddies. But how did this guy know who or what to look for? I rifled through his pockets but didn’t find anything that could answer that question. I pulled the strap off from around his neck and took the shotgun for myself, figuring it might help me get out of this section alive at least. Then I got to my feet and went to look for Andrew and Ivanovich.

      I expected them to be in the immediate area. According to my schematics, they had already gone much further ahead. So far ahead that I couldn’t even see them. No Andrew Jones, no Sasha Ivanovich, no shaven-headed gunmen. Just a bunch of farmers setting up their market stalls.

      I stood there for a few seconds with my mouth hanging open as a wave of exhaustion passed through me. I’d been awake for too many hours, and most that had been spent in the thick of it. I shook my head and snapped out of it. They had gone ahead, but I could catch up if I ran a few blocks. Jogging away from the farmer’s market, I started a message to ask Jones his status. Before I could finish subvocalizing the sentence, I heard a cluster of shots.

      POP POP.

      POP POP POP.

      I ran in the direction of the sound with my new shotgun at the ready. By the time I reached them, I knew the fight was already over because there hadn’t been any more shots. Had the gunmen gotten the drop on Andrew, or had Andrew surprised the gunmen? Either way, the fight had been entirely one-sided.

      Two blocks from the farmer’s market, I had my answer. Sasha Ivanovich, of all people, was standing over the dead body of one of the men who’d been tailing us. Andrew Jones was standing a few feet away over the body of the other one. Both men were holding handguns, which could only mean that Jones had handed a weapon to Ivanovich just before everything kicked off. I was surprised to see that, but then again, I had left him facing two to one odds. Apparently, he had decided that asking Sasha for help was better than facing these guys alone.

      Of the three men who’d been behind us when we split off from Veraldi, two were now dead and one was out of commission. I should have been relieved, but something about what I was looking at made me uncomfortable. As I approached, Andrew gave me a sour look. “I take it you dealt with your guy?”

      “Yeah. Sorry, I thought that would go a little easier.”

      He shrugged. “It went easy enough, I guess. Thanks for the assist, Ivanovich.”

      The scientist smiled grimly. “No problem, my friend. I told you there was no need to be scared of these people.”

      “Who was scared?” Jones held a hand out. “Now give me my gun back. I didn’t mean for you to keep it.”

      Sasha sighed. “So little trust. Couldn’t Ivanovich have a weapon of his own? We’re all in this together.”

      “Just hand it over. And stop talking about yourself like that, it’s creepy and weird.”

      Sasha handed the gun over, shaking his head at the world and its tragically untrusting ways. What was it about the scene that bothered me? I couldn’t put a name to it, but something just seemed a little tilted. Incongruous.

      Andrew turned back to me. “Veraldi will be done by now. See if you can get him on the line.”

      I sent a message asking Veraldi if everything was okay. When I accessed the list of contacts for Section 9, our three missing friends were still grayed out. They weren’t available, meaning they were either dead, unconscious, or keeping their heads low. The overwhelming likelihood, under the circumstances, was that all three of them were killed in action.

      Vincenzo replied. Get their dataspikes and meet me at the rendezvous point.

      The rendezvous point was a blinking dot a few more blocks away. When I turned to tell Jones, he was already taking the dataspikes from the two dead men. I hadn’t thought to do the same.

      He looked at me. “In this kind of situation always get the dataspike. Big intelligence source, yeah?”

      “Yeah, that makes sense.”

      “Of course it does.”

      At that moment, I happened to glance at Ivanovich just as he relaxed and resumed his role of human luggage. This is the most typical demeanor for a high-value asset. They’re passive because their situation is powerless; they’re just being carted from one place to another. That’s what clued me in. With a sense of vague disquiet, I recognized what had been bothering me about the aftermath of the gunfight. It had something to do with how comfortable Ivanovich had seemed to be at that moment, his stance square, his grip on the weapon relaxed but firm. Nothing in his file suggested military or StateSec experience, but to my eyes, Ivanovich had the look of a trained killer. And now that the fight was over, he had just changed back into an irritating if harmless researcher with information about corporate crimes.

      Who were we dealing with here? We caught eyes and he gave me a little wink before he turned away. There was more going on here than what I’d been told, but I might never know any more than that. Resigning myself to that fact, at least for the moment, I turned to Andrew.

      “Veraldi’s waiting for us.”

      He nodded. “Yeah, I see it. Okay, let’s go.”

      For the next few minutes, I was more than a little paranoid, if that’s the word for going from the nebulous idea of danger to knowing with absolute certainty that people really do want to kill you. I scanned every shadow and turned my head as we walked, looking for any sign of another threat. Despite the lethal violence we’d just inflicted, the buildings around us were still and silent. No gunmen on the rooftops, no spies peering out from dark apartments. The streets were almost dead, though they couldn’t possibly stay that way for long.

      Despite my impatience, it didn’t take us long to reach Vincenzo.  He was cleaning blood from his knife as we approached, examining the blade with a critical eye. Apparently satisfied, he returned it to its hidden sheath beneath his coat.

      “Any ID?” he asked.

      Jones shook his head. “No, nothing. We do have the dataspikes, minus the one Tycho dealt with.”

      Veraldi threw me a look, then continued. “No ID on mine either, but I did have a conversation with one of them.”

      “Yeah?” asked Jones.

      “Yeah. He told me that he works for Geneicide. Low-ranking gang member. I don’t know why, but the local syndicate is after us.”

      “Okay, I figured. So, what’s the next step?”

      “We get away from here. We just drew first blood, and if I know anything about Geneicide, they won’t leave it at that.”

      “Agreed.” Veraldi took point again. It seemed like he preferred to lead from the front.

      This part of the neighborhood was completely different from the Hive’s back alley territory. Despite the attempt on our lives, there was no sense that hostile eyes were watching our every move. As we walked past banks and office buildings and little restaurants, I had the sense that Geneicide was probably a higher status gang than the Hive, but that the Hive probably had more street soldiers to call on.

      That would explain the stalemate between the two syndicates that shared control of this section of Hellas. The Hive didn’t have the sophistication to manage the kind of rackets Geneicide probably ran, but Geneicide didn’t have the numbers to get control of the back alleys. Of all the social systems I’d run into in every corner of the solar system, gangster feudalism was probably the least efficient way to run a society.

      Jones fell back past Ivanovich until he was walking beside me. His attitude had been less than friendly since the train bombing the night before, but he suddenly seemed to be feeling a bit more convivial.

      “Have you ever seen anything like this place before?” he asked me in a quiet voice.

      “On a smaller scale, yeah. A little city called Sif, above the Arctic Circle.”

      “On Earth? You’ve seen a shithole like this on Earth?” He seemed incredulous.

      I nodded. “Yeah. It’s run by a bunch of clan families. They’re basically gangsters but they control the city government. It’s a lot smaller than this, though. It’s hard to believe the Sol Federation tolerates it.”

      “I wouldn’t put it like that exactly. Ares Terrestrial is floundering. They can’t possibly keep this up for much longer. When they lose their grip, you can bet the Sol Federation will come swooping in. A little clean-up, and then this place can walk into the loving arms of the Federation.”

      “So we’ll be coming back here.”

      “I guess we probably will. Look, Tycho, I know I’ve been a bit rough on you since last night, but what happened to Andrea and the others...I just—”

      “I know. Me too. I keep wishing I had stayed in that train car just a little bit longer; I might have been able to find them.”

      He grinned, a little bit impishly. “I’ve read your file. You’re psychologically predisposed to survivor guilt. That shit is meaningless, my friend.”

      I thought about my wife, who had died in a car I’d designed myself. About Gabriel, who died so that I could complete our mission. About his widow Sophie, murdered because we were close. “It isn’t meaningless to me.”

      “Well, it isn’t the mission. To a Section 9 agent, the only thing that matters is the mission.”

      “Yeah. It’s just like being an Arbiter that way.”

      He clapped me on the back. “It’s nothing at all like being an Arbiter. The stakes in Section 9 are higher. We're kingmakers and saboteurs. Every mission changes the entire system. I’ve been telling you that since the day we met.”

      “Cut the chatter, you two,” Veraldi interjected.

      Ivanovich agreed with him. “Like two old ladies. No, worse than that. Old ladies just gossip; these two are talking about their feelings.”

      Veraldi glanced back at him. “I want these two to stop the chatter. I want you to shut up.”

      Sasha pouted for a while after that, but at least he did it silently.
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      We slipped off the main drag a few minutes later, trying to fade into the narrow side streets. These weren’t nondescript back alleys like the Hive’s territory, but they were much less active than where the Geneicide hit team had found us. It was lined with warehouses, long buildings with few windows and low rooftops. With some luck, there was at least a chance the neighborhood spy system would lose track of us.

      Veraldi stopped for a moment. “Catch your breath. We need to make some decisions.”

      Jones looked around, checking for anyone who might be watching us. “We’re not going to the train station?”

      “Not yet. They could have people waiting for us, and after what happened back there, they’ll up the ante. I think we’ve been burned.”

      “Yeah. That does seem like a possibility. But how?”

      “We can figure that out later, when we have time to review the dataspikes. Right now, we need to arm up. Do we have any sleepers we could activate?”

      “I’ll check.”

      Jones closed his eyes, a sign that he was focused on his dataspike. The images on a dataspike are projected into your field of view so you can look at them with your eyes open, but it’s sometimes easier just to close them and cut out the visual noise.

      Jones frowned and opened his eyes. “No. The nearest sleeper is back in Fast Bend. Tycho, did you have any dealings with the sleeper there?”

      “Not in person, but we used the dead drop.”

      “Even if we went back, they won’t want to stick their heads up again anytime soon.”

      Veraldi didn’t like the sound of that. “What do you mean? What they want is not the issue.”

      “This isn’t the military, Vincenzo. You burn a sleeper agent, they have a thousand ways to make sure you can never count on them again. Anyway, it doesn’t matter. We’re in Pretorius. That’s a long way from Great Wall and a longer way from Fast Bend. Waking up a sleeper isn’t a solution.”

      “Alright.” Vincenzo thought about it, while Jones kept an eye on the nearby buildings.

      Sasha, who was rubbing one of his shins with an open palm, decided this would be a good time to start complaining again. “What the fuck is wrong with this district? Why is it so big? We’ve been walking for hours.”

      Veraldi snapped his fingers. “Yeah, that. Pretorius is so big that it has two syndicates; not every district does. Is there anyone else?”

      “Anyone else?” asked Andrew. “Another syndicate?”

      “No. I know there are just the two. But are there any independent operators? Black market arms dealers, that sort of thing?”

      “Ah. I’ll have a look at the files again.”

      I almost felt a little sympathy for the crime lords of Pretorius. Like the Sol Federation, they probably wanted to establish a single authority that would be recognized throughout the entire territory. And like the Federation, they weren’t yet in a position to do so. The parallels between nation states and criminal organizations might not be obvious, but it was hard to deny they had points in common.

      The warehouse across from us was a dull green, chipped and pitted and altogether worn down. Even without weather to age it, the building had fallen into disrepair over its centuries of life. It looked like a dead body, mummified in the dry, cold metal sarcophagus of Hellas. Dull light shined through the sparse windows, and I caught a flash of movement. A figure was staring down at us.

      “I think we’ve been spotted.”

      Veraldi glanced up. “We’d better get moving. Jones, what do you have?”

      “No black-market arms dealers, but I might have something. It’s probably our best bet anyway. Follow me. I’ll tell you about it on the way there.”

      He started walking, taking us off into another side street. If the person who had spotted us was a spy for Geneicide, it wouldn’t be long before the hit teams tracked us. People didn’t need to be on a syndicate payroll to work for them. There was value in doing the gang a favor. Later on, if they happened to need something, the gang would remember them. Add a few dedicated agents who are actually on the payroll, and you have a surveillance network as pervasive as anything any government could dream of.

      “Okay,” said Jones, still watching the windows for spies or shooters. “The person I’m thinking of goes by the name Madam Shih.”

      Veraldi knew the name, or at least the type. “She runs a memory den?”

      “Yes. She’s not a weapons dealer, but she has to be heavily armed to operate independent of the local syndicates. With a little luck and a lot of money, we might just convince her to sell us some firepower.”

      When I heard the phrase “memory den,” my skin crawled a little. I could see the appeal in a way—any experience you want, from the trip you never had to the sexual escapade you’ve always dreamed of. Still, memory den addicts were a disturbing bunch, many of them no longer able to distinguish reality from fantasy or the present from the past. It’s not just that it’s addictive. The mixture of hormones, nanites, and sensory feeds does something to your body, and by the time you start to regret what it’s doing to you it’s too late to stop.

      “I don’t know,” Veraldi mused. “Even if she’s independent she still has to pay them protection money. She may not take orders from the bosses, but they have a business relationship. Is she really going to burn that?”

      “It’s your call, Vincenzo, but I say we do this. Do you have a better option?” asked Andrew.

      Veraldi didn’t say anything. He never agreed to it, but he never did anything to stop it either. Jones just kept walking, snaking through the manufacturing area. We picked up a tail—three guys trailing us at a discreet distance. If the neighborhood intelligence network had ever lost us, it had already found us again. We entered a section of the district that seemed almost abandoned, a poverty-stricken area of shuttered buildings and burnt-out storefronts, with graffiti scrawled all over every available flat surface.

      Up ahead, there was an abandoned storefront, with bricked-up windows facing the street. Like most of the buildings in East Hellas, it was a large structure. There were probably apartments above the store before the building was abandoned, but the windows were blocked off all the way up. “There it is,” said Andrew. “I know it looks like no one’s home, but that’s where Madam Shih is.”

      The name of the store had been Happy Memories, and my guess was that it was once an antiques dealer. Of all the colony worlds, Mars was the only old enough to have antiques of its own. In a Venusian living tower, a store like would most likely sell items from Earth, but on Mars, it would more likely be items from the pioneer days of the colony.

      Jones led us up to the unmarked door, while the men tailing us kept a cautious distance. It was still early in the day, and I wondered if Madam Shih’s place would even be open. As we stood there waiting, a voice suddenly spoke over an intercom above our heads. “Go away. We’re closed.”

      It was a woman, though I guessed it was probably not the Madam herself.

      Veraldi and Jones exchanged uncertain glances. It wasn’t like we could just shoot our way inside. Sasha Ivanovich then suddenly stepped up. “I want the Purple Flower. I can pay whatever you ask.”

      “I should have known,” muttered Jones.

      The voice was silent, and we waited. It seemed to take forever, but it was probably no longer than several seconds. Then the intercom buzzed.

      “You’ll have to check your weapons.”

      Jones looked at Veraldi, trying to get a sense of what he wanted to do. It was a strange reversal, not only of the chain of command but of their previous stances. Jones had been horrified to find out that Section 9 had contacts in the Black Kuei. Now Veraldi was uncomfortable with paying a visit to a memory den. Perhaps they were each uncomfortable with both situations, and they didn’t know quite where to draw the line. Intelligence work is often like that.

      “It’s a gamble,” Jones pointed out. “They could kill us all.”

      Our tail had grown, as more gunmen drifted in to close off the side streets. Geneicide was putting the squeeze on us, and before long we would no longer be able to breathe at all. Getting out without better weapons was probably already out of the question.

      Veraldi stepped up to the door. “We have a proposal if you offer us sanctuary.”

      The silence this time was even longer, and the tension greater, but they replied eventually. “Madame Shih will grant you sanctuary long enough to hear your proposal. If your proposal is rejected, you will leave immediately. Are the terms acceptable?”

      Now that it was obvious there was no other way forward, Vincenzo seemed to have recovered his sense of confidence. He looked up in the direction of the voice. “The terms are acceptable.”

      We heard the door unlock, then Vincenzo grabbed the handle and pulled it open. We shuffled into a small receiving room, with a bare table and a plastic tub. The voice over the intercom spoke again, this time from the ceiling. “Place your weapons in the container.”

      I hated the feeling of it—deliberately disarming myself, then sticking my head in the mouth of a lion. Veraldi in particular seemed almost pained when he had to relinquish his knives. When we were done, the door on the other end of the room buzzed, and we stepped through into Madam Shih’s.

      The room was lit, but only dimly. There was incense burning somewhere, and hangings on every wall. In the center of the room, the Madam herself sat watching us impassively.

      She was an ancient woman, but you could still see more than a hint of the great beauty she must once have been. She carried herself with regal authority, relaxed in an antique chair in the center of the room—essentially a throne, although it must have come from the original Happy Memories. She had one hand on her chin and regarded us with a mixture of disdain and tolerance.

      All around the room, men armed with submachine guns stood waiting for her orders. Their faces were covered behind the long scarves so many Martians wore.

      Madam Shih took a breath. “I believe one of you is interested in the Purple Flower?”

      Sasha Ivanovich stepped forward, but Jones tried to put a hand on his arm. One of the guards aimed his weapon, and Jones stepped back from the scientist. Madam Shih scowled. “Young man, you wouldn’t be standing here except for him. Let the man take his pleasure as he sees fit. We can talk in the meantime.”

      So, Madam Shih had noticed that he wasn’t one of us. I was impressed.

      From a door in the back, two young women in silken dresses came to escort Sasha away into the dark recesses of the building. I would say that the situation was rapidly spinning out of our control, but it would be more accurate to say that all our control had vanished. We didn’t have our weapons, and we’d just lost the man we were supposed to be escorting.

      With Sasha gone, Madam Shih raised one eyebrow questioningly. “You mentioned something about a proposal?”

      Veraldi nodded at Jones. We weren’t holding a flush, so we simply had to play the hand we had. Jones returned the nod then stepped forward to address our host.

      “We wish to purchase weapons, if you’d have us.”

      She looked nonplussed. “I am not an arms dealer, boy. I provide entertainment.” That was a bit of euphemism. The addiction is worse than any drug, which is why memory dens are illegal across the system.

      “Yes,” said Jones. “But you do so independently of the syndicate. You could never do that unless you had the means to defend your sovereignty.”

      She wasn’t ready to admit this yet.

      “Is that so? You don’t think the money I pay would be enough? That the syndicate doesn't want my services?”

      “Even so, Madam Shih. If they could control this place directly, if you were an employee rather than an independent, they’d make far more money. And yet they don’t. The reason is that you can defend what is yours.”

      She smiled at that, but there was a hint of laughter in her steely eyes. “Indeed, I can. Assuming I have these weapons, why would I sell them? Why wouldn’t I need everything I have?”

      “You’d keep more than you’d need, just to be sure. That’s a sensible policy, but it would be worth it for you to sell them for the price I’m offering. Direct transfer, from an untraceable account.”

      “If I had anything to sell, you’d be paying a premium.”

      “Of course.” Andrew’s tone was unruffled, like he did this sort of thing every day. Madam Shih drummed her fingers on the arm of the chair, making a sound in her throat like hmmm. Then her tone became sharp. “Who will compensate me for the trouble this will bring me? If Geneicide wants you, they will not be satisfied until they have you. If I keep them from taking you, the syndicate will be angry indeed. How will your money help me then?”

      “I’m sure you know your own business better than I do.” Andrew’s voice was smooth. “If you foresee any problems, feel free to increase your premium. I will pay what is needed.”

      “You will pay what is needed? Who are you, you strange man?”

      He didn’t answer her question; he just stood there expectantly. She turned to one of her guards. “Liu, bring something that might interest our guest.” The guard bowed to her silently and left.

      “Perhaps I could interest you in an experience?” she continued. “Free of charge, once we complete this transaction.”

      “That won’t be necessary,” Jones replied. “I have enough addictions as it is.”

      “No? Perhaps you’re a traditionalist. Upstairs you can have any number of experiences in the flesh.”

      “That’s very tempting, but really I’m only interested in getting enough firepower to shoot my way out of the trouble I’m currently in.”

      “That’s more than you think, young man. Those men outside are not just posturing. The Geneicide syndicate has put out a contract on you and all your friends.”

      “I thought they might have.” Andrew shrugged. “So you understand my position. I’m a little too distracted for any… new experiences.”

      “I’d wager you won’t live through the day. Surely you ought to drain the cup to its dregs? No one will chase you in here. You can go upstairs, have whatever kind of sex interests you, or sample one of the experiences from our extensive library. Then go outside and face your karma. Still no? Well, let’s get down to business then.”

      Liu was back. He carried a large metal case, which he unlatched and held open in front of us. As soon as I saw it, I pointed to one of the guns inside. “That one right there. With the depleted uranium rounds.”

      Madam Shih seemed amused. “Curious, that.”

      “You don’t need that, Barrett,” said Veraldi quietly. “We aren’t fighting any cyborgs here.”

      “Depleted uranium.”

      Back on Earth, I tried using a white phosphorus gun on a bizarre canid cyborg. It didn’t work, and the shells just skipped right off its carapace. Depleted uranium finally did the job, and I later used it to kill the cyborg that murdered Sophie Anderson.

      “That’s one.” Madam Shih raised a finger. “Now the other two.”

      Vincenzo leaned in and pointed at one of the remaining weapons. “This one here. Do you have the incendiary attachment?”

      She looked at Liu, who nodded almost imperceptibly in response. She raised another finger. “That’s two. And what about you, my talkative friend?”

      “This one here.” Andrew pointed. “With the flechette rounds. And all the ammo we can carry, for all three weapons.”

      “You haven’t heard my price yet.”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      She named an absurd figure. Jones didn’t even blink. She gave him an account number, and he closed his eyes and transferred the money with his dataspike. Liu went to get the ammo and accessories, and Sasha stumbled back in the room in the company of two completely different women.

      “It wasn’t purple, it was a color beneath color...” He shook his head, marveling at the memory they’d given him. “Your money was well spent.” Veraldi glared at him, but Sasha didn’t seem to care at all.

      Madam Shih seemed pleased, but she was still looking straight at Andrew. “There’s something I like about you. Even with those weapons, you might not survive, but I want to give you a chance.”

      She raised a hand, forestalling whatever Andrew had been about to say. “Go to the third floor, and to the far end. The building behind this one is quite close. You’ll find an open window between the two. Crawl from one to the other, and you can descend to the street on the other side without your pursuers knowing you have left this establishment.”

      “Thank you, Madam Shih.” Andrew bowed slightly. “You’ve done an important service.”

      “An important service, you say? So, you men are spies. Well, I’m not a patriot, but your money has earned my favor. For now.”

      Liu handed us the weapons and a woman came into the room holding the case with all of our other guns and knives. When Veraldi strapped his knives back on, the look on his face was of genuine relief.

      The woman waited until we’d finished arming ourselves. “Please follow me, gentlemen,” she said, and she led us out through Madam Shih’s den. As we went up a staircase, Sasha kept trying to get our attention.

      “The memory booths are on the second floor. There’s still time. I can’t describe it, but it was a color you’ve never seen before. You must see it for yourself!”

      Veraldi didn’t tell him to shut up this time—he probably didn’t want to say anything that might offend our hosts—but he glared at the scientist, who responded with a huge self-satisfied grin.

      We reached the third floor at last, and the woman leading us stopped in front of a door. “When we go inside, it would be best if you did not attempt to speak to anyone.”

      She didn’t wait for a reply. We followed her in and found ourselves in a long hallway. There were doors on either side, some open while others were closed. As we passed the first of the open doorways, I saw a woman wearing nothing but an open, white chemise. Her head was shaved and an elaborate tattoo snaked across her bare chest, around her back, between her legs, and down to one foot. Her eyes were a bright, almost iridescent blue. Something about her chilled me, but at the same time I couldn’t look away.

      As we continued down the hall, I saw more of the same. Semi-nude men and women, lounging around or talking quietly. As we passed, they fell silent and stared with eyes that were cold and challenging at the same time. Some I couldn’t define as being men or women. Of ambiguous gender, they still stared at us with those mysterious eyes as we passed. Whether hostile or predatory, there was something about them that seemed strange and feral.

      We reached the end of the hall then the woman leading us produced a key and unlocked it. It led into an apartment, in which one of Madam Shih’s gunmen sat by the open window with a pair of binoculars.

      “Mei.” He smiled, but Mei didn’t return his smile.

      “Madam says they can use the window. Is there anyone down there?”

      He checked the street with the binoculars. “Yeah, but they’re down at the end of the alley staring at the street. If these guys are quick, they probably won’t be spotted.”

      That was easier said than done, because as close as the other building was, it was still a matter of crawling out of one open window and into another across a not inconsiderable drop.

      “I’m not crawling across that!” Sasha protested.

      The man gave him an unpleasant grin. “If Madam says use the window, you’re going out the window. One way or the other, my friend.”

      The scientist glared at him but didn’t say anything. He must have realized he couldn’t stay there, whether he wanted to admit it or not.

      “I’ll go first.” Veraldi went to the window. “If I don’t fall, you can be pretty sure that you won’t fall. Deal?”

      Sasha didn’t reply but frowned. Veraldi squeezed through, an act he managed with surprising grace. Then he turned around and offered his hand. The researcher stretched his body across with both arms out, then almost fell getting one leg across. Veraldi pulled him in the rest of the way, but Sasha almost slid back out on the way over and we had to reach across and push him.

      Getting him over there took so long that we had to take a break afterward to make sure no one down on the street had seen what was going on. The gunman with the binoculars watched the street for a few minutes then motioned for us to cross with a wave of his hand. Andrew went through first and then I followed.

      Before I went through, the woman who had guided us leaned in and whispered in my ear. “Don’t ever come back here. This is an evil place.” I wondered about that for a long time afterward, but I never found out exactly what she meant.
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      I’ve rarely been as glad to leave any place as I was to leave the Pretorius District. Of course, I could say that about virtually every place I’ve been since I jumped down to Venus with Gabriel Anderson, but Pretorius had not been good to us.

      As we crossed the abandoned building behind Madam Shih’s and descended to the street on the other side, I could only marvel at what a long and almost dreamlike journey it had been since our train first entered this district the night before. Three agents were missing in action and presumed dead. We had escaped a bombed-out train and burning building. We took a long walk through a maze under the guns of the Hive, faced a team of Geneicide hit men, and were besieged in a brothel. It was time to get out of here, before our luck ran out at last. Assuming it hadn’t already.

      Once outside, Vincenzo Veraldi pointed at a dim suggestion of movement in the distance that could have been a passing train. “That’s the station we need. They’re probably waiting for us, so stay sharp everyone.”

      Jones glanced in my direction. “You look thoughtful, Barrett. Not a good sign. You should stick to your strengths.”

      “And what would those be?”

      “Well, you seem to be pretty good at surviving things that ought to have killed you.”

      “Noted. I’ll focus on that.”

      Sasha rubbed his eyes. “I could use some sleep. This walk is killing me.”

      “When we save someone’s life, we usually try to make it more convenient than this,” Veraldi replied.

      The researcher looked almost wounded. “Is he being sarcastic?”

      Jones put a hand on his back and pushed him forward. “Just keep moving.”

      It didn’t take long to cross those last few blocks, but by the time we were approaching the train station I had already noticed several people watching us. I stared back up at them resentfully. I was starting to get sick of these people. They might have their reasons, but even the thought that they were willing to call in our location and get us killed just for some favor from a local crime lord was beginning to irritate me.

      “Have I mentioned how much I hate this city?”

      “We all hate this city,” Jones replied. “There’s no need to mention it.”

      As we walked up to the train station, we spotted two young men and a young woman, all with shaved heads. Geneicide gang members most likely, watching the station for our approach. Behind them on the platform, an armored StateSec guard was pointedly not noticing them. Ares Terrestrial’s zone of control was strictly limited, and this man had no intention of pushing the issue. If there was a firefight, he would probably just walk around to the other side of the station and file a report when it was over.

      The trio looked nervous, probably because there weren’t enough of them to handle us even if we didn’t have the powerful new weapons we were now carrying. The gang had decided to mass its forces around the memory den, which didn’t leave them enough people to guard the station. Veraldi walked right up to them.

      “Your bosses fucked up. You can’t claim this contract, and if you try, you’ll just end up dead like the others. Leave. We’ll let you live.”

      Their eyes darted back and forth as they looked to each other for guidance. Then the woman spoke up. “Come on, guys. No need to die for this.” The woman walked away first, followed quickly by one of the men. The third hesitated, considering what to do. He looked at each of us in turn, and I could see he was sizing us up, trying to persuade himself he could do it. When he caught my eyes, I shook my head and looked toward his friends. The young man followed my gaze, nodded, then left without looking back.

      We entered the train station, and the StateSec officer finally turned to look at us. By now, Sasha Ivanovich was probably expected at work. Had word of his defection already gone out, or were they all just wondering where Sasha was? Had they found all the bodies, and the secret lab with all those horrible creatures?

      The officer saw what Veraldi was carrying, and his eyes lingered for a long moment on the incendiary attachment. He blinked. “Be, uh… be careful with that.”

      “I certainly will, officer.”

      He waved us through, choosing not to become a martyr for the cause of East Hellan law enforcement, such as it was. The train arrived, and we waited until we could choose an empty car before boarding. Jones sat down and stretched out his legs, and Ivanovich sat on the edge of one of the seats and started grumbling to himself.

      “I have cooperated at every step. Every step. And yet I am such a burden…”

      Veraldi looked tired, but still vigilant.  He looked out the window, where a much larger group of Geneicide gunmen was now advancing toward the station. “Too slow,” he said quietly, grinning to himself as the train pulled away. “Goodbye, Geneicide.”

      “Goodbye to that whole district,” I muttered.

      “I wouldn’t be so quick to say that.” Veraldi’s voice was solemn. “Our friends are still offline. In all likelihood, Pretorius is their tomb. That makes it sacred to us, even if we never get the chance to come back here and pay our respects.”

      He touched the glass with two fingers and then turned away. “Andrew, this seems like a good time to check those dataspikes.”

      “I’m already on it. Didn’t even need to hack them really. They all have the same password. Care to guess what it is?”

      “The name of their syndicate.”

      “It’s unbelievable, isn’t it?”

      “Wow.” I shook my head. “People never learn, do they?”

      I didn’t want to sit down, so I wandered over to the other window and looked out at the city as it drifted past. There seemed to be a fog growing thicker by the minute in the district, but that couldn’t be possible. I thought I might have been bleary-eyed from our long night, until I saw the fires. I caught a glimpse of StateSec riot officers being driven steadily backward by an angry crowd. People were throwing bricks, stones, and the occasional firebomb. Multiple levels of the streets were choked off by fires or makeshift barricades.

      “Riots are breaking out,” I commented.

      Veraldi nodded. “Hafidi is dead, and his sect will want to avenge the killing. We know it was a rival sect that did it, but his followers might choose to blame the authorities, if they think it will bring the revolution they want.”

      “Authorities?” I was genuinely confused at his phrasing. “What authorities?”

      “Fair point, Tycho. But if they don’t choose to blame the authorities, whether there are any real authorities or not, then all it will mean is sectarian violence. It’s bad news either way. Why don’t you have a seat and rest for a minute? We still have a long way before we get where we’re going.”

      I shook my head. The reason I didn’t want to sit was a simple fear reaction. I had almost died when that train derailed, and now here we were on another train just a few hours later. The thought that it might happen again put me on edge, and I couldn’t handle it unless I felt like I was ready for action at any moment. Of course, standing up is no better than sitting down when someone blows up your train, so the whole thing was really just a futile gesture.

      Jones opened his eyes. “Madam Shih was telling the truth; Geneicide has put a bounty on us, and they’re using some quaint terminology: dead or alive. As if anyone is going to take us alive.”

      “What do you mean they’ve put a bounty on us?” asked Veraldi. “You mean for Ivanovich? Or is it all four of us?”

      “Not just for the four of us, but for Andrea, Jonathan, and Thomas as well. The images they sent out appear to have been taken from the security camera inside the train just prior to the bombing.”

      Vincenzo turned towards him. “Just prior to the bombing?”

      “Yeah, that’s right. I know what you’re thinking, chief. It’s weird.”

      I broke into the conversation. “Would a low-level syndicate like Geneicide have people inside StateSec to feed that kind of information to them?”

      Andrew shrugged. “It isn’t likely, no. But given the evidence, we can’t exactly rule it out.”

      Vincenzo sat down across from him. “One way or the other it means we’re burned; our pictures are out there. That includes Ivanovich, and someone will already have noticed that. Everything is about to get a lot harder.”

      Ivanovich stood up and started slowly backing away, looking toward the rear of the car. His eyes were now wide with fear. This was a man who complained incessantly, but also never seemed to be scared of anything, other than possibly heights. I followed his gaze and saw movement through the windows.

      There was something on the outside of the train staring in at us. Vaguely humanoid and vaguely feminine, it had what looked like a crown of metallic horns standing up from the sides of its featureless head and large metal claws stretching out from the backs of its hands. Its body seemed to be armored with something like a nanosuit but more solid, with serrated plates of a material that looked both organic and metallic at the same time, broken by black fissures of glistening subsurface. It moved with the sinuous grace of a large predator as it crawled slowly along the train car.

      Andrew cried out in surprise. Vincenzo stood up again, clawing for his weapon. Sasha Ivanovich was still backing up, as if he wanted to start running but didn’t dare make any sudden move. That made sense to me. When you run from a hunter, you only trigger its hunting instinct.

      A second figure crawled into view. This one didn’t look human at all. Like the cyborg I’d fought in the basement of the safehouse back on Earth, its body was vaguely doglike or similar to a crouching baboon. It was hard to say which it resembled more, because it had so many protruding blades and other random but deadly looking facets all over its body. Its tail, like a whip made of exposed and sharpened vertebrae, trailed menacingly through the air as it moved.

      I drew my weapon, fighting the urge to immediately start shooting through the window at the monsters on the outside of the train. “Depleted uranium rounds,” I said with grim satisfaction.

      Vincenzo nodded. “You were right.”

      I tilted my head toward Ivanovich. “Sasha, get down and stay low. There’s nowhere to run.”

      He laughed, a panicky barking sound. “Nowhere to run? There’s no way to fight them either! I know that better than any of you.”

      “Just get down!”

      He crouched behind a row of seats near the door at the front of the car. The cyborgs regarded us with what looked like a kind of cold curiosity. When they finally burst into movement and ripped the emergency exit hatch right off the side of the train, the blur of action was so fast I didn’t even have time to respond. The exit hatch flew away, a huge chunk of metal spinning like a child’s toy and disappearing into the city as the train sped on.

      The humanoid cyborg stuck its head through the hole first, and I took a shot. It pulled back just as quickly, and when I saw the rain of embers from a passing billboard as the round struck it, I realized the creature had actually managed to dodge a bullet.

      It dodged the goddamn bullet.

      The cyborg burst through into the cabin in a screech of rending metal. There was a flurry of shots as Veraldi and I tried to take it down while Jones fiddled with his new weapon. None of our rounds even seemed to hit the thing. It didn’t move like you’d expect, slipping beneath a row of seats in one moment then bouncing up and crawling along the ceiling in the next. There was just no way to draw a bead on the thing, and all the while it was getting closer.

      It perched on top of a seat back one row in front of us and took a swipe with its claws, nearly slicing Andrew’s head clean off. He stumbled backward, still struggling with the gun he’d bought that morning. Vincenzo leveled his weapon at the creature’s head and fired, hitting nothing but air even at close range. The humanoid arched its body into a back bridge to dodge the shot then gracefully, almost mockingly, walked over on its hands to land standing in the aisle.

      During all of this, I saw that the animalistic cyborg had crawled into the car. It had a featureless face just like the humanoid one, but its head was turned square toward Sasha. It leaped over the seats two rows at a time, barreling at him with the singular focus of a predator on the hunt. I was only able to prevent it from jumping over my head and getting behind me by firing multiple suppressing shots at the ceiling. It broke stride and leapt to the right, landing in the aisle behind the humanoid.

      So now there were two of them, and even though our weapons might be capable of penetrating their armor, we couldn’t even hit them.

      Jones suddenly called, “Aha!” and clicked something into place, then he let loose with a stream of fire so rapid it sounded like a single, endless roar. The humanoid cyborg stumbled back under his fire, but the rounds didn’t look like they were punching through its armor. Veraldi flicked a switch on his weapon then aimed a short burst of flame at the animalistic cyborg. It reared back slightly, but if there was any damage, I couldn’t see it. Our weapons weren’t harming them, but the heat and noise made them cautious and that was at least something.

      “Tycho!” yelled Veraldi. “Take your shot!”

      I aimed directly at the humanoid cyborg’s head, but despite the distraction of Andrew’s barrage, it twitched to the side just before I pulled the trigger. My depleted uranium bullet went through the side of the car, flying off into the city.

      “Shit!”

      “Keep shooting!” called Jones, but I knew we needed a different solution. Between the flames and the gunfire, we were holding them back, but it wouldn’t last forever, and it wouldn’t save our lives. If we couldn’t kill these things, that meant we had to get away.

      “Sasha, get—”

      Before I could say anything else, the world suddenly spun, and I found myself hitting the wall with a crack. I slumped down, stunned, not knowing what had just happened. Something had flashed by my eyes, but I had barely seen it. The animal cyborg’s tail?

      Jones was stumbling, holding onto his belly. Veraldi was still fighting, but only for a moment. The animal cyborg jumped on him, knocking him backward over a seat and onto the floor.

      As disoriented as I was, I still knew it could kill him in half a second if it had the chance. I had lost my weapon, but Veraldi had landed next to me. I grabbed his collar and yanked him sideways as its talons punched through the train floor half an inch from his face.

      The thing tried to pull its arm back, but the blades were stuck. The creature shook its head violently back and forth as it attempted to free itself. I noticed my gun lying nearby and scooped it up. Jones had recovered to an extent, and though he was still doubled over, he was firing his weapon, which seemed effective at pinning the humanoid cyborg down even though it couldn’t stop it.

      Veraldi drew a knife and deftly cut something behind one of the beast’s knees. It slumped, losing control of the damaged leg, but wasn’t out of the fight. I aimed carefully, and even though it still tried to dodge sideways at the last moment, I finally landed a hit. My bullet entered its body, and it jumped away from me so violently that it finally managed to pull its arm out of the floor.

      It jumped left and then right, and finally bounded back behind the humanoid cyborg like a dog hiding behind its owner. I struggled to get my feet underneath me before they recovered and attacked again. Veraldi found his weapon, rose to a kneel, and fired a burst of flame.

      The cyborgs reacted and this time I saw what they were doing. The humanoid cyborg spun, arms wide, its claws tearing through the pole in the aisle. The beast lashed out, tearing apart the nearby seats with its tail. These attacks weren’t really aimed at anything, but they happened so quickly and so violently that they were hard to dodge or even see. It had been one of those attacks that had sent me flying and wounded Andrew.

      They did it again, driving all of us back with a fierce burst of movement. Jones was bleeding, although I couldn’t tell how bad it was. I was barely standing, but I knew it was time for us to get out while we still could.

      “Get to the next car, Sasha! The next car!”

      “What?” he called out.

      “THE NEXT CAR!”

      Veraldi seemed to understand what I was thinking. “We’ll hold them here! Jones, fighting retreat to the door behind Barrett!”

      I broke off from the fight, grabbed Sasha by his jacket, and yanked him up. The door stuck a little, but I jerked it open with desperate strength and pushed him through. The connecting platform between the two cars veered back and forth as the train turned, but I somehow managed to keep Ivanovich on his feet and force him across. He pulled the other door open on his own, eager to get to the relative safety of the other train car.

      “Don’t stop! Keep going!”

      I waved him forward, indicating the door at the other end of the car. There were a few people on this one, and when they saw what was behind me, they all jumped up and fled. This seemed to give Sasha the focus he needed, because he followed them across to the end of the car and out the door. The crowd wasn't as fast as I would have liked, and I felt a growing sense of panic.

      I didn’t know when the train was going to stop again, but if I didn’t do what I was planning before then, I wouldn’t get the chance. The train would come to a halt to take on passengers, then the cyborgs would kill anyone between them and us, and they’d finish by killing us too.

      As Sasha made the crossing to the car ahead, Jones and Veraldi finally joined me. We ran for the door, and the humanoid cyborg entered the car just as we were leaving it. It seemed unharmed, but the fact that the beast was no longer with it implied that we had at least managed to do some real damage to that one.

      “We can’t run forever.” Andrew Jones was panting, looking back through the window at the humanoid cyborg. It was moving toward us through the train car at a deliberate pace, watching us cautiously the whole time. It was still behaving like a dangerous animal rather than a human being. It wanted to kill us but wasn’t sure what we might do.

      “We don’t have to,” I replied. “Get ready to jump.”

      “Wait, what?” said Jones, balanced precariously on the platform between the cars. Blood was welling up from beneath his shirt in three long lines. He must have noticed that I was looking at the car coupler, because he was staring at it with his mouth hanging open.

      “There’s no choice,” Veraldi said. “Just do it, Tycho!”

      I disconnected the coupler just as the cyborg put a fist through the glass of the door behind us. We jumped across to the car in front as the creature tore the door off its hinges. Now that they were no longer being pulled, the cars behind us started to slow and fall behind. The cyborg didn’t try to make the jump across the rapidly increasing distance between the cars. Instead it just watched us with its featureless face, looking for all the world like it was merely curious. As it receded into the distance, I caught a glimpse of the beast coming up behind it and jumping against the window. So, they were both still in action, even if the beast was now moving a little bit slower.

      “This will buy us some time,” said Veraldi. “But that’s all.”

      Jones nodded glumly, and we went in search of Ivanovich, the man all of this was for. I could only hope he was worth it.
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      I was afraid Ivanovich might have wandered off, but there wasn’t really anywhere for the man to go. The other passengers had continued on into the lead car, but Ivanovich had stopped in the adjacent one. We found him sitting with his legs stretched out, looking as pleased as I had ever seen him look.  “What’s so funny, Ivanovich?” asked Jones. “You do realize we almost died there?”

      Sasha shrugged. “Of course. I am thankful for the protection of such… highly trained professionals.” He waved his hand in a wide sweep through the air as he said it and we all just looked at him, unsure of whether he was mocking us somehow or not.

      I concluded that he was just happy he had someone else to do his fighting for him. Or his dying, if it came to that.

      “Never mind him.” I turned to Jones and Veraldi. “What was that all about? There’s no way a low-rent outfit like Geneicide has the resources for that.”

      Vincenzo was staring out the window, looking for the next threat. “I agree. That wasn’t Geneicide. That wasn’t any syndicate. As powerful as they are here, they just don’t have the ability to create anything like that. And they don’t have the money to buy it either.”

      “Don’t keep us in suspense.” Andrew Jones was examining his wound, which turned out to not be as serious as it had initially looked despite producing a lot of blood. Even so, the front of his shirt was wet and sticky, and there was blood running down his body and pooling on the floor at his feet. He winced as he examined the shallow cuts. “My guts aren’t going to fall out on the floor anytime soon. That’s the good news. The bad news is that I’m a fucking mess.”

      Veraldi turned and saw what he was doing. “We need a first aid kit, but for now we’ll have to get some more clothes somehow and tear off strips to bind that up.” He turned back to the window as the train crossed a bridge, looking down on the rooftops below. “To me, the nanosuits and augments suggest a government-backed unit. You don’t get that kind of money from crime. You get it from taxes.”

      Ivanovich laughed. “And the difference is?”

      Veraldi scowled at him. “So, you’re one of those. I should have guessed.”

      “Well, Sasha?” I asked. “What about it? Were those cyborgs from Ares Terrestrial, or weren’t they?”

      “Oh, they’re definitely from the company. I built them.”

      Jones frowned at him. “Explain.”

      “The two cyborgs we just saw were created in my Nursery. In a way, they are my children. Of course, these children have no sense of gratitude. They’d probably take special delight in tearing me apart.”

      “Then why do you look so goddamn happy about it?” asked Jones. “For a creepy guy, you’re acting outright unhinged.”

      “I suppose in a way it’s just hysteria, a reaction to the fact that I’m still alive. Whatever. There’s some pride in knowing that my creations are every bit as formidable as I intended them to be.”

      “I’m not even going to touch that part,” said Jones. “So, if they were created in your Nursery, who controls them now?”

      “They are members of a special StateSec unit. They call them The Erinyes. Their usual work is syndicate counter-operations.”

      “Meaning they don’t do anything at all?” I asked.

      Sasha shook his head. “You’re not being fair. Just because Ares Terrestrial takes a hands-off approach doesn’t mean we have no resources for dealing with syndicate scum if they get out of hand.”

      “We?” asked Veraldi.

      Sasha sighed. “Fair enough. They. I know you assume that Ares Terrestrial is just incompetent, or hopelessly corrupt, but there’s more to it than that. The thing with the syndicates is that they play an important role in the system the company has established here in East Hellas.”

      That reminded me of something they taught us back at the Arbiter Academy. Organized crime is not a rebellion against the system; it can only function within the system. It makes the system run smoother, which is why all governments tolerate it unless it gets out of hand.

      “What important role?” asked Jones.

      “Self-regulation of the citizens of Hellas. The company runs the city for a profit, and it’s more profitable to let the gangs run the streets than to do it ourselves.”

      He was back to identifying himself with the company again. He’d have to come to terms with the facts at some point, or he wouldn’t make it. “So, where do the Erinyes come in?”

      He shrugged again, a man of the world explaining obvious facts to naïve gunmen. “Every now and then, one of the syndicates causes a problem. They do something that upsets the balance of power, or maybe they do something that hurts Ares Terrestrial, by which I mean our bottom line. That’s what the Erinyes are for. We send them to punish the syndicates when they step out of line.”

      “Wonderful.” Veraldi shook his head. “So, we’re being pursued by the company’s own top-shelf hit team.”

      Sasha’s explanation confused me a little. “I don’t get it, Ivanovich. You told Andrea Capanelli that the company was involved in illegal animal cloning, but one of those Erinyes looked human.”

      “Well, I didn’t explain every detail. There’s a lot going on. You can’t expect me to remember it all in one conversation.” I certainly believed him when he said that there was a lot going on, but I didn’t believe for one second that he’d forgotten anything. Like most informants, he was probably trying to pick and choose what he wanted to tell us and what he didn’t.

      “Who were the Erinyes after?” Veraldi mused. “If that picture from the train is what’s being shared around, they might believe we were behind the bombing.”

      Ivanovich shook his head. “I guarantee you not a single person at Ares Terrestrial lost a moment of sleep last night over the death of Bensouda Hafidi.”

      That probably wasn’t true, given all the riots that had broken out following Hafidi’s death. Still, the man had a point. The company must be relieved that Hafidi was dead, and they wouldn’t have sent the Erinyes out to punish his killers.

      “No,” said Jones. “They weren’t after us. Those Erinyes were sent after Sasha Ivanovich.”

      Sasha pointed at Andrew and clicked his tongue against his teeth, as if to congratulate him for getting something right. That’s when I figured out what the man was so happy about. I shook my head in amazement. “Are you proud of having the Erinyes sent after you?”

      He laughed quietly but didn’t say anything. Ivanovich was a narcissist, and even the fear of being hunted by implacable cyborg chimeras was not enough to take away his delight at being so important. I started to suspect this was his main reason for offering to defect in the first place. It wasn’t an attack of conscience, not fear of prosecution, but the simple desire to be seen as a big shot. Important.

      Veraldi seemed almost nervous. Pacing back and forth, he kept checking the windows again and again. “In light of this new information, I think we have to assume that Geneicide’s footage of us in the train came directly from Ares Terrestrial itself.”

      Andrew agreed. “I never thought they were capable of placing their own people inside the company. They don’t even have the run of their own neighborhood. If A.T. fed them that info—”

      “Then the contract isn’t really from Geneicide in the first place,” said Veraldi. “It’s from the government of East Hellas.”

      Ivanovich looked at us like we were all far too stupid to be responsible for the safety of an important person such as himself. “You mean you didn’t know that? I assumed you already knew that.”

      “Don’t assume shit,” snapped Veraldi. “If you want to get out of East Hellas alive, you tell us everything. Got it?”

      Ivanovich threw his hands up in surrender. “Sure, sure. I’ll start with explaining that the star named Sol is the center of the Sol system, and that the planets orbit it because of gravitational attraction.”

      “Be quiet, Ivanovich,” said Jones. “We have bigger worries here. Why would Ares Terrestrial pick a relatively small syndicate for such an important contract? I mean, if this guy is important enough to send the Erinyes, why isn’t he important enough to send a better class of hitman?”

      Sasha didn’t like the sound of that at all. He glared at Andrew, who didn’t seem to notice, except for the tiny hint of a smile at the corners of his lips.

      “Maybe it was just a matter of opportunity,” Veraldi suggested. “The bombing happened in Pretorius, so they gave the contract to the leading syndicate in Pretorius.”

      “No.” I shook my head. “That doesn’t make sense, not when they had us made before the bomb even went off. I don’t think they did give the contract to Geneicide, or at least not exclusively. I think they gave it to every syndicate in East Hellas, all at once.”

      Veraldi almost went pale. “I think you’re right, Tycho. But if that’s the case, then every gang between us and the Wall will have hit teams looking for us.”

      The sign on the ceiling flashed an announcement: NEXT STOP – FUJI 2.

      Andrew groaned. “We’re coming up on Fuji Section.”

      Veraldi looked up at the sign. “We need to get off the train. If Ares is supplying intel to the syndicate kill teams, we need to stay off the surveillance grid as much as possible.”

      “You’re not going to make me walk again,” Ivanovich announced.

      “You don’t understand—” Jones started.

      But Veraldi interrupted him. “My odds of ever getting out of this shithole would go up by several hundred percent if you didn’t make it out with me, Ivanovich.”

      Sasha shook his head. “You can’t fool me with that one. Not anymore. If your orders were really to bring me in dead or alive, you’d have killed me already. Your job is to save me, to extract me at all costs. You’re taking me with you.”

      “Even so, you’re walking. To stay on this train means to wait for death.”

      “So does getting off at the next station,” Jones insisted.

      “What are you talking about?” Vincenzo asked.

      “That’s a train station in Fuji Section. Am I really the only one who does any background research? Fuji Section is the territory of the Kagebushin!”

      “The Kagebushin?” Ivanovich scowled. “Now, that is a problem. Definitely no way we can get off the train and start walking now.”

      “Somebody want to fill me in?” I asked. East Hellas seemed to boast a new and fascinating threat to our lives every second or third stop; it didn’t seem like one could be any worse than another.

      “Barrett, you’re not supposed to spend all your free time playing games and flirting with Sommar. You’re supposed to be reading the background research.”

      “That isn’t fair. What’s the point of free time if I’m not going to use it for relaxation?”

      Veraldi gave me a funny look. “There’s nothing relaxing about Raven. You’re right though, there’s no way anyone can read all the background research. There’s just too much material, unless you happen to be our infiltration specialist. Then it’s your job to know, which is exactly why Jones here is always so helpful in these situations. So fill us in, Jones.”

      Jones donned a forced smile. “Sure. I’m always happy to educate. The main thing you need to know is that the Kagebushin are bad news.”

      “I thought you said Geneicide was bad news,” I pointed out.

      “Would you say you had a great time in Pretorius? I didn’t think so. Geneicide are killers; that’s their reputation. But the Kagebushin are something else.”

      “In what way?”

      “Geneicide to the Kagebushin is like a hand grenade to a tactical nuke.”

      “Oh.” I slumped against the wall of the train. “Well, this just gets better and better, doesn’t it?”

      Jones seemed to be in a challenging mood. The blood from his gashes had finally stopped flowing, but his shirt was stuck to his stomach. “Hey, look, you could have stayed a civilian.”

      “I wasn’t a civilian. I was an Arbiter.”

      “Then you could have stayed an Arbiter.”

      “No, Jones, I couldn’t. I was wanted for murder.”

      “Oh, yeah. Well, okay. I guess you’re stuck being a spy, then.”

      I didn’t have the energy for his little games. “We can’t get out at that train station.”

      Veraldi frowned. “Why not?”

      “Because it would be walking into our own graves. Even if we didn’t have the Kagebushin to deal with, it’s a natural ambush spot. It’s where anyone who wants us dead is going to be waiting.”

      Jones turned to Veraldi. “I have to admit, the new guy has a point.”

      The “new guy.” Alright. At least he was agreeing with me.

      Veraldi shook his head. “We’re getting off at the station. The danger from the Erinyes is a bigger risk than any syndicate.”

      Jones didn’t look convinced. “Maybe so, maybe so. But with these guys? I’m not really sure. Just tell me one thing, though.”

      Veraldi was staring at him. “Yes?”

      “What exactly is the plan? We do have one, right?”

      Veraldi pointed at the sign overhead. “Is Fuji 2 a big station? I mean, that sign is listing multiple transfers.”

      Jones nodded. “Sure. Fuji 2 is a major transit hub.”

      “Okay, so that’s the plan. We leave with the crowd and mingle with all the people on the train platform. We use the other passengers as cover and move with the crush of people.”

      “I don’t know.” Jones shook his head. “I don’t think that’s going to work. Stations are monitored. Facial recog would pop us.”

      While we were talking, the train was passing over rooftops and winding between buildings. East Hellas is so densely populated that levels are stacked up on top of each other, and “the ground” is a relative concept. Above and below, I saw everything you would expect to see in a major city thronging with millions of human beings repeated in a dozen layers. Everything from small produce markets to glittering storefronts selling all the latest items. People going to work and people lounging around in front of coffee houses. People singing in front of temples or pacing back and forth with guns. Here and there, I saw the riots. When you see a riot on the news, you always imagine it as this raging firestorm consuming half the city, but the reality isn’t always like that. At least as often, there’s a full-fledged battle on one street while normal life continues undisturbed on the next street over. It looked like the riots were spreading, though.

      Up ahead of us, I saw the shapes of huge apartment complexes—white plasticrete and tinted windows, with flat rooftops about nine meters below the level of the train. That gave me an idea.

      Jones and Veraldi were still having it out, so I started to walk up toward the front of the train. “What the hell are you doing?” asked Jones.

      I raised a hand. “Hold on. I have a better idea.”

      As I went up front, I heard Jones repeating his question to Veraldi. “What the hell is he doing?”

      I’d been treated as the new guy ever since I’d joined this unit, and I was never going to get past that by playing along with it. There was no time to debate this; my plan would work, and it would work without requiring us to use the other passengers as human shields.

      I crossed from our car to the one ahead of us, and from that car up to the engine car at the front of the train. When I reached the engine, I pulled out my skeleton key and inserted it into the door interface. It hacked the train car’s system, using its built-in exploits to bypass or disable any security features it ran into. The whole process took maybe a second, then the light went from red to green and the door slid open. Behind my back, I heard someone saying, “What the hell is that guy doing?” It made me laugh. Everyone seemed to want to know what I was doing today.

      I slipped into the cab then located the switch for manual controls and used it to disable the train’s AI system. Then I engaged the brakes, causing the train to glide to a halt directly over one of those big white apartment buildings. No platform ambush, no human shields. Once we’d made our escape, someone else could come and get the train restarted. It was the perfect plan.

      The one thing I hadn’t counted on was all the irritated people. When I came out the door, they were all staring at me with their mouths open. One of them said, “What?” and another one put his hand on his gun. I put my hand on mine, which was much larger. He gulped and stepped aside, but that’s when someone decided it would be a good time to panic.

      “He’s going to blow up the train!”

      Once these words had been said, the mood in the train car went from irritation to wild panic. People rushed to get away from me, assuming I must be wearing a suicide vest. One person fell over and was immediately trampled. He screamed in pain and anger, but that just made the panic worse. People were jumping over seats, pushing each other savagely aside, and screaming things like “oh my God” and “get out of my goddamn way!”

      In less than two seconds, there were so many people at the end of the train that it started rocking slightly on its tracks as they jostled each other for space. They were all trying to get through the door at once, but I was seriously worried they were going to derail the train, sending us crashing down onto the buildings below—an experience I hadn’t really been planning to repeat anytime soon. One of them managed to get the door open, and they all went stampeding through.

      Every single person who came screaming out of our car and into the next one spread the panic further, until everyone who had been on the train when it stopped was crowded down on the far side in a desperate attempt to avoid the bomb blast they were all convinced was coming.

      The only people who didn’t join in the panic were Sasha Ivanovich, Andrew Jones, and Vincenzo Veraldi. I poked my head through the door and saw them staring in disbelief, trying to figure out what the hell had just happened. The look on Veraldi’s face was particularly satisfying, like he couldn’t imagine what that crazy new guy was up to now.

      “Well? You coming?” I asked them.

      Jones turned to Veraldi, his face looking almost awestruck. “Panic. His new nickname is Panic.”

      Veraldi nodded.

      Tycho “Panic” Barrett. I could live with that.

      As if in a daze, Vincenzo walked up to the front of the train with the other two in tow. Jones was shaking his head, and Sasha just looked confused. He was saying something to himself about Terrans, but I couldn’t hear what it was exactly.

      When we were all in the front car, I pushed the red bar along the window and held it until the lock disengaged. The emergency exit pushed out, and we were looking down onto the roof below us.

      “See?” I pointed. “We can get out that way. Avoid the ambush.”

      Veraldi spoke at last. “That’s a nine-meter jump.”

      “A nine-meter jump on Mars,” Jones pointed out. “With the lower gravity, we should be fine.”

      I was sick of talking about it, so I clambered up and sat on the edge of the window. When I pushed off with my hands, the ground came up at me like an approaching fist. Or not the ground, the roof, but like I said it’s a relative notion. I didn’t jump all that skillfully. Landing hard in place, I skinned my knees when I hit the roof. It stung so badly I didn’t even notice who was jumping next because I was too busy holding onto my knee and swearing inwardly. It turned out to be Ivanovich, who landed cleanly in a forward roll.

      He was on his feet before I was, waving up at Andrew and Veraldi. “Come on, my friends. It’s really not that far!”

      Veraldi grimaced but jumped down to the roof without any difficulty. He glanced at my knees, which were scuffed up and speckled with gravel, then shook his head without a word. Andrew landed last, also without any difficulty. He saw me and laughed quietly at my lack of grace. “You know, Panic, that was a clever idea. You’ve bought us another hour to live. Too bad you don’t know how to jump, though.”
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      Veraldi looked out across the rooftops as soon as he was back on his feet again. “First things first. We need to get away from that train before they send anyone to check it out. We’ll head for that temple over there.”

      The temple he was talking about was on the other side of the apartment complex. Based on the syncretic Asian architecture, it looked like we were in Fuji Section, but that didn’t mean the Kagebushin knew we were here yet. If we were careful—and lucky—they might never find out.

      We took off at a run, jumping the short distance from one rooftop to another until we reached the temple. This was something I’d had plenty of opportunity to do before, and it is part of standard training for both Arbiters and Section 9 agents. Unfortunately for me, my hard landing on the way out of the train was still affecting my jump. When we landed on the temple roof, my foot smashed one of the clay tiles and knocked it out of place. It slid down the side and shattered loudly in the alley below. So much for discretion.

      Andrew’s teasing must have been getting to me, because everyone else made the jump just fine. I ducked my head to avoid looking at anyone. Even Sasha was doing better than I was, which didn’t make any sense. On Tower 7, jumping from rooftop to rooftop had been one of our main ways of getting around.

      “Finish what you started, Barrett.” Veraldi pointed at the hole I’d made, and I realized what he was saying although I didn’t like it much. We had to get out of sight, and if StateSec investigated the stalled train they’d probably approach from above. Conclusion? We should smash a hole in the temple roof and hide in their attic for our council of war.

      “I…I don’t really want to do this.”

      Veraldi’s brow furrowed. “What do you mean?”

      I didn’t know how to explain it to him if it wasn’t obvious. “Vincenzo, this is a temple. Sacred space.”

      “What are you talking about?” Sasha glared. “Superstitious fool.” He smashed the roof with his heel, and the small hole I had unintentionally created became large enough to stick your head through. A few more savage kicks and we were able to drop through the hole and out of sight.

      The temple attic was a dark place, but the looming faces of angry statues still seemed to leer at us from among the shadows. Shinto demons or Tantric gods, I didn’t know enough about the religion here to guess, but either way they looked like bad news. I could only hope they would turn their wrath on Sasha instead.

      “Why are the gods in this place so angry?” I asked, reaching my hand out to touch the three-inch tusk of some ferocious deity wielding a six-foot halberd.

      “They’re pissed about your shitty urban traversal skills,” said Andrew. “But more to the point, what are they all doing in the attic?”

      Veraldi leaned in. “That doesn’t matter. The only thing that matters right now is planning a route to Great Wall. What’s our best option, Andrew?”

      “Well I’d say we have two options. One will take less time but poses more risk. The other is less risk but significantly more time.”

      Veraldi didn’t have to spend a lot of time thinking about that one. “As far as I’m concerned, time itself is the biggest risk we face. The longer we stay in East Hellas, the greater the chance we’ll be hunted down and killed.”

      “Look, you do whatever you think is best,” said Andrew. “You’re the commanding officer. But just so you understand exactly what we’re dealing with here. The long route would take us out under those train tracks and into Byzantium, a section that’s mostly controlled by the East Hellas Orthodox Church. The short route takes us straight through Fuji Section, which is entirely controlled by the Kagebushin.”

      I shook my head in disbelief. East Hellas was so backward. A government with no real authority but a team of cyborg killers, and a patchwork feudalism of gang territories and theocracies. To find anything equivalent, you’d have to go back in time to Renaissance Italy. This wasn’t a city, it was a lesson in how not to learn anything from history.

      Veraldi stuck to his position. “I know you’re not happy about it, but I still think we need to take the fastest route. The Kagebushin is just a risk we’ll have to take.”

      “Ah, well,” Sasha mused. “It was nice while it lasted.”

      “What was nice?” I asked him.

      “Being alive.”

      Jones laughed at that one, but his laugh didn’t sound humorous at all. “Okay, then. Fuji Section it is. I think we’ll make it; we’ve fought our way out of worse situations.”

      What he said was true enough. In Tower 7, we’d shot our way through a virtual army of infected Nightwatch guards and killer androids. The only difference—and it was a big one—was that there weren’t just three of us back then. With Bray’s heavy machine gun, Young’s mastery of computer systems, Sommar’s sniper rifle, and Andrea’s combat leadership, we were in a much better position on Venus than we were right now.

      “What’s this?” asked Sasha, standing up from the storage box he’d been sitting on. He pulled out something from inside it then started to laugh. “This is no temple. Maybe once upon a time, but—”

      Andrew looked at whatever he was holding. “Holy shit, Sasha. That’s enough product to buy yourself a new house.”

      “What are you saying?” asked Veraldi. “They’re storing drugs here?”

      Andrew laughed nervously. “This isn’t salt. Vincenzo, we need to get the hell out of here while we still can. We’re not hiding in a temple; we’re hiding in a syndicate safehouse.”

      Right at that moment, I heard voices from downstairs. Then the sound of footsteps.

      Veraldi stood up. “Talk about bad luck. Let’s get moving. We’ll stick to the rooftops as much as we can. That way we won’t have anyone looking down at us from the windows.”

      Jones stuck his head out through the hole in the and then called out to the rest of us. “I think we’re good. The train’s just pulling out.”

      “They must have started it again remotely,” said Veraldi. “That would be easier than coming in from above.”

      I heard the click of a latch and realized someone was trying to get into the attic. “Shit! Where’s the trapdoor?”

      There was a ray of light, and the door started to push open right below my feet. Without even thinking, I stood on it to keep it closed. A voice called out angrily. “You up there, what do you mean by breaking into a temple?”

      Sasha dropped the drugs back into the crate. “This isn’t a temple. Who do you think you’re fooling?”

      “Open this door!”

      Jones intervened in his role as our infiltration expert. “We just wanted somewhere to sleep… your holiness.”

      He sounded drunk, his words slightly slurred. The priest just got angrier.

      “Do you have any idea who you’re stealing from?”

      “He knows we’ve seen the drugs,” Veraldi whispered.

      “I know, your holiness. I know all about it...” Jones sounded even drunker, hamming it up for all he was worth. “We’ll shust be going now…”

      “You let me in! Or I’ll call—”

      “You won’t call anyone.” Andrew’s voice got cold. “They’d only kill you for not protecting their product.”

      Nothing further came from the priest, so he must have gotten the point. Andrew pushed the container of drugs over to weigh down the trapdoor, freeing me to step off.

      “Let’s go,” said Veraldi.

      We crawled out to the rooftop and resumed our run across Fuji Section. Even though the shadows were lengthening, it was still daylight, so we had to make the run in short bursts. We’d break from cover behind a rooftop maintenance shack or environmental control unit, then sprint and jump, and then we’d hide again.

      It reminded me so much of Tower 7 that it would have made me melancholy, thinking about my dead friend Gabe and his equally dead widow Sophie. I’ve lost my share of people, but the memory of those two carried with it an ache that ran through my bones. I say it would have made me melancholy, not that it did, because I just didn’t have time to give too much thought to it. It was a passing feeling, like a ghost brushing my face on its way by. That’s all it was, and then I was running and jumping again. Life is like that sometimes.

      We were once again in the back alleys, which made it possible for us to travel a long distance without having to descend from the rooftops. I didn’t see how it could last more than a little while. Someone would have to look up and see us at some random point, and then the word would go out to the neighborhood gangsters. We couldn’t avoid them forever, but Andrew seemed to think we ought to try. Crouching behind the condenser on a big, square apartment building, I decided to get him to tell me a bit more.

      “So, what makes the Kagebushin so different from all the other syndicates?”

      Sasha whistled and shook his head, but Jones took the question seriously. He was probably just happy to get the chance to share his wealth of knowledge. “Glad to see you taking an interest. What about it, Vincenzo. Can we spare a second?”

      Veraldi was watching the street. “Yeah. It’s not a good time to move yet.”

      “Here’s the rundown.” Jones turned to me. “Unlike many of the other syndicates, the Kagebushin became powerful through force instead of wealth. See, you get different kinds of syndicates. A group like the Hive is really just a street gang; a group like Geneicide is maybe a step or two up from that but it’s still about the same. You take something like the Leary Group or even the Roach Syndicate, that’s a different matter. We’re talking about major criminal organizations there. They have their fingers in everything—smuggling, human trafficking, drugs, you name it. It’s big business, and like any other big business they got their start because certain people had money to invest.”

      The same thing I was thinking about before. Organized crime as part of the system. “Got it. But not the Kagebushin?”

      “Not originally, no. It didn’t bribe its way into government and business like the Leary Group, and it didn’t use a combination of force and corruption like the Roach Syndicate. It simply cut down everyone who stood against it. Efficiently, ruthlessly, and without guns. They like to get close to you before they kill you.”

      Sasha nodded. “That’s what people say. The Kagebushin killers like to hear your heart beating before they stop it.”

      I’ve seen a lot of people die, but something about that made me shudder a little. “They sound almost mythical.”

      Jones agreed. “They are. The way people talk about them, it’s like they’re not even human. More like shapeshifting boogeymen. Immortals.”

      Veraldi scoffed. “There are no immortals. As will be clear, if any of them come within reach of my knife. They aren’t the only ones who prefer to get in close.”

      Andrew ran his hand through his hair. “Look, I’m not saying I believe everything I’ve heard about them. A lot of it must be embellishment. But I’ve spent enough time on this planet to know that if something scares the average Hellan, it’s probably the stuff of nightmares.”

      Vincenzo just shrugged. He wouldn’t believe it till he saw it himself. “Come on, the street looks clear now. It’s time to run.”

      We reached the next rooftop a few seconds later and crouched down behind a control unit. Andrew looked down at the street. “This is going to get dicey.”

      Veraldi nodded. We had reached a cross street, and it was far too wide for us to jump over. There was a ramen shop on the other side, and an alley next to it. If we went down that alley and got up the fire escape, we could get to the roof and keep going, but we would still have to cross, with every possibility of being spotted.

      As we looked down at the street, a woman walked by pushing a covered baby carriage. It was strange to think about. She had a normal life, or as normal as anyone had in a place like East Hellas. Yet here we were, staring down at her from a nearby rooftop like she was a dangerous spy. She turned her head in our direction, and I ducked back behind the control unit.

      “I hate this city,” I muttered.

      “We all hate this city, Barrett.” Veraldi’s tone was slightly harsh, like he’d heard all he wanted to hear on the topic. “If we can get across, we’ll still have a long run across that flat rooftop before we can get to the better concealment on the other side. If we had the time, I’d say we should wait for nightfall, but we don’t.”

      “Then let’s get it done. Are we going down through the building?” Jones pointed to the access door to the left of us.

      Veraldi nodded, and Jones ran across the roof and slipped inside. I followed a moment later, and Sasha and Vincenzo were right behind me. Inside the building, I was relieved to see nothing but a long hallway with closed doors on either side. Perhaps we’d make it, perhaps we’d get down to the street without anyone in this building even realizing we’d ever been here.

      Then a door opened, and an old Martian woman peered out at us maliciously. She made some sort of hissing sound then closed the door again.

      “She could be calling them now,” Veraldi warned us. “Move.”

      We sprinted down the hall then took the stairwell in a series of long jumps that cleared a landing at a time. By the time we reached the ground floor, more doors were opening, and more Martians were peering out and hissing angrily at us. If anyone ever suggests a vacation in East Hellas, trust me when I say: they don’t want visitors.

      We crossed the street at a dead run, but there was no longer any way to kid ourselves. The locals had spotted us, and if the Kagebushin didn’t know we were here yet, they would within the next few minutes. Hell, if the people in that building had been able to do it, they probably would have killed us themselves and saved their syndicate the trouble.

      Vincenzo jumped up to the alley fire escape and pulled the ladder down. He stepped aside for the rest of us, and I clambered up as fast as I could go. When I reached the rusted stairs, I already half-expected to feel a sniper’s bullet go through my neck. Not that you normally feel that sort of thing in the first place, but that’s how I imagined it in the anxiety of knowing we were hunted: a spray of blood from my throat and the world going dark as I gasped for breath. Then I remembered the Kagebushin wouldn’t use snipers. They’d get in close somehow, then stab me right between the ribs and wait until my lungs filled up with my own blood.

      I reached the rooftop above the ramen place. It was long and flat, with no cover at all until you got almost all the way to the other side. I don’t know if I’ve ever felt more vulnerable in my life, but it did seem like I should be able to see them coming in the open space. Even if they were immortal shapeshifting boogeymen.

      The sun was setting, bathing East Hellas in dark blue. The others joined me on the rooftop, and Vincenzo silently drew a knife. I wondered at first why he’d chosen that weapon when he had a powerful gun with a flamethrower attachment. If anyone attacked us, he could spray them with a blast of flame and that would be the end of that. Wouldn’t it?

      However Veraldi might feel about bladed weapons, Jones and I were not bound by his weird fixation. I drew my gun, and Andrew produced his as well. We started to move across the roof as the shadows lengthened in the Martian twilight.

      All over Fuji Section, neon lights were blinking on. They lit up the evening in red and blue, advertising everything from dancing girls to the local cuisine, a Martian fried-food delicacy I had always been fond of. It was a surreal feeling to see those signs trying to sell me one of my favorite foods while I was busy trying to slip through the neighborhood without getting stabbed somehow. Enjoy Fried Protein! Best Topless Dancers! You Should Never Have Come Here, and Now You Must Die!

      We reached the environmental control unit, and Jones looked to Veraldi for guidance. Were we going to stop and wait here as we’d been doing? Our field commander shook his head. “Now that we’ve been spotted, there’s no point in too much stealth. We keep moving, fast but careful.”

      I was still on point, which meant I was the one most exposed in the event of an ambush—and I felt it. I couldn’t tell if I was being paranoid, but something told me I was being watched. Everyone gets that feeling every now and then, but in my line of work most guys swear by it. You can never really know why you’re getting that feeling, and it could be anything from a sixth sense to something subtle in the environment you’re picking up on. A faint sound, a faint smell. Ignore that stuff at your own peril.

      I turned my head to look around and caught a glimpse of movement out of the corner of my right eye. I spun around to see what it was and found nothing. More paranoia, a case of nerves, or something else?

      Something was definitely off, but I couldn’t identify it. There was no one on the roof but us, unless they were wearing thermoptic camouflage, and I was actively looking for any hint of a heat shimmer. What could it be?

      I slowed to a stop, trusting my instincts enough to listen to them. Sasha Ivanovich stopped just behind me and gave me a curious look.

      “What is it now?”

      Andrew saw. “What is it, Tycho? Did you see something?”

      I shook my head. It wasn’t a matter of sight, but something much more subtle. Jones signaled to Veraldi, who stopped and took up a defensive stance. I scanned the nearby rooftops, looking for anything that seemed out of place.

      When I finally saw it, I could hardly believe or understand what I was looking at. A ghoulish face, like some ancient theater mask, stared back at me in total silence. It was on the building across from us, crouched down in the shadows, and it could easily have been mistaken for some kind of grotesque decoration.

      “What the hell is—”

      It burst from the darkness, sailing across the space between the buildings with a jump so fluid and effortless it almost looked like flight. As it soared across the gap as quiet as a whisper, it crossed its arms in front of its body and drew two gleaming blades.

      I’ve seen a lot of things, but I’d never seen anything like that before. I didn’t even react, I just stood there staring at it with my mouth hanging open. I had my gun, but it might as well have been a chunk of plasticrete for all the good it did me. The thing’s foot hit my chest and knocked me backward so hard my weapon went flying, spinning off across the dark rooftop.

      Then the blades came in. Luckily for me, my ability to respond to what was happening around me returned around the time the assassin’s boot hit my chest. This wasn’t a thing; it was just a man. A man who was trying to kill me. I bucked so violently under him that I knocked him off me, and the blade he was swinging at me hit the rooftop as he tumbled.

      Whoever the masked assassin was, he had style and grace. I had nothing of the sort, but I was furious. As he fell sideways and rolled away from me, I dove in and kicked at him. It was a glancing blow, but it was a hard enough kick to buy me some time. He was back on his feet just as quick as I was, and we were on each other like two dogs fighting over the same bone.

      As he came in at me slashing, I had a dim understanding that the others were fighting too. There were shadows moving on every side of me, masked killers dressed up like goblins from some Asian fairytale. I didn’t know it right away, but there were only four of them—one for each of us, including Sasha. I wasn’t thinking about that right then, though. The only thing I was thinking about was those slashing blades coming in at me from what seemed like every direction all at once.

      I blocked high and to my left, trying to get his weapon over to my right so I could fight from his outside. If I could have taken that angle, both of his blades would have been pinned down on one side and I could have gone to work on making him eat all his teeth.

      No such luck, though. As I blocked high and left, the other blade slashed in from the right and I had to deal with that. I’ve had a lot of close quarters combat training and more first-hand experience than most, but two blades is nothing to joke about. I blocked as fast and furious as the masked killer could attack and stopped as many cuts as I saw him making, but he got me anyway.

      I didn’t feel the blade, but I felt the blood. It came pouring out of me, a sheet of liquid running down my chest. And he just kept coming.
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      Getting cut is more than shocking. It can shut down your mind, leaving you unable to do a damn thing to save your life before the guy who did it cuts you again. It’s a terrifying experience, more so than being shot for most people.

      But like I said, I was mad. When I felt the blood—despite knowing I’d blocked everything he’d thrown at me—I stopped trying to block anything and put my fist as far through that guy’s face as his skull would let me.

      Of course, that’s exactly what skulls are for—not letting things get through them, I mean—so my punch didn’t have quite the dramatic effect when I made contact. Even so, he was knocked back a good two or three feet by the impact, and his mask was cracked. He held back for a moment, a little stunned. Expert killers with dual blades don’t normally expect to eat a fist. I screamed in his face: “COME ON!”

      Unfortunately, he did. He wasn’t stunned for long, and as he attacked again it was with the caution that comes from knowing your opponent is a trained fighter. He didn’t just throw one cut after another at high speed in an attempt to overwhelm me. Instead he would throw a slash and then dodge back out again, dart in for a quick stab and then wheel away.

      There was no way I could have coped with that for long even if there hadn’t been anything else going on. As it happened, there was. I blocked one hit, I dodged another, but something slashed across my left arm and blood came pouring out of me.

      This guy was hurting me, and I couldn’t even see how he was doing it. Rage turned to despair as I realized there was nothing I could do to save my life.

      That’s when I saw it. Bathed in the neon lights of the advertisements on the adjacent buildings, my opponent looked weird and ghostly. A supernatural demon sent to drag me to hell. I had heard the legend, and now here I was facing a legend in the flesh. And that’s the thing about flesh and blood opponents—they don’t shimmer in the light, and they don’t seem to be cutting one way while they’re really cutting another.

      He came in at me again, interrupting my brief flash of thought. I slipped down and to the side, successfully avoiding him. Then I came in under his attack with a vicious uppercut and somehow missed him completely, despite the fact that his face had been directly underneath my fist. My punch seemed to go right through him, and even though he dodged back like he was avoiding it, I knew what I had just seen. He hadn’t dodged at all, it’s just that his face was never where I thought it was.

      All at once I knew what was going on, and I knew the truth behind the legend of the Kagebushin. They weren’t immortal boogeymen, and they weren’t shapeshifters either. They were highly trained killers using a clever combination of thermoptics and holography.

      Back at the Arbiter Academy, a long time ago, I had a close quarters combative instructor who used to make me train blindfolded. She’d come at me with a shock knife, a training tool for edged weapon skills, and expect me to stop the attack without being able to see it. The shock knife delivers a nasty sting, but you can power through it if you have to. The idea was to get the knife away from her while getting shocked as few times as possible. I never did reach the point where I wasn’t shocked at all, and she told me I probably never would.

      “The point isn’t to get so good that you don’t get cut. That just isn’t possible when there’s a blade in play, and especially not against a skilled attacker. The idea is to survive. Get cut if you have to, but keep going and win.”

      I still remembered her words. She used them mostly to distract me, even if the advice was good. I’d be stumbling around, trying to figure out where she was despite the blindfold around my eyes. She’d be talking the whole time, a constant stream of useful fighting tips, and every now and then a painful shock as the blade whipped out along my arm or belly or sometimes my throat.

      I thought all the blindfolded stuff was crazy at the time, just an expression of that woman’s twisted sadism. As I got better at the drill, I figured out that you could use feeling to take the place of sight if you had to. You just had to get in close, get your arms out in front of you to keep the blade away from your body, then find the attacker’s arms. Once you knew where those were, you could take the attacker down.

      On that East Hellan rooftop, I didn’t have time to think about any of those things. It just came back to me, in a flash of memory and a reckless impulse. The Kagebushin assassin came in for another attack, blades slashing left and right in quick succession. I threw my arms up, closed my eyes, and crashed right into the flurry of attacks.

      I don’t know why he had picked that moment to abandon his hit and run strategy to try and overwhelm me again, but he probably just got frustrated at how long it was taking me to lie down and die. It happens to a lot of people. Fighting is exhausting, and after a certain point you just want to get it done with. Whatever the reason, his committed attacks gave me the opportunity I needed.

      One arm made contact with my opponent’s wrist. I turned my body, pivoting to my right, and jammed my other hand up under the same arm. With two points of contact, I was suddenly to my opponent’s right side and in a position to prevent him from using either of his weapons effectively. He made an attempt to adjust his weight, but I pushed back on the arm I controlled until his spine arched back. With no control over his center of gravity, he had no control over the rest of his body. I kicked the back of his heel and swept his foot out from underneath him, and he hit the rooftop hard. Then I opened my eyes, spotted him trying to get back to his feet, and kicked his head like I was trying to score a goal with it.

      That was it for him. A spray of blood shot out of his mouth when my foot met his face, and his broken mask was knocked two or three feet to the side. He dropped his weapons, and I grabbed one up before he could do anything to recover. The man was still moving—he was nothing if not tough—but he just couldn’t stand because his foot kept slipping out from under his body weight like he had no sense of balance. I stabbed down through his neck behind the collarbone with the blade I’d taken, a kind of short sword. He groaned and slumped down to the roof. He still wasn’t dead, so I wrapped the fingers of my left hand through his hair, pulled his head up to expose his throat, then cut it open with his own blade.

      Out of every killing I’ve ever done, that was probably the most gruesome. Killing with a blade is a disgusting business, and far more deliberate than killing in a firefight. I stood there panting, covered in my own blood as well as his, and looked around the rooftop. That fight was over, but the other three assassins were still alive. At first I thought my friends would probably need my help, but it didn’t turn out that way.

      In fact, even the guy we were supposed to be protecting didn’t turn out to need any help from me. Sasha Ivanovich, scientific researcher and incessant complainer, had somehow managed to run his attacker face-first into the environmental control unit and smash the man’s head into it until the unit’s casing buckled. As I watched in amazement, he did exactly what I had just done and killed the assassin with one of his own weapons. As he slipped the blade in between his target’s ribs, I had the distinct impression he was saying something quietly in the guy’s ear, just like when we found him talking to one of the creatures in his secret laboratory.

      I looked for Andrew Jones and saw him grappling with a masked attacker. I changed my grip on my blade, intending to run over and finish his opponent off for him. Before I could get there, Andrew caught his opponent’s attack and pivoted violently, throwing the man over his shoulder headfirst so rapidly that the assassin had no opportunity to even attempt a break-fall. His head hit the roof with the whole weight of his body behind it, snapping his neck with a sound I could hear even at three meters away. Jones stepped back, and the masked killer collapsed in a heap dead on the roof.

      The sheer violence of the throw was almost as extreme as the acts Sasha and I had just committed, but none of those things could have prepared me for what I saw when I turned and looked for Vincenzo Veraldi.

      I’d always seen Veraldi’s fascination with knife-fighting as being mildly pathological, considering that the knife is generally useless in most fights. I had to admit that he was highly skilled, but it’s like knowing how to tan your own leather or make your own 18th century buff coat. It might be interesting, but it’s not useful.

      Well, our resident knife-fighting expert finally had his chance to shine. He’d been facing off with his opponent the whole time I’d been fighting mine, but unlike me he hadn’t taken any cuts. Despite the visual distortions produced by the assassin’s thermoptic holography setup, Veraldi was dodging and weaving like some kind of dancer, always out of reach of his opponent’s blade. By the time I finally took a step in his direction, Veraldi was ready to make his own move. He slipped under a cut and performed some maneuver with his own blade that made it flash in the night. Then he pivoted away and dropped back into his knife-fighting stance while the attacker stumbled and then stopped in place.

      There was a gasp, but I don’t know if the assassin was the one who made the sound or if it was me. A second later, the man’s intestines came pouring out of the front of his cloak and coiling up at his feet like a pile of rope.

      Luckily I didn’t have to look at the sight for long. With his opponent disemboweled, Veraldi no longer had anything to fear from the man’s two blades. Before the assassin could even fall, Veraldi kicked him directly in the face and knocked him backward off the roof. He disappeared, his guts trailing behind him as he fell.

      “You don’t think that was overkill?” asked Jones, but Veraldi didn’t answer. He just walked to the edge, looked down at his handiwork, and nodded grimly at what he saw.

      “Remind me to never, ever piss off that lunatic,” said Sasha Ivanovich.

      Jones laughed. “It’s too late for that.”

      I was still bleeding, so I turned back to the man I’d killed and searched him for anything that could stop it. Sure enough, he had a personal medkit under his cloak. “Hey Jones, these guys are carrying medkits.”

      “Oh, right. I’m bleeding again. Thanks, Tycho!”

      He soon found one for himself, and we were able to use them to get ourselves patched up and medicated—just enough to function and avoid infection. My hand was shaking as I applied the patch, and I realized I was slightly faint from loss of blood.

      Andrew’s face looked slightly horrified. “You don’t look so hot, Barrett. I think you had a close one.”

      “No doubt about that. Have you ever seen anything like that before?”

      He shook his head. “No, but I get the legends now. That was some weird shit. Sometimes it seemed like he wasn’t where he was supposed to be.”

      “It’s not as weird as it looks. Hold on a sec.”

      I turned back to the dead Kagebushin in front of me and searched him quickly. It didn’t take me long; the holographic emitter was on his belt, right near where he had kept his medkit. I pulled it off and handed it to Andrew, who took it from me with an astonished look.

      “Is this… is it what I think it is?”

      “A holographic emitter?” I nodded. “Yeah. That’s how they make people think they can shapeshift.”

      He kept on staring at it, turning it over in his hands. “I just don’t get it. How could an organized crime group on Mars have Earth military technology? We’re talking about tech that’s still in development.”

      “I don’t know, Andrew, but that’s a question for another day.”

      “You’re right about that.” He handed it back to me. “Here, put this on your belt. I’ll pull one off this guy. These could come in handy.”

      Equipped with our own holographic emitters, we’d have a big advantage in any fight, not just close quarters. It’s hard to aim effectively at someone who isn’t really where you think they are. Meanwhile, Veraldi had returned from whatever dark mental universe he’d gone to during the knife fight. “What are you two doing?”

      Andrew answered him. “You’re not going to believe this, but these guys have some sort of holographic emitters. I’d say they were prototypes given how advanced the tech is, but they look like production models.”

      “Holographic emitters? You mean like this one?”

      He pulled his shirt up, revealing that one of the devices was already hanging from his belt. Jones was stunned; he couldn’t even think of anything to say.

      “I figured that’s what they were doing as soon as the fight started,” Veraldi explained. “I got in close with a sleight of hand trick and slipped it off his belt without him ever even feeling it. By the time I gutted him, he must have thought he was seeing double.”

      I couldn’t help it and started laughing. Sasha looked at me like I was crazy. He probably thought we all were by that point.

      Jones shook his head. “Vincenzo, you are more disturbing than I ever realized.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment. Now let’s get going while we still have the chance. There’s a crowd forming down there by the guy I disemboweled, and our problems are only going to get worse.”

      That didn’t seem likely. It didn’t even seem possible. On the other hand, we still had a long way to go before we got out of East Hellas.
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      As we made our way across Fuji Section, I kept expecting the Kagebushin to make another attempt on us. After all, we had killed four of their supposedly invincible assassins. Shouldn’t they want us dead more than anything?

      As we crossed from one rooftop to another, I still had the sense that we were being watched. I’m sure we were, but whoever was watching us kept their distance. In the whole history of the Kagebushin, they had never before run into anyone they simply couldn’t handle. Now that it had happened, they probably just wanted us to get out of their territory as quickly as possible so they could start repairing their reputation. A crowd of civilians had seen their killers get slaughtered. They weren’t going to live that down right away.

      We rested on a rooftop near the edge of the district, always ready for one last-ditch attempt against us. Veraldi was looking out across the city. “We’ll be at the airlock gate soon.”

      Jones nodded. “Yeah. But how are we planning to get through?”

      “One thing at a time. We need to see what conditions are like up there.”

      I heard something from up ahead. A swelling and receding sound, like the tide.

      “What’s that?”

      Veraldi listened for a moment then shook his head. “Trouble. I don’t know.”

      The closer we got, the more obvious it became that Veraldi was right. This was trouble for everyone. Street traffic had been choked off completely by a massive crowd advancing in our direction from the neighboring district. Many of them had their faces covered by the flowing scarves we had seen so often here in East Hellas. Some of them carried cudgels, or protest signs heavy enough to be used as such. Others carried slingshots, while still others were busy breaking up chunks of plasticrete to use as ammo or filling bottles to make improvised firebombs.

      Blocking their way with obvious nervousness, a line of StateSec Officers stood with guns at the ready. They were holding the crowd back for the moment with the threat of lethal force, but if they made the mistake of acting on that threat the crowd could just as easily overwhelm them with sheer numbers and rip them apart.

      Little by little, step by anxious step, StateSec was falling back into Fuji Section. The only trouble with that, as far as they were concerned, was that a crowd was now forming behind them as well. Which side would Fuji Section take?

      On the one hand, they might view the angry mob advancing from across their border as an armed invasion, in which case they would probably take the side of StateSec. On the other hand, they had just as many troubles here with Martian Sclerosis as everyone else in East Hellas, and the corruption and mismanagement of Ares Terrestrial was just as much of an issue to them. If they made the decision to join the revolution, the StateSec officers on the street below us didn’t stand a chance.

      On the rooftops on the other side of the street, I saw two Kagebushin killers watching the scene unfold from behind their scowling demon masks. Any serious reform movement would have to do something about all the syndicates, so the gangsters would probably take the government’s side. That might not matter, though. When a whole populace decides it’s had enough, gangsters get swept away just as easily as any other institution.

      From the state of the milling crowd on the Fuji Section side of the developing street battle, I couldn’t tell which way the district was leaning. People looked agitated, and some of them were armed. Some of them had masked up. But which way would they jump?

      The swelling sound I’d heard from a few blocks away was the sound of the approaching mob, which moved with the eerie quiet I’d learned to associate with an East Hellan crowd. It’s not that they were silent, but they weren’t chanting or yelling, not yet. They were rolling forward like a mudslide, gathering weapons as they advanced.

      Someone in the crowd rushed forward suddenly and smashed a long wooden pole through a storefront window. The glass crumbled and fell in, and there was an angry murmur from the Fuji Section people. Then another protester grabbed the vandal and dragged him back into the depths of the crowd. I don’t know what happened to him, but the message was clear. They weren’t here to fight Fuji Section—they were here to fight StateSec.

      A slingshot whirled, and a chunk of plasticrete arced up and flew through the air to hit a StateSec officer directly in the head. He had gear, so he wasn’t hurt, but he stumbled back a step then steadied himself and resumed his place in the line. The crowd inched forward, ominously quiet and purposeful. Another chunk came flying, and then with no transition at all there were so many flying chunks of plasticrete that it looked like a hailstorm.

      The StateSec officers firmed up their line, and an officer shouted an order. They all aimed at once, except for one who was unexpectedly knocked down by a huge plasticrete shard. When they pulled their triggers, I expected bodies to start dropping all down the advancing rebel line. Instead, tear-gas grenades shot out across the street, filling the air with a drifting cloud of white gas.

      The crowd didn’t retreat, despite the fact that some of them were hit directly by the gas grenades and knocked over by the impact. Their comrades dragged them away to get medical attention, and the rest of the crowd just kept advancing.

      The soldiers continued to fall back slowly, but the crowd behind them was giving them no space to retreat. They were starting to get hemmed in, and it could only be a matter of time before they made the decision to shoot their way out.

      “What are those armbands?” asked Veraldi.

      Some of the protesters on the frontline were wearing black armbands with green lettering. Jones peered down at them. “I can’t be sure from this distance, but those look like the armbands some of Bensouda’s Hafidi’s followers used to wear to show that they were willing to be martyred for the cause.”

      Ivanovich scowled. “Yes, yes, the rich culture of East Hellas is always fascinating. Especially the unique customs of religious fanatics and street scum. Much more interesting than getting out of here alive.”

      “The man has a point,” I said. “It won’t be easy to get through a crowd like that and get out of this section. Isn’t there some other way to get to Great Wall?”

      “Well”—Jones tapped his foot on the roof as he thought—“maybe? Each district has several of those airlocks, one for each adjoining cell. They only close them during an emergency, so those gates are really just short tunnels through the walls separating the districts. Those walls are massive, but even so it wouldn’t take long to get through one on foot if you had access to an open airlock. There are vertical gates and horizontal gates, so in theory we could go just about anywhere. The only trouble is getting through them. There are usually train lines, and where there isn’t one, the gangs usually guard the borders.”

      “I’ve seen that myself,” I replied. “I don’t think we want to run into any Kagebushin border guards right now.”

      Veraldi grinned. “They’d be glad to see the back of us. But we shouldn’t change directions now, it might tempt them to try their luck again. The train station is right up there, and the trains aren’t running. With StateSec fighting to reestablish order and the trains stopped, we can probably just climb up and walk the rail.”

      Jones nodded. “Yes, we take the train tunnel through the wall. Okay, Tycho, could you use your skeleton key to get the rail maintenance access open?”

      “Sure.” I sprinted ahead and hacked the maintenance door. That wasn’t the hard part, though. The hard part was the pylon ladder, a long climb up the front wall of the train station. If anyone saw us from down below and took objection to our presence, they’d be able to aim carefully and pick us off one by one while we tried to climb.

      As the others caught up with me, I pointed up the long metal ladder. “We’ll be easy targets up there.”

      “Easy targets for who?” asked Sasha. “They’re too busy trying to kill each other down there to worry about us.”

      “No, Tycho’s right,” said Andrew. “Anyone could shoot us. StateSec, the Kagebushin, anyone who recognizes our pictures and wants to collect on the contract.”

      Veraldi craned his head to look up the ladder. “We’ll just have to take that chance. If we can get up that ladder, we’ll wind up on the level above this one and can cross over easily to the other side through the unused train tunnel. It’s too good to pass up.”

      I wondered if it wasn’t too good to be true, but I wasn’t the field commander so I kept my mouth shut. Vincenzo went in through the access gate before anyone else—he just didn’t like to let anyone else take point—and Andrew went after him. Sasha was next, leaving me to bring up the rear.

      It was a long climb, but my curiosity about what was happening on the street below us made it even longer for me. I kept pausing and looking down, checking out the battle as it unfolded. The StateSec officers still weren’t using live ammunition, but they were firing gas grenades directly into the crowd with a horizontal trajectory instead of letting them arc up and land on the protesters from above.

      As they must have known it would, this was resulting in horrible head injuries. The protesters dragged a fallen comrade out of the way by his feet. The wound in his head left a streak of blood along the pavement. Once he was gone, the crowd took their revenge. A half-dozen firebombs came arcing out and landed among the StateSec officers in bursts of flame. One officer got hit and ran off panicking in a cloak of fire.

      How long could this go on before somebody died? Had someone already died? I didn’t know. I glanced up the ladder and saw that my companions were well ahead of me. I was only about a quarter of the way up by this point. I reached up for the next rung, deciding that what I should really do was to focus on the task at hand.

      That’s when I heard the screech. It was a strange sound to hear in East Hellas, where there is normally no vehicular traffic of any kind, but it sounded just like a speeding car. When I looked down at the street again, I saw an armored vehicle barreling down the street at high speed while civilians dove out of the way in one direction or the other. Even the StateSec officers had to jump to avoid it, although they looked like they might have been expecting its arrival. When it rolled to a halt, the side of the armored vehicle slid open and three massive figures unfolded themselves from inside and stepped out onto the street.

      The first one I saw was vaguely canid, though less so than the cyborg we’d seen on the train. The creators of this one—most likely including the man we were trying to escort out of the city—had given it a dog-like body and goat-like legs, a combination that seemed alien and disconcerting.

      The second looked something like a polar bear and was by far the most frightening cyborg I’d seen up until that moment. In the Arctic city of Sif back on Earth, I’d seen a few dejected polar bears poking around in the trash at the city dump. I wouldn’t have wanted to get too close to those bedraggled creatures, but they were more sad than terrifying. This thing was majestic, the sort of monster you could imagine a caveman fighting back at the beginning of human history—except that its white color came from nanosuit plating instead of fur.

      The third made the second one look like a cyborg teddy bear. It was a good fifteen feet tall, with long arms that reached all the way to the ground, and its body looked like a nightmarish combination of different primate species. Mounted on the monster’s back, it had what looked like two ship-to-ship cannons.

      Erinyes. The bosses at Ares Terrestrial had sent the Erinyes in against their own people. For a brief moment, I thought the cyborg chimeras were just there to terrify the crowd into submission, to drive back the rioters, but no. As I clung to the ladder, my eyes wide with horror, the ape-cyborg reached down and grabbed a man up from the street in its massive hand then threw him casually against a building. The man’s body shattered like overripe fruit on impact. Whoever he was, the man hadn’t even been one of the rioters. He was part of the crowd from Fuji Section, which had not yet done anything to attack the security forces other than to block their way. Most of the crowd on that side had already started running, but the ape-cyborg quickly caught up with them and started tossing people left and right and crushing them underfoot as it charged through the mass of people. The bear-cyborg turned on Hafidi’s supporters and waded right into them, tearing and smashing with its massive claws. The canid darted in behind it, savaging anyone who fell to the ground.

      The horror unfolded in a matter of seconds, but it felt like much longer than that from my vantage point on the ladder. I hesitated at first. I had a job to do, a specific job that didn’t have anything to do with what was happening down there on the street below me. If I got involved, I knew I couldn’t expect the others to help. In fact, they would probably just leave me to it while they accomplished the mission.

      Then the ape-cyborg leaned over on its long arms, aimed its two cannons down the street at the fleeing crowd, and fired directly into them. The blast wave shattered storefronts and rattled buildings throughout the block. The pressure wave swayed my grip on the ladder and the heat stung my eyes.

      The results were sickening, but I didn’t have much time to think about the bloody mess it made of the crowd, because I was already jumping down from the ladder onto the rooftop below. Unlike my earlier jumps, this one was flawless, and was followed by a series of equally flawless jumps—rooftop to fire-escape landing, fire-escape landing to street.

      By the time I was at ground level, dozens of the protesters had produced their own weapons and opened fire. That’s the thing about a city as heavily armed as Hellas. Lethal force is always an option, and as violent as things had been up until now, the protesters had actually been showing restraint. Now the guns were out, and what had been a riot became a shooting war.

      The StateSec officers were running, seeking cover in the nearby buildings. They were all wearing armor, but I saw one of them fall anyway. The shooters weren’t aiming primarily at the officers though. They were kneeling in the street, firing desperately up at the behemoths attacking them. As far as I could tell, those with guns were trying to buy time for those without to get under cover.

      It wasn’t working. As I aimed my own weapon, the bear-cyborg reared up on its hind legs and just absorbed all their fire, knowing that its armor would stop anything they could throw at it. Its arm split down the middle to the elbow then opened like a clamshell to expose the barrel of a heavy gun. It swept across the crowd with automatic fire, killing everything that stood in its way in a sickening display of violence. Bodies were shredded into a fine mist of gore and shards of bone, and the survivors were drenched in the blood and viscera of the dead.

      I shot the creature in the back with a depleted-uranium round. It reeled back at the impact then started to lumber in my direction. I hit it again and it flinched a little, then it dodged aside with incredible speed. It knew I could hurt it now, but it had nowhere to run except into the buildings. As I kept firing, it smashed its way through the storefront next to it in a burst of flying plasticrete.

      I’d made it run, but I had little time to savor the victory. The canid was coming in a series of rapid jumps propelled by those goat-like legs. I aimed and fired, but it had jumped again by time I pulled the trigger. Another jump and it was almost on me, springing across the space between us. I didn’t aim this time—there would have been no time for it. All I could do was to raise my weapon and shoot instinctively in something not far removed from a blind panic.

      It hit the canid in the body, and the thing crumpled to the ground in front of me as the uranium round went right through it. Its feet scrambled for purchase on the blood-slick pavement, and I took careful aim directly at its head. I was about to fire, but it suddenly found the purchase it was looking for and bounded off and disappeared through a nearby window.

      From the street up ahead of me, the protesters were now raining fire on the buildings the cyborgs had retreated into. Their weapons simply couldn’t pierce the creatures’ armor, but they had realized I was here to help them and they were doing what they could. I felt that surge of emotion that sometimes happens in battle, the intense desire to do anything I could to help my comrades, these people I didn’t even know.

      That was the highpoint of my battle with the three Erinyes, the point where I still thought I had a chance of winning. Then I heard a sound, a terrible sound like a building had decided to start walking in my direction. When I turned to look, the looming figure of the ape-cyborg was headed right for me.

      If it had used its cannon, that would have been it for me. I’m not sure why it didn’t, unless it just wasn’t possible to carry that much ammo inside of its body. Whatever the reason, it was clearly planning to just grab and throw me, splattering my body all over some nearby building. I pulled the trigger, but it dodged my first shot effortlessly. It was getting closer with every second, covering several feet at a stride.

      That’s when I remembered the holographic emitter I’d taken from the body of the Kagebushin assassin. I turned and ran for cover, reaching down to my belt at the same time to turn on the device. As I reached the overhang of a nearby building, the bear-cyborg came bursting out from its hiding place and charging straight into the mass of citizens.

      They died where they stood, firing hopelessly into the manmade monster as it tore at them. The canid came after it, leaping out and landing in the middle of the crowd. There was a spray of blood, and someone’s severed head went flying.

      Instead of chasing me down, the ape-cyborg barreled straight into the hapless crowd and joined in the slaughter. Thinking the holographic emitter would give me some advantage, I ran out into the street again and opened fire on the three cyborgs.

      The ape-cyborg paused to look at me, then crushed the man it was holding. Blood seeped between its fingers, and the man’s head lolled off onto the street. It tossed the remnants aside then reached straight for me with unerring accuracy. Holography couldn’t fool the creature—it knew exactly where I really was.

      As the thing’s arm swept down to grab me, I realized my death had come. Since that was the case, there was nothing left except to meet it well. I stood straight up, firing up at the thing repeatedly as its huge hand came down at me. Those depleted-uranium bullets made a comparatively tiny hole in the monster’s massive frame, and they just weren’t powerful enough to stop something as big as this.

      Then something hit it, and hit it hard.

      The sound of the impact was almost deafening, and it shook the street so hard I saw something break off one of the buildings and collapse as I stumbled and fell to one knee. The creature staggered, and my mouth hung open in sheer amazement as I realized its entire chest had just been partially caved in by something.

      There it was up above me, a looming, unnatural amalgam of bioweaponry and robotics, and something had hurt it. Badly. It was down on one knee, confusion evident even on its featureless face as it tried to process what had happened. I was just as confused. I couldn’t even think of anything that could do that, except maybe a vehicle-mounted weapon such as a tank-killer or a ground-to-air missile.

      The ape-cyborg looked up, finally focusing on whatever had just done that. The bear-cyborg and the canid were both approaching rapidly, and the bear-cyborg was raising its arm to unleash a burst of machine-gun fire. There was another shattering impact, and the ape-cyborg’s right arm crumpled underneath it, causing it to collapse onto the street. The other cyborgs retreated, seeking cover in the buildings again. A third impact hit the ape, and the nanosuit plating on its chest began to fracture. A spiderweb of cracks spread out from the impact point, and it looked down at its own wound as if in disbelief.

      Completely absorbed by what I was seeing, I hadn’t even turned to see what was causing all this damage. I finally did and was so surprised by what I saw that it didn’t even register at first. There was something big, holding something that looked too big to be held.

      It was Jonathan Bray, advancing down the street with a massive anti-vehicle cannon cradled in his arms like it was just an ordinary rifle. As I watched in awe, he adjusted his aim to direct suppressing fire at the building the bear-cyborg had retreated into. The weapon roared, and the sound of shattering glass and collapsing plasticrete came from the street behind me.

      That cannon he was carrying was not a handheld weapon. It was only ever meant to be mounted on a vehicle hardpoint. The man’s physical strength was nothing short of terrifying, but even more amazing to me was the simple fact that he was still alive. I scrambled to my feet, not knowing exactly what to do or say.

      He kept on firing, pivoting from left to right as needed. The ape-cyborg was badly hurt, but it wasn’t finished. Bray was busy engaging the other two cyborgs to keep them pinned down where they were, so it took advantage of the momentary respite to drag itself under cover. As it crawled away, I regained my presence of mind enough to fire a few shots at it as it retreated. It actually looked back at me as my bullets pierced its leg. It must have been my imagination, but it almost seemed like an accusatory look. After seeing what it did to all those innocent people, I didn’t care. I put a few more rounds through it before it managed to get inside.

      Depleted uranium weapons had served me well when it came to cyborgs, but I had to admit that the weapon I was using just wasn’t powerful enough to deal with the Erinyes. They were just too big, and although my rounds were capable of piercing their armored plating, I had yet to kill a single one of the creatures. Now that Bray was here, I had at least a decent chance of surviving the next few minutes, but I wouldn’t be able to contribute to the fight.

      There was nothing I could do here except slow him down or distract him from the task at hand. I stood there awkwardly, trying to decide whether to fall back or not. I didn’t want to, but I couldn’t think of any other option. Then something hard and heavy pressed against my chest, and the air seemed to shimmer directly in front of me. I heard a voice: “The least you could do is to make yourself useful.”

      Andrea Capanelli.

      As she moved away, the weight in my arms became visible—a military-issue squadron assault rifle with heavy, armor-piercing rounds.

      Before I heard her voice, I had just about given up on the idea that she had survived the bombing. It just seemed so implausible, and we’d heard nothing from her in all this time. Yet here she was, and she had somehow managed to find the weapons we needed.

      I raised my new gun and aimed at the buildings, feeling a little like Jonathan Bray. That rifle was huge, although nowhere near the size of what our team behemoth was using. Re-armed and confident, I approached the shattered storefront the bear-cyborg had retreated into. It replied with machine-gun fire, and I was forced to seek cover behind a street-level recycling unit as the rounds streaked overhead and ripped through the buildings on the other side of the street.

      At least now I could return fire with some confidence that none of the cyborgs could simply shrug off what I was sending in their direction. When I pulled the trigger, it sounded like someone dropping a heavy object onto a metal table from several feet up. After my first shot, the thing stopped firing. After my second shot, it retreated further into the depths of the building.

      Bray was engaging the ape-cyborg, which still had a lot of fight in it. I wasn’t sure where Andrea was, and there was too much happening to scan the surrounding streets for the telltale shimmer. Should I pursue the bear, or wait for the enemy to come to me?

      I decided to give pursuit, confident that the advantage was finally mine. As I crossed the street toward the shattered storefront, I caught a glimpse of something out of my peripheral vision that just might have been the canid cyborg. When I turned to look, I could no longer see whatever I had seen. I just kept going, figuring that the safest thing was to get out of the open anyway.

      When I entered the store, the first thing I noticed was the body of the owner. A middle-aged Asian man, he lay slumped over the sales terminal. His head had been crushed, and a trickle of something whitish-purple ran down his face from the hole in his head. There was a dead customer lying nearby, her spine twisted at an unnatural angle.

      The bear-cyborg was big, but it was somehow hiding in this low-ceilinged space. As counterintuitive as that was, it matched what I knew about the cyborg chimeras. When they’d arrived in that armored vehicle, they had seemed to unfold their bodies like flowers blooming. Had it truly retreated, or was it only trying to lure me in? With my powerful rifle, I’d had the advantage in a straight-up firefight. If it caught me by surprise, unfolding from some hidden space, then that calculus changed and my advantage was nullified.

      And that’s when it happened, just as the thought occurred to me. I was turning a corner, investigating a hole in the wall, when something expanded suddenly and burst straight out like a rushing freight train. As it scooped me up, wrapping its arms around me, I swung my weapon around. I had no time to aim. If I had waited even the half second, it would have crushed my ribcage. I just pulled the trigger, and the impact of the heavy round at point-blank range caved in the thing’s left shoulder.

      The noise it made was so loud, all I could hear at first was a high-pitched squealing whine. I fell out of the cyborg’s grasp, collapsed to the floor on hands and knees, and then scrambled back up again. The bear-cyborg wasn’t dead yet, and the last thing I wanted was to get hit in the head from behind by one of those massive claws.

      I didn’t need to worry. After taking that injury, the thing was much more concerned with trying to escape. Its left shoulder shattered, it was turning over ponderously and trying to escape back through the same hole it had just burst out of. I raised my weapon, leveled it directly at the creature’s head, and pulled the trigger twice. It slumped down dead, and I paused to try to catch my breath.

      I heard a sound and spun around just in time. The canid leaped at me, bounding through the store with a single jump. It crashed straight into the wall then bounced off it and hit the floor.

      Something slammed into its side, smashing a fist-sized hole in it. I heard Andrea’s voice, as if from far away and underwater.

      “Tycho, get clear!”

      I did as I was told, but her second shot missed it completely because it was already jumping again. It hit my chest with both front paws, knocking me back into the sales terminal. Its head reared back, and a knife-blade flashed in front of my eyes. Then she fired again, and the thing’s head exploded. Something black and wet poured out of jagged, metal ruin as it collapsed and died on top of me.

      I felt her hand on my arm.

      “Come on, Barrett, get up. We can’t stay here forever.”

      Such an understanding person. Such a sympathetic—

      “Tycho, move!”

      She slapped me across my face, and my head cleared enough that I was able to follow her. When we got outside, the giant body of the ape-cyborg was lying in the street. Jonathan Bray pressed his massive gun against the creature’s head and pulled the trigger. The street cratered beneath, and the cyborg fell still. The fight was over.
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      Jumping down to the street had separated me from the rest of our companions. I was glad to still be with Section 9, but it was surreal to be with Jonathan Bray and Andrea Capanelli, two of the people we had given up for lost. We left the slaughter on the street behind us and crossed over to the airlock gate that separated Fuji Section from the neighboring district.

      Bray frowned when he saw the gate. “Are you sure this is safe, chief? If they send more of those cyborgs, they could catch us from behind while we’re in there.”

      “Don’t worry about that.” She dropped out of camouflage. “We’re going to close the door behind us.”

      She stepped on through then turned to me. “Get the gate closed, Tycho?”

      I nodded silently then pulled out my skeleton key and used it to take control of the airlock control system. As I keyed in the command, I wondered about the crowd outside. If the protesters retreated, they’d be pushed back into a sealed airlock. There’d be no escape.

      “What about the people—” I started, but Andrea cut me short.

      She reached over my arms and completed the execute command. “That’s enough of that shit for one day.”

      Her voice was so harsh, I didn’t even try to respond. The gate groaned and began to close, then I saw something move down at the end of the street. The front end of the crowd fleeing back toward illusory safety, or more cyborg Erinyes racing to catch us and rip us apart?

      I never found out. The gate slammed shut before I could see what was out there. The three of us were left in the quiet dark of the tunnel. As for Andrea Capanelli, she was standing with her head cocked to the side as she keyed up her dataspike.

      “Wait there, I need to check a few things.”

      With the airlock gate closed, we were the safest we’d been since we came to East Hellas. Or at least since the bombing that killed Bensouda Hafidi. I turned to Bray, who was giving me a funny look.

      “What is it, Jonathan?”

      The big man shrugged. “Nothing at all, Tycho. Nothing at all. You’re just a funny guy.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You know. Your whole knight in shining armor thing. Don’t get me wrong. It’s entertaining in small doses but there’s a time and place, and this isn’t it.”

      I wanted to snap. But then I remembered that I’d be dead if not for him. That ape-cyborg had been too much for me, and it was no exaggeration at all to say that I owed this man my life.

      “Yeah. Thanks for that.”

      “No need to thank me. You’re Section 9. But all the other assholes in the solar system are not Section 9. You follow?”

      I sighed. “I follow. I just don’t know if I can think that way.”

      “You think too much. You should stop thinking and concentrate on getting the job done.”

      Same old story, just as I used to hear it from Gabriel Anderson. And just as he used to hear it from his Senior Arbiter, and so on to the dawn of time.

      Before I could reply, Andrea interrupted us. “We’re ready to roll. Tycho, I’ve got a new dataspike for you right here. I need you to switch to it.”

      I took the dataspike. When I plugged it in, I was filled with relief to see all my companions marked on it—Andrew Jones and Vincenzo Veraldi, still escorting Sasha Ivanovich. Thomas Young nearby, alive and breathing against all the odds.

      “Okay, then.” Bray stood and pulled a small panel from the wall. He started humming to himself incongruously, some kind of nightclub dance tune. As he punched in a series of numbers, I imagined Jonathan Bray on his days off. Did he really go clubbing, or had he just picked up this tune through some random experience? It was hard to picture him on the dance floor, knocking everyone else over with his gigantic frame.

      A door slid open in the wall, revealing a narrow shaft built directly into the airlock.

      “What is this?” I asked.

      “Smuggling tunnel,” Bray replied. “You can find them all over Hellas. The syndicates control the construction guilds so it’s easy for them to get these built. They use them to move contraband from one section to another.” He led the way down the tight corridor, but he had to do it sideways, which limited us all to a strange, slow shuffle.

      “I have to say, Andrea,” Bray commented. “I’m not really loving this.” His voice was tense, and I realized the big man must be feeling claustrophobic.

      “Where exactly are we going?” I asked.

      Bray was tiptoeing forward because of the need to walk sideways. Andrea was shuffling along behind him. “Rendezvous with Thomas Young,” she answered. “He’s waiting for us up ahead. This mission has gone sideways a hundred ways, but we’re going to get it back on track.”

      “Sideways is definitely the word for it. We’ve been working our way across gang territory since the bombing. First the Hive, then Geneicide, then the Kagebushin. There hasn’t been a single moment where someone didn’t want to kill us. Hell of a society they’ve got here.”

      “It’s not an easy place to work, Tycho, I’ll give you that. Every society is an adaptation, though.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean they’re all adaptations to whatever’s going on around them. Nobody ever woke up and decided they wanted to live like this. Everyone’s winging it.”

      “Maybe so, but they’ve painted themselves into a hell of a corner here.”

      “Yeah. They have. That’s why Bensouda Hafidi happened. This place needs to change, but there are powerful people who want to keep the status quo. Whenever that happens, you get a revolution.”

      That was exactly why I had jumped in to help out the crowd. All they wanted was a better life, the idea of turning the Erinyes on them was just obscene. We walked in silence for a few moments as I considered whether or not to raise the point, and I finally decided to let go. “If Thomas is waiting for us, then what about the other two?”

      “Vincenzo and Andrew? You were with them up until you jumped down into the street. You tell me. What happened, Tycho?”

      So much for that. “I couldn’t just stand by and watch the Erinyes murder all those people. That doesn’t mean I don’t care what happens to my comrades. Or the mission.” I didn’t like her implication, but I was doing my level best to keep it civil.

      She was silent for a moment. The only sound was Bray’s labored breathing as we shuffled along in that narrow corridor.

      Andrea finally broke the silence. “They decided to keep moving vertically for now. They’re already several levels up above us. We’ll meet up with them at the rendezvous.”

      There was something she wasn’t saying, and the longer it went unsaid, the worse it was. Instead of meeting it head-on, I tried to change the topic.

      “We thought you were dead, Andrea. We thought all three of you were.”

      She sounded slightly amused. “Is that something everyone thought, or was it just you?”

      I didn’t like the implication of that either. Was she trying to say I was too emotional, too worried about things beyond the mission?

      “It wasn’t just me,” I said. “Veraldi told me more than once that you were probably dead and that we just had to keep moving.”

      “He was right about the last part. I’ve been through plenty of these situations, Tycho. If I had a credit for every time I’ve almost been killed in this job, I’d be the richest woman in the system.”

      “Yeah, almost getting killed does seem to be a daily task. Still, that must have been an especially close one. What happened up there?”

      “I don’t really know. I don’t have any memory of the actual explosion. I’ve been picking up snippets from the others just to stay caught up. The last thing I remember is sitting on the train and everybody talking about… something. The usual bullshit, I guess. Then the next thing I remember is lying on the street, somewhere way down below the train tracks. I must have been thrown clear of the falling cars somewhere along the way until I landed on something solid.”

      The fact that the fall hadn’t killed her was almost a miracle, although being unconscious was probably the reason. Like a drunk taking a tumble down a staircase and then getting right up again, she had survived because she was too out of it to stiffen up.

      “Damn, Capanelli. You lucked out.”

      “I guess so. It’s not something I like to think about too much, honestly. Hafidi’s car was torn in half in the derailment, so if anyone was lucky it was Jonathan and Thomas.”

      “I saw what was left of that car before it fell. I didn’t realize it had actually been ripped in half though. How the hell did those two survive?”

      “This big ogre here actually shielded Thomas from the blast and lost a layer or two of skin in the process. The two of them were thrown onto a rooftop, but they were fairly unscathed aside from Jonathan’s burns.”

      “Yeah.” Bray shook his head. “That honestly sucked.”

      It kind of goes without saying that having a bomb blow up behind you and then falling out of a train onto a rooftop is not a pleasant experience.

      “What about you,” said Andrea. “After everything we went through, we thought you might have been overwhelmed by StateSec before you could even leave the crash site. I’m glad to see that you all managed to evade them, of course, but how did you do it?”

      “What do you mean? We didn’t have any problems with StateSec until we got to Fuji Section.”

      Andrea laughed.

      “Those dumb assholes,” grumbled Jonathan.

      “What?” I asked.

      “They sent the fireteam after the wrong people.” She was shaking her head, marveling at the incompetence of local law enforcement. “You really didn’t see any StateSec officers?”

      “We really didn’t. I woke up in the train car and crawled out of it somehow, then I figured out we’d crashed into an office building. Our car was still attached to Hafidi’s. The top half of Hafidi’s car, I guess. That car was hanging off the front of the building and dragging ours down with it. It was only a matter of time before they both fell out, and the building was burning. I wasn’t sure if I should try to help people or just get out of the building.”

      “You get out of the building.” Bray was feeling more talkative by the minute. “That’s the answer, Barrett. You get out of the building.”

      “Yeah, well. I was trying to crawl back into the train car and see if anyone needed help. Jones pulled me back out, and a moment later the whole damn thing fell out of the building and into the street below.”

      “Like I said,” Bray added. “A knight in shining armor.”

      “But there weren’t any StateSec people waiting on the street for you?” asked Andrea.

      I shook my head. She seemed to be having a hard time accepting this. “We met up with Veraldi and Ivanovich down there, and Veraldi led us into Pretorius. That’s a shared territory between the Hive and Geneicide, but for whatever reason the Hive didn’t seem to have an issue with us. They escorted us through all these back alleys, but they never took a shot at us, although I think they were considering it. It was only once we entered Geneicide territory that we ran into any trouble, and that’s when we found out they had a contract on us. So you ran into trouble with StateSec?”

      Bray laughed quietly. Andrea whistled. “Oh yeah. We came under attack from a StateSec fire team almost immediately after the bombing. It’s a hell of a thing, having to fight your way out of an ambush when you don’t remember most of the last half hour.”

      “I remembered it,” said Bray. “It was hot garbage. There’s no way that was a random attack.”

      Andrea shook her head. “Definitely not. They knew exactly where to find us, although they fucked up and sent their fire team after the group that didn’t have Sasha Ivanovich. In my opinion, the timing was not an accident.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “I mean that the bombing wasn’t sectarian violence. It was a false flag operation by Ares Terrestrial.” I felt a flash of heat across my face as I considered the mentality behind a plan like that. Of someone who would send a child onto a passenger train with a suicide vest just to kill a handful of inconvenient people and frame someone else for it.

      “Those motherfuckers.”

      “I’m not a huge fan myself,” said Andrea. “But there’s not much room for emotion here. They have their own objectives, and we have ours. As soon as I woke up, I dragged myself to my feet again and went dark just in case. Jonathan and Thomas were both nearby, so I made my way to them. That’s all it is, Tycho. That’s all it can be. You do the job in front of you, and you don’t go looking for extraneous work.”

      Extraneous work? Was that what she thought of saving lives? Of preventing casualties?

      “Okay, we all have our own objectives. But no matter what our objectives may be, we wouldn’t try to achieve them by strapping a bunch of explosives onto a kid and then sending him onto a train full of civilians.”

      “It’s a strategy I wouldn’t use, but they’re obviously willing to use strategies I wouldn’t think of using.”

      It was clear that she really didn’t take it personally, and I couldn’t understand that. The people who ran Ares Terrestrial deserved to die. They were monsters, and if I ever had the opportunity, I would kill them personally. Andrea didn’t feel the same. To her, it was all just measures and counter-measures in a game we either win or die. Her professionalism bordered on sociopathy.

      I tried to ignore the thought. “So when did StateSec attack?”

      “Almost as soon as I found Thomas and Jonathan. The crash site was too hot to verify other survivors right away, but I knew that if anyone else from Section 9 was still alive, you would try to make contact with The Black Kuei. We were about to start moving in that direction when we came under fire.”

      “Jones didn’t seem to know about Section 9’s relationship with the Black Kuei.”

      “No, he wouldn’t. It’s the kind of thing he’d get a little weird about. If Vincenzo had been killed, Thomas would have received an update message as the new acting field commander. It would have told him where to go, even if he wouldn’t have been all that happy with it. Anyway, StateSec threw everything they had at us, which means that they knew we were on that train and had no intention of letting us get away from the scene alive.”

      “Wait, are you saying the bomb was really meant for us?”

      “No, I’m sure it was meant for Bensouda Hafidi, but I’m also sure they were hoping to get us at the same time. If they had succeeded in killing us there at the scene of the bombing, they could claim they had successfully wiped out the terrorist cell. No more troublemaking imam, no more spies, and no more defector. And all without taking any of the blame.”

      “I have to admit, it has a certain elegance.”

      “I’m glad to hear you admire their work,” she said drily. “But we fucked it up for them. We didn’t just escape the area, we wiped out the entire team they sent in after us. No survivors. That made them think twice about using their own people for the job, so the company decided to circulate the surveillance images they had of us along with the promise of a sizable bounty. They placed the blame for the bombing directly on our heads, in hopes that the city itself could finish the job.”

      “They certainly tried. The Geneicide hit-team was second rate, but the Kagebushin—”

      “They almost got you?” Her voice was cold.

      “Almost. At one point I was sure I was as good as dead. I couldn’t hit the guy I was fighting, and I couldn’t block him. Then I figured out he was using one of these.” I unclipped the holographic emitter from my belt and held it up.

      She turned to look at it. “It almost looks like—”

      “Prototype military tech? That’s because it is. It combines thermoptics and holography.”

      “And now you have it.” There was that coldness again. “Is that why you were feeling so invincible?”

      “What do you mean?” I clipped it to my belt again.

      “I mean you jumped down from your exit and involved yourself in a fight that had nothing to do with you. I mean you nearly gave Ares Terrestrial the win they were looking for.”

      She had stopped in the corridor, but Bray kept going for a few paces before he realized she wasn’t keeping up with him.

      I held up my hands in protest. “I wasn’t risking the mission.”

      “You were. You decided that preventing collateral damage was worth risking not only the mission but the entire unit.”

      “That just isn’t true. I never expected anyone to follow me. I figured Veraldi and Jones would just keep going, and the consequences would fall on me and me alone. You have to understand—”

      “I have to understand what? That you still see yourself as a part-time member of this unit?”

      “Those Furies were killing civilians. Firing directly into a crowd of men, women, and children. What did you expect me to do?”

      “I expect you to complete your mission. Or at least not to actively endanger it.”

      I stopped myself from responding and took a pause to let the momentum reset, for the both of us. I lowered my voice, trying to de-escalate things as much as possible.

      “I’m not ignoring you, Andrea. I just don’t understand how it really would have affected anything if I’d gotten killed. It just would have meant one more anonymous body for them to clean up in the aftermath of the riots.”

      “Ares Terrestrial knows enough to identify us as operatives, even if they don’t know precisely who we work for.”

      Now that I was an agent for Section 9, I’d become something I would previously have described as an urban legend. I was an operative, a “spook,” a mysterious killer working for unknown powers from behind the scenes. When I was still an Arbiter, I would occasionally run across stories of such people, and I had even met a few individuals who seemed to fit the bill. What I never realized was that the stories were true, that the shady characters who flitted around the edges of major crimes and political events were essentially just people doing their jobs. And I was now one of them.

      “Okay.” I nodded slowly, considering Andrea’s words. “So they know we’re spooks.”

      “Right. And what do you think that would mean if they managed to capture you? If they tortured you into revealing the existence of Section 9?”

      “I’ve had the classes in resisting torture.”

      “You know as well as I do that’s just about buying time. It's more a question of when you’ll break from interrogation, not if. But let’s say you’re the stuff of legend and you didn't say a word. There’s still the chemical composition of your stomach contents. There’s still the radiation type and exposure levels of your skin and hair tissues. There’s still your biometric markers. It all tells a story.”

      “Okay, I can see that. Still—”

      “You’re an asset. Losing you would weaken the unit. Do you understand that?”

      “I’m supposed to put the unit above everything else?”

      “Is there any other way to do it?” interjected Bray, his voice an ominous rumble from behind Andrea’s back.

      “Bray’s got it,” she said. “When Ares Terrestrial is done pulling all the information from you they possibly can, it still wouldn’t be over. Your corpse could be used for propaganda—an off-world agent, sent to East Hellas to interfere in its internal affairs. They’d mount your head on a pike for the whole system to see, a warning to the Federation and anyone else trying to change things here. I know you sympathize with these revolutionaries, but nothing could be worse for their cause than that.”

      “It’s not that I sympathize with the revolutionaries.”

      “Then what is it?”

      “The death. The only thing I was thinking about was how they were murdering all those people, how they were actually using the Furies against their own people.”

      “These aren’t their people at all as far as they’re concerned. The ones we saw in those restaurants on our way to the Medical Lab, that’s who they see as theirs. And even then, they’d toss any of those people in a recycling unit if it would help their bottom line.”

      “Exactly, Andrea. Just think about what you’re saying there. What’s the point? If we can’t stop monsters like that from committing atrocities, then what’s the point?”

      “Could we save the ethical debate for the goddamn hotel room?” Bray demanded.

      “Sorry, Jonathan.” Andrea turned away from me. “I didn’t mean to make this any harder on you, but Tycho here needs to get his head on straight. Go ahead and keep moving forward. We’ll get this worked out on the way.”

      Bray started walking again, and after we’d been shuffling along for a minute or two, Andrea finally spoke again. “The most effective thing we can do to prevent atrocities is to complete our mission. We’re extracting Sasha Ivanovich so he can testify against Ares Terrestrial. They’ll have to pay for what they’ve done, and that will tend to discourage other companies from making the same mistake in the future.”

      “The same mistake? That big one fired two shipboard cannons directly into a crowd of people. The air was humid from blood. The smell—”

      “Whoever did that, they’ll have to answer for it. Maybe not right away, but they will answer for it in time. That’s the best we can do, Tycho. It’s really all we can do.”

      “I don’t believe that. It’s always the same. It’s just like it was on Tower 7.”

      “What about Tower 7? We achieved our objectives.”

      “Exactly. Your objectives didn’t include saving lives. Section 9 could have intervened sooner and saved thousands, but you held back and those people died. Ophelia Emmet is dead because she wasn’t an objective.”

      “We didn’t do anything sooner because it could have jeopardized the mission, and the mission was just too important for us to take that risk. Don’t even try to put all those deaths on us. That was August Marcenn’s work.”

      “Intervening wouldn’t have jeopardized the mission. That’s what I’m saying. Your idea of what the mission requires is too narrow. You decided on your timeline and you stuck to it, no matter what was going on around you. It was the same thing on Earth. When I was being hunted by Augmen, you were right there, but you didn’t do anything. Not until the last possible moment. If I’d been unlucky down by the river, I would have died before you even decided to act.”

      “Is that what this is about? Are you mad because I didn’t help you sooner when you were getting chased by bad guys?”

      “It doesn’t have anything to do with me. It’s about Section 9 policy. We could act sooner. We could go further. We could save lives.”

      She stopped again, so Bray stopped as well.

      “There’s something you need to understand here, Barrett.” Andrea’s voice was angry, but she held it in check. “I know you used to be an Arbiter, but those days are over. You have to stop thinking that way. The Arbiter Force is a blunt tool. Section 9 is a nano scalpel. You can’t save everyone, and it is sisyphean to try.

      “Even with the strength and speed of an old god, you couldn’t come close to stopping every needless death around you. That’s not a failure on your part; that’s a failure of humanity. The failure of an imperfect society. What we do is part of the effort to push past that, to get the system to a place where the things we deal with never happen in the first place. Every successful mission moves the needle a little closer. Every failure dials it back. That’s the job. That’s the job. If you want to do well in this unit—if you want to continue—you need to start thinking more like a nano scalpel and less like a blunt instrument.”

      With those words, Andrea Capanelli turned away from me and started walking again. I didn’t know what to say. She kept her eyes fixed straight ahead and didn’t speak again until we’d reached the end of the tunnel. I followed in silence, uncertain about whether I would ever really belong in Section 9.
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      The rest of the walk through the smuggling tunnel was made in awkward silence. Andrea was angry with me for putting my own instincts above the success of our mission, but I was equally incensed about Section 9’s hands-off approach. There was nothing more to say, at least for now. The tension was unresolved, and as far as I could tell the only benefit of the conversation we’d just had was that it got everything out in the open.

      “This is it.” Bray stopped at a door, accessed another maintenance panel built into the wall, and keyed in a command. The door slid open, and we emerged single file into an open space inside a larger structure. It was mostly dark, but light filtered in through a few windows somewhere inside. The shadows danced, and I realized the light must be fires burning outside, where the crowds still fought in memory of Bensouda Hafidi.

      The white walls of a large dome soared up above my head. “What is this place?”

      Andrea looked up. “It’s a Buddhist stupa. They would have kept some relics here, a bodhisattva’s finger or something like that.”

      “Would have? They don’t anymore?”

      “I’m not sure, but probably not.”

      Thomas Young’s voice echoed across the room. “The Martian colony is old enough to have a history. The stupa was abandoned a hundred years ago as the Buddhists left this district and Hafidi’s sect came in.”

      How typical of Thomas, to just launch straight into whatever topic he wanted to talk about without any acknowledgement of the fact that we were both still alive somehow. No Hi Tycho, glad to see you made it. Just a few interesting facts about local history.

      In the center of the open space there was an enormous graphene statue. It depicted a Buddha seated on some kind of throne, with a flowing tunic and a peaked crown. One hand was raised with the palm open and turned up, the other held up three fingers in front of it in what I presume was some kind of gesture of prayer. I walked up to the statue and read the plaque at its base. It read East Hellas Maitreya.

      I couldn’t see where Thomas was at first, so I just played along. “They didn’t knock it down?”

      “You surprise me, Tycho. I should think you could see for yourself that they didn’t knock it down, since you are standing inside it. No, they built another structure around it and left it standing as a historical curiosity. Buddhists from other districts still come here on pilgrimage every now and then. It’s a perfect spot for the smugglers, because hardly anyone ever comes in here.”

      I looked around, imagining the centuries of Buddhists that had come to this place to pray and meditate. I didn’t know much about Martian Buddhism, except that it had evolved away from any of the traditional Terran sects. As far as I knew, Buddhists didn’t kill each other over accusations of heresy, but it did make for a strained relationship between the temples on Earth and those on Mars. Perhaps that was why they had given up on the old stupa, because it represented an older version of the faith they had left behind.

      “Where are you, Thomas?”

      “I’m over here.” Distorted by echoes, his voice could have come from anywhere in that enormous structure. I kept walking along the curving wall, and eventually saw the familiar figure of Vincenzo Veraldi peering out a window up ahead.

      He glanced in my direction. “Barrett. That was quite a stunt you pulled.”

      “I heard all about it from Andrea already. I thought you guys were way above us.”

      He shrugged. “We were, but this was the rendezvous point. I’d stay away from Jones if I were you. He’s kind of pissed at you.”

      “Everyone in this place is kind of pissed at me.”

      “Not Ivanovich. He just thinks you’re funny.”

      I walked on past him and found Sasha leaning against the wall with his eyes closed. As he heard me approach, he opened one eye for just a moment to confirm my identity. “Ah, shit.” He closed his eye again. “I guess I lose that bet.”

      A few feet past him, I found Thomas Young. He was seated on the floor behind the Maitreya statue, fiddling with a piece of equipment I didn’t recognize. Completely absorbed by the device he was holding, he didn’t even look up at my approach.

      I stopped in front of him. “Glad to see you made it, Thomas.”

      “Hmm? Why is that?”

      I couldn’t think of a response to that one. Why indeed? I turned away and kept walking along the back wall until I reached another window. Andrew Jones was there, staring out at the streets outside. A floodlight lit his face, and he pulled back into the shadows of the stupa. “Barrett. You just won me a bet, otherwise I’d be punching you in the face right now.”

      “Yeah, everyone’s mad at me. What can I say?”

      “Don’t say a thing, just don’t go running off like that again. Some of us are trying to survive this mission.”

      “I have my reasons. You wouldn’t understand.”

      “No, I understand you perfectly, Tycho. It’s just that you’re wrong.”

      “I’ve heard this song, so let’s change the beat. What’s Thomas doing back there?”

      Andrew looked briefly in Thomas’s direction. “He’s hacking their systems. With that device, he can monitor data throughout the entire city. If he needs to, he can even interrupt or alter the stream. I don’t know the specifics of what he’s up to, but if you leave that guy alone for ten minutes, he’ll be in someone’s computer system.”

      He looked at me straight on then sighed and shook his head. “I don’t know about you, Tycho. You don’t act like Section 9, but I can’t say you haven’t been an asset. Even back there on Venus, you got things done in your own way. You’re good at what you do, but are you ever going to try to be a team player?”

      “I don’t know. I do know I can’t stand by and watch.”

      “I get it, but there’s another solution.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You turn away. You keep moving forward. If we can take down Ares Terrestrial, we’ll save a lot more lives than we could ever do by getting involved in these riots.”

      “It’s looking more like a revolution at this point.”

      “Even worse. Do you think for one minute that the Sol Federation is going to tolerate the existence of a revolutionary government here in East Hellas? If it came to that, they’d be just as happy to invade and occupy the place. It would be less hassle to them than dealing with revolutionaries. Revolutionaries are people who cannot be reasoned with.”

      “Like myself.” I grinned.

      “That’s right, like you. So, you fought the Erinyes?”

      “I shot at the Erinyes, but all I was really doing was putting little holes in their armor. Until Bray showed up with that massive cannon of his, I wasn’t sure how it was going to go against that ape-cyborg.”

      “It does help to have a plan in life. Were you going to have him rip off your head?”

      “No, I don’t think so. It was more of a squeezing-me-into-a-pulp situation. Bray smashed the thing’s chest in with a shot from his cannon, then Andrea handed me this squad rifle and I was finally able to really fight.”

      Andrew suddenly looked confused, then he glanced back toward the door to the shaft. “Hey, wait a second. You used the smuggler’s shaft?”

      “We did.”

      He started laughing quietly. “Holy shit. You mean to tell me Bray had to lug that thing through the shaft… by hand?”

      “It wasn’t really lugging. It was more like waddling sideways. He was almost hyperventilating.”

      “I’ll bet he was. That guy’s claustrophobic! I can’t believe he did that…”

      “Yeah I think he just about lost his shit.”

      “If he actually had, you wouldn’t be alive to tell the tale. Where is he now?”

      I looked around, but I couldn’t see him. The way that place was set up, a person on the other side of the big Maitreya statue couldn’t be seen at all. “I’d better go check on him.”

      Jones raised an eyebrow. “Good luck with that. I’m not sure that’s any safer than when you decided to run off and fight all those Erinyes.”

      As irritated as he was, it looked like Jones was mostly over it. I walked on until I reached Bray, who was standing in front of the Maitreya and staring up at it grimly. His giant gun was cradled in his arms, and his facial expression was one of belligerent incomprehension.

      “You got a problem with the Buddha, Jonathan?”

      “Huh?”

      He went right on glaring at it, but I didn’t get the opportunity to find out what his issue was with the statue.

      Andrea came around from the other side with Veraldi in tow, and Thomas following a few paces behind. “Has anyone seen Andrew?”

      “He’s back at the window.” I pointed. “Want me to get him?”

      “I’m not back anywhere, I’m right here.” He walked over to join us and was soon staring at Bray and then back at the statue. Then he looked back and forth between the two again. “Did the statue do something to piss you off, Jonathan?”

      Bray glanced at him. “Huh?”

      Andrea stepped forward. “We’re all in the same place for the first time since that bomb went off. Reports?”

      Veraldi went first. “I gathered up everyone I could find, then we made our way through Pretorius toward Great Wall to rendezvous with our Black Kuei contact. Along the way, we were attacked by a hit team from the Geneicide Syndicate but succeeded in recovering their dataspikes. Well, some of their dataspikes. Andrew analyzed the data they contained, and we discovered the existence of a citywide contract on our lives. We sought out Madam Shih to obtain some weapons—”

      “And a first-rate memory experience,” added Sasha Ivanovich, who had wandered over to see what we were talking about.

      Veraldi ignored him. “When we reached the train, we were attacked by Erinyes, but Tycho came up with an effective escape plan.”

      Andrea looked surprised, as I had left this out of our conversation. “Tycho did?”

      Veraldi nodded. “He got us to retreat into another train car and then disconnected the one the Erinyes were in. After they fell behind, he hacked the train’s onboard control system with a skeleton key and ordered it to stop. We jumped off onto a rooftop in Fuji Section.”

      Bray frowned. “Why didn’t he just, you know, kill all the cyborgs?”

      “I don’t know, Jonathan,” Vincenzo replied. “Maybe because he wasn’t carrying an anti-vehicular cannon?”

      “That was innovative thinking on Tycho’s part,” Andrew acknowledged. “Shortly after that we were attacked by the Kagebushin.”

      Veraldi nodded. “Yes. In the course of that attack, Tycho discovered their use of an experimental holography device.”

      Andrea noticed what he was up to. “Point taken, Vincenzo. We’ll leave the matter where it is, as long as Tycho doesn’t go off on any other private adventures. Are we agreed?”

      I wasn’t sure what to say, as I wasn’t really sure I could make that kind of promise. She was staring right at me, so I finally gave her a nod. “Okay, we’re agreed.”

      She turned toward the group again. “I just checked my dataspike, and the local news is reporting a major shift in the rioters’ tactics. They’re starting a push against the border wall, trying to breach it and reunite with West Hellas.”

      Bray shook his head. “What the hell? I don’t get it. I thought they were all about Bensouda Hafidi.”

      “It’s right there in his sermons,” Jones replied. “He told his followers many times that the Wall was the sign of a corrupt society, and that it would have to fall someday to build a better world.”

      Andrea nodded, biting her lip. “And now they’re acting on his words. Ares Terrestrial is blaming the whole thing on outside agitators. To that end, they’re ordering the immediate deportation of all non-citizens. From what they’re saying on the news, they’re basically emptying out the jails and prisons, throwing in anyone else they don’t really want to deal with, and sending them all for the West Hellas border.”

      “That sounds like a desperation move to me,” said Jones. “I mean, a crowd filled with criminals? Criminals bad enough to get locked up in this city? How the hell are they planning to control that?”

      “I honestly don’t know,” Capanelli replied. “It’s not like they can spare a lot of StateSec officers either. They’ve mobilized every officer in every district, and it’s all they can do to defend company assets. When they open those gates to let the deportees through, they won’t have any hope of controlling what happens.”

      “Maybe they won’t even try to,” Veraldi mused.

      “What do you mean?” asked Andrea.

      “It’s not the point of the exercise. We saw what they were doing. They sent their Erinyes against the crowd. When you’re killing people indiscriminately, what you’re trying to do is to spread terror.”

      Jones started drumming his leg with his fingers as he talked, a sign that he was thinking out all the angles. “So they hit the rebels hard, get the dissidents thinking there’s no longer any hope and that they’ll be hunted down and killed. Then they open the gates for just a couple of hours and let all the troublemakers through at once. When they close them again, they’ll be able to get back to normal.”

      Veraldi shrugged. “Why not just do something about the city’s problems? It’s stupid. But I suppose it could work. From their perspective, Hafidi’s followers would be much less of a problem as a bunch of rootless exiles on the other side of the Wall. Especially with a lot of criminals mixed in with them to ensure that the West Hellans see the refugees as trouble and treat them accordingly. But if that’s their strategy, the Erinyes won’t be enough on their own. There just aren’t enough of them.”

      He gave Andrea a look, and she took that as a sign that he was looking for more information from her. “It’s not just the Erinyes, but the syndicates too. Bounties are being awarded to syndicates for suppressing blocks of the city. They have carte blanche, so the gangsters in some districts are just going around and slaughtering Hafidi’s people. In other districts they’re with the rioters, but for the most part the gang bosses are only too happy to turn on their own people.”

      I jumped into the conversation. “That matches what Veraldi was saying. If the gangsters kill all the rioters, it’s no problem for the company. If some of the rioters get away, they’ll have to join the refugees waiting to be deported. They won’t have any choice, because they can’t go to some neighborhood where nobody knows them—not in a city like this—and they can’t go home, not with the gangsters looking for any protesters they can get their hands on.”

      “You know, this presents an opportunity,” said Jones.

      “I’m glad you can see that,” Andrea replied. “It’s our best chance by far. With so many people at the gates and with StateSec overwhelmed, they can't possibly be checking anything all that thoroughly. We get across the city and into the territory of the Black Kuei. We get what we need so we can cross the border. Then we join in with the refugees and slip across when the gates come open.”

      “I don't know about this.” Bray was shaking his head. “I can see what you’re saying, but I just don’t know about this.”

      “Why’s that?” asked Andrea.

      “They’ll be overwhelmed by the crowd. Not checking IDs? Okay, I can see that. So overwhelmed that they don’t spot a group of wanted fugitives? No way, chief. Their guys will be looking out for us, and anything we do to avoid being noticed will only make them want to pay that much more attention to us. There’s not a chance in hell we’re just walking through that gate without getting spotted.”

      “Maybe not, but we still have a much better chance of making it through with this plan than with any other. If we do get spotted, they’ll have to pull us out of a huge and already angry crowd. What do you think is likely to happen?”

      Human shields. Andrea was talking about using the deportees as human shields. The longer I worked with Section 9, the more I realized that they lived in a world of moral compromises, where nothing was ultimately good except fulfillment of the mission, and nothing was ultimately bad except the failure to do so.

      Bray grinned. “I don’t really care one way or the other, I’m just saying they’re going to spot us.”

      “We can modify the plan if we need to, or if a better option falls in our laps,” Andrea said. “That’s it for now though. We fight our way across the city, meet our Black Kuei contact, then slip across into West Hellas in the column of refugees. By this time tomorrow, we should be sipping Red Martians in a West Hellas cocktail bar.”

      Jones rubbed his eyes. “If we’re lucky enough to be alive this time tomorrow, I’ll be knocked out cold. If I could sleep for a month I’d still be pissed when you finally woke me up.”

      “I know what you mean.” Andrea brushed her hair away from her eyes. “Thomas, you haven’t said anything since this meeting started. Do you have anything to contribute?”

      “Anything to contribute? That seemed to be a rather rambling conversation about topics of no real interest. Why would I want to contribute anything to that?”

      I looked at him like he was half-crazy, because as far as I was concerned, he was. “Topics of no real interest? We were discussing how to get out of East Hellas.”

      “Were you?” He looked honestly confused. “I could have sworn you were talking about human rights abuses, refugees and massacres and that sort of thing. You know, sociology, politics, and… well, the soft sciences.”

      “Forget I said anything.”

      “I wish I could. While you were all debating the ethical conundrums of the situation, I sent our Black Kuei contact an encrypted text and received a reply. They’ve sent us the location of the rendezvous point.”

      “Mark it up on the map,” said Andrea. “Then we’ll all have it.”

      “If you check your dataspikes, you’ll see that I already have.”

      I checked my map of the city and noted the blinking dot Thomas had added to represent the rendezvous point. It was over in Great Wall, which didn’t seem much closer than it had been when this whole mess started.

      “Okay, I have it.” Andrea turned to look at us. “I know that isn’t as close as you were probably hoping, but it’s not that far either. And there’s a silver lining. Closing the airlock between this district and Fuji Section has made government efforts to reestablish control difficult.”

      I didn’t get that. “So we’re siding with the rioters now? I thought—”

      She raised a hand to silence me. “It’s not that we’re siding with the rioters or anyone else. It’s just that it buys Section 9 a little more time.”

      “I guess it would.”

      “Glad to see that it meets your approval. Does everyone understand the plan?”

      I nodded. The others just looked at her. They understood the plan. They always understood everything. I was the only rookie present, the only one who felt the need to specify all the details every time.

      “Okay. If anything goes wrong, just make your way in the direction of the glowing dot. If you’re with the doctor here, remember that his life is worth more than yours until this mission is over. Any questions?”

      Veraldi raised a finger. “We’re not splitting up and making our way to the rendezvous separately?”

      “No, we are not. After everything that’s happened, I’d rather risk moving as a group than allow my kids to wander around again. We stick together. Right, Tycho?” She clapped her hand on my shoulder. In theory, she had dropped it. In practice, Andrea Capanelli was still unquestionably pissed.
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      We walked out onto lifeless streets. Everything in the immediate vicinity was quiet except for the crackling of nearby fires and the reports of distant gunfire. We’d reached the eye of the storm, and I wondered why for a moment until I remembered. The crowd in this district had stormed Fuji Section, and they couldn’t retreat back to their own neighborhood because we’d closed the airlock on them. The people of this district, or a good few thousand of them anyway, were being murdered while they tried desperately to get back through those massive gates to the safety of home.

      Or so I imagined. I had no way of really knowing, and no real reason to assume the worst. Perhaps they were marching in triumph across the city, arm in arm and singing some revolutionary anthem together. Whatever the truth, the district was quiet because we had locked so many of its inhabitants out.

      We fanned out and started walking, ready for anything East Hellas might throw at us. Sasha Ivanovich held back, allowing us to function as human shields for him. I could hardly blame him, when our official plan was to do exactly the same thing with the deportees at the border wall. We saw hardly anyone at first, though the occasional gang member poked a head up and stared at us from a rooftop or window. Someone shot at us along the way, but Bray’s return fire was more than enough to dissuade any follow-up attempts. We kept moving, and there were no more gang snipers with the nerve to try to take us on, at least for a little while.

      The distant gunfire was growing closer, and it was becoming obvious that we were making our way out of the eye of the storm and back into the increasing chaos of the East Hellas uprising. Andrea sent us a message over our dataspikes.

      Switch to silent communication. Jones and Barrett, you’re on the target.

      Jones looked at me and nodded wordlessly, and the two of us herded Ivanovich over to the side of the street. He seemed confused, but he went along with what we wanted him to do. Just a few blocks later, we came across a group of combatants—roughly a dozen rebels armed with rifles, and three or four others holding clubs or knives. When they saw us approaching, they fanned out and blocked the street. A masked rebel stepped forward.

      “Turn back.”

      I couldn’t see the rebel’s face, but the voice was of a woman.

      Andrea Capanelli stepped up to speak with her. “This isn’t our fight, we’re just trying to escort someone out of the city.”

      “Out of East Hellas? You’re foreigners?”

      “That’s right. We’re under the deportation order.”

      The woman glanced back at the others. One of them shrugged, and the others didn’t reply at all. She turned to Andrea again. “You’re heavily armed for refugees.”

      “We’re heavily armed no matter how you look at it. We’re not your enemies. Letting us through won’t hurt your cause.”

      “Wait a minute,” said one of the others. “Aren’t these the people from the video?”

      The woman nodded. “Yeah, I think they are. They say you killed Bensouda Hafidi.”

      Bray positioned himself quietly to bring his cannon to bear. If we had to do it, we could shoot our way through this rebel squad in a matter of seconds, but I was still hoping it wouldn’t come to that. To her credit, Andrea was doing what she could to keep this peaceful.

      “We didn’t kill anyone,” Andrea replied.

      “I’m sure that’s not true.” The rebel woman looked back and forth, assessing our numbers and armament. “On the other hand, I’m also sure you didn’t kill Hafidi. That was Ares Terrestrial. It wouldn’t be the first lie they’ve shoved down our throats. You can go on through, but you should know the syndicates are up ahead. They’ve taken the company’s bounty. They hold the next few intersections, and they would all be happy to claim your heads.”

      The rebel squad stepped aside, and I saw the game this woman was playing. By letting us through, she was effectively turning us loose on the syndicate gunmen. At the end of it we’d be gone no matter which way the fight went and, with any luck, so would her enemies.

      We made our approach in silence, but the syndicate gunmen still saw us coming. I doubt they recognized us under the circumstances, but with the city at war they were in a shoot-first-and-ask-questions-later mood. They opened fire from behind a makeshift barricade. Our reply was decisive, as Bray’s massive weapon ripped their barricade apart and splattered anything behind it across the pavement.

      The few survivors turned and ran, but a shooter on a rooftop three buildings over took a try at us. He missed Bray by inches, and I fired into the center mass of the gunman’s muzzle flare. I watched the dark silhouette of his body as he tumbled to the street. As we advanced through the intersection, Andrea sent out another message.

      Stay alert. The next ones will be ready.

      The survivors from our first attack had regrouped up ahead, behind another barricade with even more syndicate gunmen. We didn’t wait for them to shoot. Instead, Bray pulled the trigger and just walked straight at them, fanning his weapon slowly from side to side. Jones and I provided back-up fire, and the others moved out to flank the position.

      The gangsters broke ranks and ran, abandoning their position in the face of superior firepower. As they reached the next intersection, a column of rebel fighters with black armbands came into view. The rebels saw the gangsters running and moved quickly to cut off their escape. Trapped between us and the rebels, the gangsters were left with few options.

      One of them threw down his gun and put his hands in the air, followed swiftly by most of the others. Two broke off and tried to get away, but the rebels shot them down from behind as they ran. As we walked past the rebels and their prisoners of war, a message came through from Thomas.

      I’ve seen three different languages, but the armbands all say the same thing: Bensouda Hafidi.

      Like most of Young’s comments, this one was arguably more interesting than it was useful. I had absolutely no doubt that the history books would someday refer to this as the Hafidi Uprising or something similar. I didn’t think it was likely to ever be called a revolution, but there was no way to predict how these kinds of things would play out.

      As we moved on, we saw a lot of those black armbands and heard a lot of gunfire. We saw people shot down, and we were responsible for shooting a fair number of them ourselves. One thing we didn’t see was a single StateSec officer. In this part of the city, the fighting seemed to be exclusively between the rebels fighting in honor of Hafidi’s memory and the gangsters who had dominated the city for such a long time now.

      When given the opportunity, the gangsters had almost all sided with Ares Terrestrial against their own people. I realized I’d been wrong all along, that it wasn’t that Ares Terrestrial couldn’t control the streets, it was just that it was more cost-efficient for them to contract it out. By letting the gangsters have so much authority, the company could be all but certain that no one would ever successfully challenge their control of the city, no matter how incompetent and corrupt it might happen to be.

      The gunmen were ruthless, shooting down anyone they saw in the street whether armed or not. Looking at some of the dead, I saw no reason to think they had even been protesters in the first place. The rebels, for their part, responded in kind. When we passed a group of gangsters being held prisoner by a rebel column, the prisoners lived just long enough for us to reach the next intersection. We heard a barrage of shots behind us, and another dozen or so syndicate gunmen were erased from the streets of East Hellas permanently.

      Looks like we’re reaching the Terror stage of the Revolution commented Andrew Jones.

      This is nothing replied Bray, with no clarification as to what he was talking about.

      We passed some rebels outside a clinic, besieging the gangsters within. From the rooftops and windows, the syndicate gunmen poured fire on the streets. The rebels shot up at them, but their pistols and submachine guns couldn’t do much to end the siege. As we passed, Bray turned and casually raked the rooftop with his handheld cannon, killing most of the gunmen who were firing from that position. Then he lowered his muzzle and raked the top floor of the building, blasting out all the windows and turning two syndicate snipers into something resembling a liquid phase of human flesh.

      The rebels charged through the front door, and Bray sent a message.

      If you want to get involved, that’s how you do it.

      We’re approaching the next airlock, said a message from Veraldi. Leaving K-2 Section, and about to enter Great Wall. We’re in the homestretch, so stay alert.

      When we reached the gate, we found it defended by a large and well-disciplined unit of masked gunmen. They called out to us as we approached. “No entry except to residents. You’ll have to go around.”

      If this was the entrance to Great Wall, I could only assume that these gunmen were affiliated with the Black Kuei. If they didn’t let us through, we could hardly just open fire on the one group that could supposedly get us out of here. Veraldi looked at Capanelli, clearly wondering what to do next.

      “I am a resident!” called Sasha Ivanovich. “I have a penthouse on Formosa.”

      The gunmen laughed. “Your party house doesn’t count. Do you know anyone in the neighborhood?”

      “I do,” called Andrea. “If you let me approach, I have something to tell you.”

      “Just you. No one else.”

      Andrea slowly walked toward the man then spoke to him briefly in hushed tones. He nodded, then spent a few moments in apparent silence, no doubt communicating with his superiors. When he spoke again, it was only to wave us through.

      “Go through, the place you’re looking for is two blocks up.”

      Where are we meeting them? I asked.

      The Great Wall Art Museum, Andrea replied. Our contact is Tatiana Xiao.

      She led the way through the airlock, and we entered the territory of the Black Kuei. I don’t know what I was expecting, but Great Wall wasn’t it. The section was a mess, a place full of crumbling plasticrete scarred up by graffiti, cracked and worn streets, and the shuttered windows of abandoned buildings. Here and there, suspicious faces peered out from dark windows behind broken glass.

      Jones sent a message. You’d think the most powerful crime organization on either side of the wall would be a bit more concerned with public relations.

      They don’t really need it. Andrea replied. They control this neighborhood completely and have no real need for the public to like them.

      I didn’t know about that. The other syndicates had been such a problem for us because of the support they had from ordinary citizens. Ingratiating the people meant that the syndicates had that many more eyes and ears. It had been frighteningly effective, so it seemed odd to me that the Black Kuei wouldn’t bother. Had they made the mistake of believing money and resources would be all they needed? Hoarding their wealth and hoping to buy their way out of any problem while the city rots around them.

      I shook my head. I was thinking too much. Great Wall wasn’t worth it, and the sooner we could make the arrangements with our contact to get us out of here, the happier I would be.

      There’s the museum up there, Veraldi told us. I looked up ahead, but at first all I saw was a massive temple in the distinctive Russo-Sino style, all pagoda roofs and onion domes in a tackily conspicuous display of wealth and power. Then I realized that was the art museum, and the tattooed young men standing out in front of it with submachine guns in their hands were its guards.

      Why do they need all those guys to guard an art museum? I asked the group.

      It was Jones who replied. It makes perfect sense, really. Art is an ideal mechanism for money laundering and hiding wealth for later liquidation. This is basically the Black Kuei’s bank, and they’re going to protect it with everything they’ve got.

      The guards stepped aside as we approached, although they made sure to stare at us with blank faces as we walked past. The Black Kuei gunmen didn’t favor the flowing tunics or mask-like scarves worn by most of the inhabitants of East Hellas. Instead, they wore black suits with white shirts and skinny ties, with pitch-black glasses that gave them the appearance of insect people.

      Why are they just letting us through? I asked. We’re heavily armed.

      Look up, replied Andrea. Always look up.

      I did as she said, and I saw the cannon tracking our movement from the ceiling. In the open air between, half a dozen drones hovered as quietly as any watchful predator. The Black Kuei had allowed us to enter their sanctuary with our weapons because our weapons didn’t matter.

      Thomas sent a message. Hacking the control systems now.

      “I kindly ask that you stop,” said Tatiana Xiao, stepping out from behind a T’ang Dynasty horse statue. “We have already detected the intrusion, and if you make it beyond our outer security shell, the drones will open fire.”

      Thomas threw Andrea a guilty look, and she sent a message immediately. Abort.

      “I am Tatiana Xiao. Welcome to the Great Wall Art Museum.” Xiao’s outfit was identical to that of the men outside. The same black suit and tie in a feminine cut and the same dark glasses. The only real difference was that she carried no weapon, but then she had no need of a weapon with all those drones. Based on her thick Russo-Sino accent, she was a recent Earth immigrant.

      “I’m Andrea Capanelli. You know who we’re with.”

      “I am afraid not. I must admit, I am rather curious on that point. Still, I think I have a good idea. You are a group of covert operatives. You work for a government, and considering the resources you have access to, that government is most likely the Sol Federation. You do not work for any of the eight intelligence Sections, because your actions are blatantly illegal and could never be publicly acknowledged. A ninth Section perhaps, for black operations?”

      Andrea was stunned into silence for several seconds, and so was I. The way Xiao had laid it out, it made me wonder if there was anyone who didn’t know about Section 9.

      Xiao laughed. “There is no need to say anything. My curiosity is amply satisfied. We have several things to discuss. If you do not mind spending a few minutes speaking with me, your people can feel free to browse the art collection.”

      This wasn’t a request, but a demand from the Black Kuei to keep the conversation limited to as few ears as possible. Andrea took a breath. “Stay where you can see me, everyone.”

      I turned to Ivanovich. “Come on. Let’s go look at some art.”

      He shrugged. “Why not? It looks like they have some Socialist Realism pieces over here.”

      He led me over to the far right, where the museum had a small but impressive collection of 20th century Russian artwork. One piece had a colossal factory worker pouring molten metal. Another had a blonde woman with a sickle, harvesting grain beneath a bright blue sky.

      Jones came up from behind us. “I wouldn’t have pegged you for an art fan, Sasha.”

      Ivanovich grunted. “You know nothing. Russian people are highly cultured, and the Soviet period was one of the greatest in our history.”

      “I’m not an expert,” I commented. “But weren’t they radicals? Liberate the people from their oppressors and so on, like Hafidi’s people?”

      The scientist shrugged. “Every empire has some faith to peddle. That’s what keeps the scum working so hard. Like our hero here, slaving away at a foundry while his betters run the empire. That’s what went wrong here in East Hellas. The company never created an ideology, they just expected people to do whatever they were told. But with a good ideology, they would want to do it. It was a stupid oversight.”

      I didn’t have anything to say to his cynical speech, and I stood there silently as we both looked at the art and saw different things. A few minutes later he moved on, wandering slowly along the wall in search of more Russian items. When he’d exhausted their collection, he drifted over to the other wall to grimace at the Chinese works: T’ang Dynasty jade figurines, Sung Dynasty landscape paintings, and Ming calligraphy.

      Even back on Earth, there weren’t many museums left with such a deep collection of ancient Chinese items. The combined value of all this artwork was probably more than the property values of every building in Great Wall combined. Outside these walls, people lived and died in crumbling plasticrete block housing, while men with guns stood guard around this gallery filled with pretty pictures from long ago.

      I looked around, taking in the sheer opulence the Black Kuei had slathered over every inch of space—glittering crystal chandeliers and bright silk tapestries, huge paintings worth more than I would make in my lifetime, an emerald necklace, a collection of porcelain.

      I heard nervous laughter and realized too late that I was the one who was laughing. Tatiana Xiao came wandering over with Andrea just behind her.

      “Something amuses you?” Xiao didn’t sound offended, but something told me she never would. She didn’t seem like the sort to wear her emotions on her sleeve. Quite the opposite, I imagined. She’d be inscrutable even if she had already decided to kill me.

      “It’s the contrast.” I gestured around the room and she nodded slowly.

      “If we were in a story, this would be the part where I explain my criminal philosophy to you. Something pretentious and nihilistic. Yes?”

      I raised my eyebrows, and Andrea flashed me a warning look.

      Xiao continued. “I will not do that. We live in hell here, and the syndicates are the only means out. Do you understand?”

      I understood, but I wasn’t at all sure it applied to her. I was certain she wasn’t even a native Martian, so how could this ever have been her only way out?

      Andrea stepped in. “My colleague has had a long day. Please forgive his impertinence.”

      “There is nothing to forgive. The Black Kuei is truly monstrous; we are all in agreement on that. Every member of the Black Kuei is well aware of it. No one likes it, everyone does it. That is the way of things.”

      She shook her head as if to clear it, then she strode rapidly to the guest information table in the back of the hall and opened a drawer. She pulled out a black bag. “Travel documents and pocket litter to support your cover, along with a selection of clothing and accessories to alter your appearance. You are no longer spies from this point, but simple refugees in need of asylum. Please get changed then we will go up to the roof. Our private train is waiting.”
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      Once again, I was in a stupid outfit. We were posing as refugees, foreign contractors deported by Ares Terrestrial as scapegoats for the uprising. Under East Hellas labor law, protections and benefits were only for citizens and did not apply to precarious workers hired from off-world for short-term projects.

      To ensure that such workers didn’t forget their place, they were required to wear one-piece neon work uniforms stating their place of employment. Mine, for instance, said TOBOL GAS WORKS and was a sickly shade of bright orange. Jones was a fellow employee of Tobol, while Young was a low-level engineer for the Brixton Sand Refinery in a bright purple outfit. Andrea wore the yellowish-green uniform of the Sanitation Corps, and Bray’s arms and legs jutted out ridiculously from the not-quite-huge-enough pink uniform of the Medical Waste Disposal Unit. Veraldi’s pink outfit was a much better fit, but Ivanovich was grimacing awkwardly in the extremely yellow and baggy work clothing of one of Ares Terrestrial’s cafeteria staff.

      “They’re mocking us intentionally,” I muttered to Jones, but all he did was shrug and grin.

      “You look…fairly convincing.” Xiao was looking us up and down with an expression that suggested we weren’t fooling anyone. “Please follow me, and we can complete your extraction from East Hellas.”

      She led us up a white marble staircase, the drones trailing behind her like obedient dogs. They must have been tethered to her dataspike, and I suspected they were programmed to kill everyone in the room if anything critical happened to her vital signs. When we reached the top, she opened a door and led us out onto the museum rooftop. Just as she’d said, there was a private maglev waiting for us on a track that curved all around the district before eventually disappearing from sight in the direction of the Wall.

      “This is our VIP maglev. It’s typically used for special guests of state. We do not want StateSec to think you are VIPs, though. It would attract too much attention.”

      Andrea was looking at the train with some trepidation. “So what’s our cover story?”

      “We have already sent three loads of genuine refugees to establish that cover story. It is a humanitarian campaign by the Black Kuei to assist noncitizens threatened by political oppression. It will not be questioned.”

      “Are you sure about that?” asked Bray, looking nonsensical in his uniform. “This gun doesn’t look like something you’d use to clear medical waste.”

      “I agree. It will not do to have you approach the border control gate as heavily armed as you are. West Hellas sentries will not allow you to pass while armed at all. For this subterfuge to succeed, you must surrender your weapons.”

      “Uh-uh.” Bray shook his head. “No way. I had to fight some mythic shit just a couple of hours ago. There’s no way in hell I’m giving this gun up.”

      “I understand your concern.” Xiao frowned. “Yet there is no other way. Please, take a moment to consult with your commanding officer. Discuss the matter among yourselves. I would not have you do anything you would feel uncomfortable with.”

      She went back through the door to give us time to talk, but the drones were still hovering directly above our heads. It was obvious to me that if we refused to comply, it would be just as easy for them to kill us all.

      Andrea looked around at us. “Opinions. Tycho first.”

      “Why is Tycho going first?” asked Jones.

      “Because he’s the most opinionated. Easiest thing to do is to let him say his piece and get it out of the way.”

      I glanced up at the drones as I started speaking. “I’m not sure we have a choice. If we decide to refuse, they could give the order for those drones to kill us. We can’t just hack them because of the security failsafe. We can’t just shoot them down, not even with Bray’s cannon, unless we’re willing to take some casualties. If we decide to refuse, there’s no way out without losing some people.”

      “And no guarantee we wouldn’t lose everyone,” Veraldi added. “But I don’t know. If they’re planning to kill us, then disarming us first is their safest option. Which implies that they aren’t so confident we wouldn’t survive the drone attack. This is a lesser of two evils problem. The only question is which one is the lesser?”

      Andrea nodded. “Bray?”

      “I vote we shoot everything.”

      “Always a valid option. Young?”

      “We hack their drones. The notion that I can’t figure out a way around their detection systems is frankly nonsense.”

      “That isn’t the question we’re deciding here. Jones?”

      Ivanovich scowled. “You’re not going to ask me my opinion, are you?”

      “Fuck no, we’re not,” Jones replied. He turned back to Andrea. “We’ve been in worse situations than this before. Are those drones more dangerous than August Marcenn’s androids? More dangerous than a cyborg chimera? I don’t think so. On the other hand, Tycho may be right that we would take some casualties. Our safest bet is to get on the train then reassess when we’re no longer under the gun.”

      Andrea nodded. “Agreed. We accept the train ride.”

      As soon as she said that, Tatiana Xiao stepped out onto the roof. She must have heard every word we’d said, including Bray’s cheerful vote for shooting “everything.”

      “You have come to a decision then?”

      “We have,” replied Andrea. “And we thank you for your assistance. The people we work for will not forget what you’ve done for us.”

      “I should expect not. We will hear from you, should the Sol Federation choose to target our operations, yes?”

      This was a dirty business, but the deal we were making was grimy. Telling the Black Kuei about a law enforcement operation was something I didn’t think I could stomach. Andrea must have seen the look on my face, because she sent me a message.

      Lock it up.

      She smiled at Xiao. “Of course. One good deed deserves another.”

      Xiao returned the smile. “The maglev is yours. It will take you directly to a West Hellas border control checkpoint. I wish you the best of luck in all your endeavors.” She bowed slightly with her hands together.

      “Come on, team. Leave your weapons here.”

      Nobody looked happy, but Bray looked more miserable than anyone else. He was giving up a weapon so powerful that it made him the equal of any cyborg the company could throw at us. We stacked up our guns, all of which would no doubt be going straight into the armory of the Black Kuei. Without another word, Andrea led us into the private train. It started moving as soon as the door closed, and Vincenzo turned to Andrea with a nervous expression. “Do you think we can trust Tatiana Xiao? Or the Black Kuei, for that matter?”

      “I do not. I just wanted to get us out from under those drones. There are dozens of methods to cross the border, but Xiao chose the one with the most exposure, the least egress, and of course the one that would leave us completely unarmed. There’s no doubt in my mind that this is a trap.”

      The maglev was smooth, speeding around Great Wall on a dedicated track. The rail took us past the rooftops of luxury hotels, high-end restaurants, and trendy nightclubs. Every syndicate hot spot in the otherwise dreary district of Great Wall.

      Bray put a hand up to his head. “I’m confused. We walked into a trap on purpose?”

      “No time to talk about it. You can criticize my decision over beers later if you want. The important point now is to get out of the trap. Tycho, do you still have that skeleton key of yours?”

      I nodded. That thing had come in handy so many times, I was hardly likely to give it up.

      “I need you to go up front and see if you can disable the train’s AI. Think you can handle that?”

      “He did it before,” said Veraldi. “When we jumped off the train.”

      Thomas frowned. “You’re joking, right Andrea?”

      Andrea sending me on a hacking job must have really offended him. It would be like asking me to take Raven’s place as the team sniper, or Veraldi’s as the close quarters combatives expert.

      “Not at all, and I don’t have time to argue about it. Get going, Tycho.”

      I walked down the aisle as the train streaked past its usual stops. On one of the rooftops we passed, I caught a glimpse of a syndicate gunman watching us through a pair of binoculars. As I headed for the door, I heard Andrea giving Young his instructions.

      “I need you to do something else, something that should be more of a challenge for you. Can you falsify the rail sensor data and make it appear as though the maglev is doing exactly what it’s supposed to be doing? To anyone watching those sensors, it needs to look like the train is on course at all times and operating normally.”

      Thomas scoffed. “You call that a challenge?” Those were the last words I heard him say before I went through to the control room. The layout in there was different than on the city train I’d hacked before, but using a skeleton key is a simple matter of plug and play. It only took me a few seconds to find the spot where the key would fit, and my expectation was that the train’s AI would be fully under my control immediately afterward.

      Instead, all the lights on the control board started blinking at once.

      I just stood there staring at it for a second in a total panic, then I pushed the door open. “Andrea, I need some help in here.” Thomas threw me a smug little look, despite the fact that he’d been given the much more exciting job.

      Andrea turned in my direction, but Andrew touched her arm. “I’ll deal with it. That skeleton key can’t do everything.” He came up front and saw the blinking lights all over the control panel, then he shook his head mournfully. “What did you do?”

      “I just inserted the skeleton key right there.”

      “Oh shit, okay. I think I know what happened. Hold on.”

      He pressed on a spot on the control panel then lifted it away. Behind the panel, there was a mess of circuit boards and wires that meant absolutely nothing to me.

      “Yeah.” Jones pointed. “See? The AI itself uses standard parts, so it probably has all the backdoors the Arbiter Force insists on. But that wasn’t good enough for the Black Kuei, so they had their own experts install this little setup here. You can put in a skeleton key, but it never connects. Instead, it goes to this secondary system and locks it out.”

      “So there’s nothing we can do?

      Jones snorted. “Hardly.” He reached into the panel, disconnected a few wires, then reconnected them in a different spot. “Try it now.”

      I pulled the skeleton key out and stuck it back in. The lights stopped blinking, but nothing remotely useful happened.

      “Huh.” Jones scratched his head then rearranged the wires a different way. “Go ahead and try it again.”

      I tried it again, and this time the maglev’s AI rebooted. It took far too long, and with every passing second, we came closer to the border, but when it finally booted up again I was in complete control.

      Andrea came in. “What’s taking so long?”

      Jones turned to her. “They left a little surprise for anyone trying to override the controls. We’re good now.”

      She went up to the window and looked out at the buildings speeding past. “This is going to get messy.”

      “What’s the plan, chief?” I asked her.

      “The trap is probably waiting for us at the border control station, so we’re not going to stop for it.”

      “We’re not going to stop for it?” Jones frowned, confused. “You mean we’re going to stop the maglev early and jump off? Like we did before?”

      “No, we’re going to weaponize the train.”

      “We’re going to weaponize the… oh. Oh shit, Andrea.”

      “That’s how border control is going to feel about it.”

      Thomas Young stuck his head in the door. “A challenge you said? I’m done. The sensor data is being ghosted. To anyone watching, this train will appear to be behaving normally no matter what it’s actually doing.”

      “Excellent work as always, Thomas. Okay, Tycho, time to shine. Open the throttle as far as it can go.”

      Jones grabbed her arm. “You’re serious, Andrea?”

      “You’ve survived one derailment, you can survive another. Come with me. Tycho, join us in the rear car as soon as you’re done.”

      They went out the door, and I did exactly as she’d ordered. Her plan meant turning the maglev into a kinetic missile. When we hit the border station, we’d punch right through it. Anyone waiting for us at the other end was as good as dead.

      The train accelerated forward, rocketing through the city at such a terrifying speed that I was barely able to make it through to the rear car with everyone else even holding onto the seatbacks for stability as I went. From the looks on their faces, only Andrea was genuinely unconcerned. Her jaw was clenched, but more from determination than fear.

      Even Ivanovich was scared, and as I’ve mentioned, he wasn’t a man who seemed to scare all that easily. His eyes were huge as he stared out the window at the buildings flying by. Andrea pointed to the wall. “There’s a manual control panel for the car right there. Tycho, you’re on the brakes. Jonathan, I need you to get up there and be ready to decouple us from the lead car on my signal.”

      As I made my way to the control panel, Jones shook his head. “I cannot believe we are actually doing this.”

      “But why?” asked Ivanovich. “Why? Why are we doing this?”

      “Shut up, Sasha!” snapped Jones.

      Sasha was getting even more agitated. “If I’d known what you people were like, I never would have come! I would have taken my chances with the company! I would have made my own way out of the city! You’re a bunch of goddamned lunatics!”

      Bizarrely enough, Sasha’s little rant at the effect of calming me down a little. It was just so funny, and a little unfair too. Andrea Capanelli might well be a lunatic, if lunacy is defined as intentionally crashing a train after having survived a train crash. Still, it wasn’t my idea.

      On the other hand, is going along with someone else’s crazy idea any less crazy than coming up with the idea yourself?

      “Listen up, everyone.” Andrea’s voice was flat, the nothing-but-business tone of someone who knows they don’t have any good news to impart. “We’re alone in a city that wants us dead. That’s just how it is. Between us and safety, there’s a giant wall and a border checkpoint crawling with East Hellas StateSec. We have to assume they’ll shoot on sight. If we make it past that, there’s the West Hellas side and the Royal Guard. We don’t even know what to expect from them. We don’t have any ballistics, and we don’t have any blades. Our survival depends on our ability to outthink anything that stands in our way. I expect everyone to do exactly that. We all go home. Understood?”

      There was a grim and awkward silence. We glanced at each other nervously, not sure how to respond to what she was saying. The idea that we could really survive on our wits alone, in a city being torn apart by revolution, seemed impossible.

      Thomas Young broke the silence. “So what you’re saying is that I’ll be the only survivor.”

      The silence continued for another second, although now it was more of a stunned silence than an awkward one. Then we all started laughing at once, and I suddenly realized that Young actually had a sense of humor.

      “Alright, alright.” Bray shook his head, still trying to control the laughter. “Fuck it, then.”

      There was nothing else to say. “Fuck it, then” was now the official motto of Section 9 for the remainder of the mission, however short and fiery that might turn out to be.

      The border station came into view up ahead of us, with the great rampart looming behind it. Thomas consulted his dataspike and decided it would be a good time to give us continuous updates on a terrifying situation we had no control over.

      “1000 meters and closing. 950 meters… 900 meters…”

      “Get ready.” Andrea raised her hand. Jonathan braced himself to pull the coupling on her signal, and I stood ready to engage the brakes.

      “850 meters… 800 meters…”

      Andrea’s hand went down, and Jonathan yanked out the coupling. I engaged the brakes, and our car stopped so suddenly that we were all thrown off our feet. I flew across the car, bounced off a row of tastefully upholstered seats, and fell backward into a sitting position. It isn’t impossible for a maglev to derail—as East Hellas StateSec was about to find out—but it isn’t easy either. We survived the stop, and the lead car surged ahead without us.

      It’s hard to describe what happened next. I could describe sight and sound of it, how the force of the impact’s shock traveled through the rail like a wave across water, how the engine car sheared through the half-ton plasticrete support columns as though they were made of sand, but that wouldn’t do the event justice. You’d have to feel the train rail whip your car through the air and know that you are held aloft only by the grace of electromagnetism flowing through a closed circuit that could fail at any moment. You’d have to feel the heat of the blast as broken fuel cells explode in a thirty-meter ball of flame doused almost immediately after with the byproduct of the reaction that created it. Most of all, you’d have to smell the carbonized flesh of everyone that had been too slow or unlucky to get clear. That was the second time I’d encountered that smell, and it never gets away from you.

      Everything in front of us was shattered and broken, and where the train had hit the checkpoint, there was now just an ugly gash of a wound across the stately, white facade. Beyond that gaping maw there would be broken bodies, human beings torn and mangled and flash-incinerated. As the wreckage settled, I looked on in awe and thought about Andrea Capanelli’s words. A nano scalpel, not a blunt instrument. How could something like this be the most discrete action possible?

      Sasha was holding his palm to his head, his eyes wide. Veraldi was pulling himself up from the floor. Jones had been knocked back into a seat and was wincing with what looked like lower back pain. Thomas Young was against the wall, shaking his head and breathing out slowly. Bray was grinning, still in a nearly hysterical humor.

      Andrea stood, her face as grim and humorless as it had been before the crash. “On your feet, Section 9.”
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      There were bodies everywhere, most of them in StateSec uniforms. The men we had just killed had indeed been waiting to ambush us, based on the weapons some still clutched in their severed hands. Half of a ribcage and a right arm hung from a twisted metal pole about fifteen feet up, and it was still holding a submachine gun. Nearby, I saw a severed leg, the top half of a woman, and a decapitated head with degloved face.

      “This shit is gruesome,” Bray commented, and I suddenly felt the urge to vomit. I stumbled over to the side and threw up against one of the many physical security barriers the maglev had sheared through. As far as I could tell at first, the train had left no survivors on the East Hellas side of the border control checkpoint. Andrea wanted to weaponize the train, and she had done so in spectacularly destructive fashion.

      “Hang in there, buddy.” Andrew clapped me on the shoulder. “This is not a great day at the office, I’ll give you that.”

      I closed my eyes for a second, having no idea how to respond to that bit of gallows humor. Jones went on right on talking. “Hey, it’s okay, Tycho. You don’t have to like it. You can always self-medicate later.”

      I opened one eye. “Are you planning to continue along these lines?”

      He grinned, but it looked as sad and sick as I felt. “Only if I have to. You need to keep moving forward, unless you want to join all these people.” He gestured at the ruined bodies strewn out all around us, and I nodded weakly. I stood up straight, wiped my mouth off on my sleeve, and said, “Okay.”

      Andrew just looked at me. “You know that was disgusting, right?”

      I shook my head and walked off, trying to get a sense of what was up ahead of us. The smoke made it hard to see, but we would have to go through that smoke to get where we were going. Andrea Capanelli was doing the same thing I was, peering into the gloom ahead of us with her hands on her hips.

      “What’s up there?” I asked.

      “The demilitarized zone. Which, as always, is a hell of a misnomer. It’s four kilometers wide and the only thing standing between us and West Hellas.”

      “Can we make it across?”

      “I don’t see why not. As far as I can tell, everyone on the East Hellas side was killed on impact.”

      Her voice sounded completely cold, but when she lifted a hand to brush her hair away from her face, I saw that she was shaking. I was surprised to see that. Her limbs were prosthetic. Her mother really must have been an expert surgeon to get that kind of integration when the science was two decades younger.

      She noticed me looking and balled her hand up into a fist. “Go see if you can find a weapon.”

      I didn’t move immediately. Before I had joined up with Section 9, Andrea and I were well on the way to being friends. But an officer has no friends, so they say, and now that I was on the team, she was my commanding officer. She turned away from me, making it clear she had nothing else to say. I finally stepped back and wandered over toward the first set of bodies to see what I could find.

      Bray was already looting the dead. He looked up as I approached. “Is the chief okay?”

      “A bit shaken I think, but yeah.”

      Jonathan shrugged. “Killing is hard the first time you do it. After a while, it’s just like any other job.”

      That wasn’t my experience, but I didn’t want to contradict the man. I sometimes felt like I was haunted, like the ghosts of all the people I’d killed as an Arbiter and now as a Section 9 operative were always there, just beyond the periphery of my vision.

      “Don’t make that face.” Bray cuffed me on the shoulder. “The thousand-yard stare isn’t a good look on anyone.”

      I ran my fingers through my hair. “Yeah. I need to find a weapon.”

      “Ammo too.”

      Bray was already doing just that. I looked around for a moment, trying to find something useful that didn’t have to be pried out of a deathgrip. It didn’t take too long. A few feet away from me, a StateSec officer crushed from the chest down lay staring up at the ceiling. He had a rifle beside him and a few spare magazines in one of his pockets.

      I grabbed the magazines, tossing aside one that looked too bent to be used, then took the rifle. It was still warm to the touch from the blast. I checked to make sure that it still seemed functional. The bolt carrier moved cleanly, and there didn’t seem to be any warping of the barrel. I had to admit to myself that it felt good to be holding a gun again. The thought crossed my mind that the dead man I’d taken this from had probably felt pretty secure with it too.

      I stood and saw Andrea pulling a submachine gun from inside of a body. The person had died in a fetal position and the flesh had fused, meaning the easiest way to free the weapon was by pulling through the stomach and out of the lower back. It came free with a sickening noise, and she looked it over then nodded in satisfaction.

      “Okay, everyone. We’re about to make the crossing through the demilitarized zone to the West Hellas border. I want all of you to move slowly unless we come under fire. The Royal Guard should be considered friendlies, but remember that they have no idea who any of us are. When they see a group of armed refugees in work-suits, the first thing they’re going to do is tell us to drop our weapons.”

      “I’m not dropping my weapon again.” Bray scowled, holding a high-capacity handgun that looked like a child’s toy in his massive hands.

      “These are in case we run into surviving StateSec on this side. When we reach the West, we’re going to have to let them take us into custody. We can coordinate later through the consulate for release and assistance. That’s our only chance.”

      Jonathan shook his head, clearly unhappy with the whole idea. Andrea looked around, waiting to see if there were any other objections. No one said anything. Even Ivanovich kept his mouth shut, although his face was positively mournful.

      “Right, then.” Andrea stepped aside. “Bray and I will bring up the rear. Jones and Barrett on point. Veraldi, stick tight to Ivanovich. Understood, everyone?”

      “Understood.” The chorus of voices sounded grim and subdued.

      Up until that moment, we had been standing directly in the wake of the train as it slammed through the station. Up above us, the ceiling had collapsed and sections of the floors above were visible. I glanced up as we moved out and was surprised to catch a glimpse of movement.

      “Someone’s alive up there.”

      “Move fast,” Andrea called out. I headed out at a jog, keeping an eye on the upper floors as I went. I caught a glimpse of a StateSec officer taking up a position near the hole in the ceiling. A few feet away from him, I saw the unmistakable figure of a Black Kuei gunman.

      A bullet suddenly pierced the floor in front of me, and like the first drop of rain that precedes a thunderstorm, it was rapidly followed by a downpour of fire. I was already veering off to the right so I took cover behind a slab of the shattered ceiling. With nowhere to go, I just listened to the rain pour down.

      When it finally started to taper off, I popped and shot at the first human form I could spot, a syndicate gunman who was peering down over the edge to see what they’d accomplished. He clutched at his chest, staggered, then tumbled over through the gap and slammed into the floor a few feet in front of my cover.

      I managed to get a glimpse of the other side of the thoroughfare before ducking back down and was able to confirm that Johnathan, Vincenzo, Andrew, and Ivanovich were all huddled against the wall on the other side. That only left Andrea and Thomas, but before I finished the thought, there they were, sprinting to my position.

      “Suppressing fire,” Andrea ordered, and turned back to the task. She backed me up, and between us we managed to convince our opponents that it wasn’t a great idea to get too close to the edge. We were firing conservatively, making every shot count. We didn’t always hit anything, but we always came close enough to force the shooters to back off.

      I was feeling pretty good about it for the first few moments. The more I thought about it, though, the less I liked it. We were making them keep their heads down, yes, but we had only killed a few of them, and there were a hell of a lot more than a few of them up there.

      Our original impression that the train crash had killed everyone in the checkpoint had been completely wrong. Everyone on the ground floor had died, but there had been a large presence on the upper floors as well, and most of them had survived unscathed.

      Our previous encounters as we crossed the city must have convinced them to take us seriously, even when they thought they had us trapped and unarmed. Now they had us heavily outnumbered and pinned down, and it was only a matter of time before those advantages swung the fight in their favor. In fact, there was every possibility they were only holding us here until a reserve force could come up from behind us.

      Our friends over on the other side of the thoroughfare couldn’t do anything to help us. They didn’t have any cover except the angle they were at, which was effectively a blind spot from the perspective of the people who were shooting at us. On top of that, they just didn’t have the right weapons to do much damage, except for the occasional potshot when the opportunity arose.

      Our situation then became worse and better at exactly the same time. It got worse when a StateSec security officer stepped out from a room on the floor above Bray and the others and handed a grenade launcher to a gangster. That single weapon nullified the protection of our cover and dramatically shifted the odds of the fight. Still, it made our situation better because the officer hadn’t conjured the weapon from thin air. He had come from a room with slatted metal bars over the windows. A security office.

      With the right sort of weapons, we could turn this situation around and make the final push across the border. It was just a matter of getting up there and taking what we needed before they blew us all to pieces.

      Andrea ducked backed down. “Reloading!”

      That meant it was my turn to fire. I leaned out and waited instead, scanning for the gangster with the explosives, hoping he’d make a play in the lull. My bet paid off, and he came out of cover to take the shot. I got him first, and he tumbled through the hole. I saw a tongue of fire leave his weapon as he fell, heard the ring of metal against plasticrete, and immediately threw myself to the floor as I called out “Grenade!”

      I heard it go off and felt something like needles across the back of my neck and the side of my face. Unidentifiable pieces of viscera covered the floor around us. I felt my neck for wounds and touched something small and sharp that was lodged into my skin. I pulled it free and found a quarter-inch shard—not of metal, but bone. The grenade had bounced and burst in the air. If not for the falling body taking the brunt of the explosion, Andrea, Thomas, and I would have been showered with lethal shrapnel.

      I needed to access that security room. I didn’t know if I’d be able to get into it, and the weapons locker inside could already be cleaned out, or my skeleton key might not even work in the first place, but it was try something or die.

      “Andrea! There’s a weapons locker up there, above Bray and the others!”

      She nodded, immediately understanding what I wanted to do. “Leapfrog it,” she ordered. “You first.”

      She laid down some suppressing fire, and I ran out into the open five meters then knelt down to do the same for her. She ran out while I fired, then she turned and opened fire so I could run. Crossing the open and totally exposed, our only hope for survival was to throw plenty of lead in their direction. That’s when I remembered the holographic emitter I’d taken off that Kagebushin assassin. It hadn’t helped me with the cyborgs, but there was no reason to think it wouldn’t help now.

      While the gangsters and StateSec up above me ducked their heads to avoid my fire, I reached for the emitter and turned it on. The effect was apparent immediately. A Black Kuei gunman decided to take his chance, but he fired a good foot and a half to my right. I could still see his confused look when my return fire went through the top of his skull. Before his body even hit the floor, a StateSec officer unleashed a long burst three feet to my left. Andrea grouped three shots into his face and he slumped down dead.

      Every casualty we inflicted made the enemy more cautious. The small arms fire stopped, and for a few breaths, the space was quiet until someone decided to try a grenade again. Before I could even dive for cover, Andrea jumped up over my head and caught the thing in midair, then she batted it back toward whoever had thrown it. The explosion freed a weakened section of the damaged ceiling, dropping everything and everyone above it down to our floor in an avalanche of plasticrete and bodies.

      We used the collapse as an opportunity to join Jones and the others on the other side of the thoroughfare. Bray whistled. “Holy shit, chief. You’re really something in the low Gs.”

      She glanced up at the hole in the ceiling. “That’s the idea here, Jonathan. I’m going up. Tycho, you’re coming with me. I’m not sure you can make the jump without prosthetics, so we’ll do it another way. You see that staircase over there?”

      “Yeah, I see it. Flanking action?”

      “You got it. I’ll cover you.”

      “No way,” Bray announced. “You have enough to worry about. I’ll handle the suppressing fire.”

      Without even waiting for her to answer him, he stepped out from the wall and opened fire on the men upstairs with his handgun. He didn’t give me any time to think, so I bolted across the open space and headed straight for the stairway. Somebody did take a shot at me, but thanks to the holographic emitter it wasn’t even close. I reached the staircase in seconds and bounded up the steps.

      If the men we were fighting had had any time to think about it, they probably would have rolled a grenade down that staircase and stopped me from getting anywhere near them. As it was, they didn’t have time for anything of the sort because Andrea jumped straight up through the hole in the ceiling and landed in their midst.

      I took those stairs two at a time, which might not have been the best idea in retrospect. As I was reaching the top, the damaged staircase gave way with a screech and went crashing down, and I had to push off and jump across the gap or I would have gone down with it. Even though I didn’t have the advantage of Andrea’s powerful prosthetics, the lower Martian gravity was still a huge benefit to a born Terran like me. I made the jump, and I made it with enough of a margin that I was able to land on both feet and come up shooting.

      I got the drop on a gangster and hit her twice in the chest, knocking her flat on her back. I put a bullet in her head as I passed. I was about twenty meters and a corner away from Andrea, but I could hear the rattle of a furious gunfight. The whole point of a flanking attack is to come in from the side, so I started shooting again the second I turned the corner.

      That was all it took. StateSec and the syndicates had been holding their own against Andrea by firing from behind cover, but when I came in from the blind side, they broke and ran. Tried to run, anyway. I didn’t want to give them a chance to regroup and rally so I just kept shooting as they stumbled over each other.

      Just three made it out of the killbox, and they died in front of the security office doorway. The others lay either dead or dying, moaning and writhing on the floor as we approached.

      Andrea looked around. “Right. Heavy weapons.”

      “That all depends on whether we can get in the locker.”

      East Hellas didn’t acknowledge the authority of the Sol Federation, and the smart thing for Ares Terrestrial to have done would be to build all their own secure systems from scratch with locally sourced components. That would have prevented me or any other Sol Federation operative from using a skeleton key, because the backdoors the key relies on simply wouldn’t exist. But the corporate mind isn’t always quite as sharp as that. I had already used my skeleton key successfully to take control of one of their trains, meaning it was likely they were importing whatever they needed from off-world, backdoors included. If they’d been as careless about sourcing here as they were with the trains, I’d be in within seconds.

      I turned and walked through the door marked SECURITY OFFICE and reached for my skeleton key, then I stopped short and laughed out loud.

      “What is it?” asked Andrea.

      “They left it unlocked. They just left it completely unlocked.”

      The StateSec officer who’d been handing weapons out was nowhere to be seen, and the weapons locker was wide open. I could hardly believe it was really going to be that easy.

      “Hold back and go slow, Tycho. Check for traps.”

      She was absolutely right—there’s no such thing as a free lunch—but this turned out to be an exception. There was no tripwire or bouncing betty mine waiting for me. The only thing inside the room was a locker and weapons rack full of military-grade arms, the East Hellas answer to any sudden incursion from the West.

      Andrea came in behind me. “There’s everything we could possibly want in here. The others can take their pick of whatever they want.”

      “I’m not sure how they’re supposed to get up here,” I pointed out. “The staircase fell while I was climbing it.”

      “Then beggars can’t be choosers. Take what you can carry. Prioritize available ammo and stopping power. I’ll keep watch.” Andrea took up position by the door and cloaked as I turned back to the locker.

      There were a pair of bullpup shotguns, half a dozen machine pistols, half a dozen rifles, five submachine guns, and two grenade launchers. I ruled out the high explosives because they were as likely to kill friend as foe in close quarters, and the practical ammo cap was too low to be much help in a protracted fight. The shotguns had a similar drawback, but if anyone could be a surgeon with a slug, it was Bray. I shouldered one and found a canister of shells.

      That left Veraldi, Jones, and Young. The rifles were the obvious choice, and as expected, it had been the obvious choice of StateSec as well. There was only a single, half-empty canister of rounds with a matching caliber, and not a single magazine. We could loot more ammo from the dead, but until we did we’d be counting every shot. The machine pistols and SMGs on the other hand—

      “On your time, Barrett.”

      Andrea’s not-so-subtle order clinched the decision. In close quarters, the range of a rifle didn’t outweigh the bulk, and ammo in hand was worth more than the possibility of finding it downrange. I slung two submachine guns around my neck and took a machine pistol with my free hand. The syndicates seemed to prefer lighter calibers, so if things got bad we could always take more ammo from any gangsters we ran into.

      “We’re good, chief.”

      Andrea decloaked and we left the security office. She then hopped lightly down and landed gracefully in the thoroughfare, and I jumped down after her and landed with much less grace.

      I handed out the weapons. Johnathan’s face lit up as he loaded his new shotgun, and Andrew gave me an approving nod as he took a submachine gun. Thomas accepted his machine pistol with either mild curiosity or complete indifference. It was hard to tell. I slipped off the other submachine gun and offered it to Vincenzo.

      “Keep it, But thank you, Tycho. I’ve made a knife.”

      “You made a knife?” asked Andrea incredulously.

      “I made a knife. It’s fairly easy. Just a shard of broken glass and a strip of cloth.”

      To each his own, but Vincenzo’s choice made no sense to me. I kept the SMG for myself, deciding to use it until he inevitably changed his mind.

      On the floors above, no one had stirred since our successful counterattack. I should have known better than to think it was over, but we tend to believe what we want to be true. As we turned and started walking west again, I started thinking about the after, of sharing a post-mission beer together in some West Hellas bar. That’s when the shooting started.

      A bullet cut the air about six inches to my right, and I realized that the holographic emitter had just saved my life. I’m not afraid to say that this time I took the attack personally. In my mind, I had already been sitting in allied territory with a drink in my hand, telling exaggerated war stories. Now some shitheel wanted to shoot me in the back?

      I spun around and cut loose on the syndicate gunmen creeping up behind us. The Black Kuei gangsters dove for cover, but not all of them made it, and as they dropped to the floor, I suddenly started screaming for no reason I could really articulate.

      “Come on, Barrett!” yelled Andrea. “Get your ass behind cover!”

      I turned and saw that everyone had already found spots to hide, and all of my enemies had done the same. I took cover behind the smoking wreckage of the train car. Andrew Jones was already there.

      He shook his head. “Panic.”

      I thought he was saying that I had panicked, but then I remembered it was just his nickname for me. “Yeah. That’s me, alright.”

      He started laughing quietly. “Do you have any idea how you looked out there? You were all aaarrrggghhh! I’m such a badass! I’m gonna kill everyone on Mars!!”

      “I’m ready to be done with this shit.”

      Andrew’s smile faded. “I know what you mean. Hey, what the hell is Vincenzo doing?”

      I looked where he was pointing and saw Veraldi slipping through a doorway. “I’m fairly sure he’s not deserting. He must be flanking them to get close enough to use that knife of his.”

      “You mean that shard of glass wrapped in a bloody rag? Well, come on, we’ve got to cover him.”

      He popped up and took a shot to make sure our enemies kept their heads down. A second later, I did the same. I didn’t duck down immediately, though. I was confident that the afterimages generated by the holographic emitter would confuse any sharpshooters on the other side as long as I kept moving, so I spun from side to side and took shots as the opportunities presented themselves. I finally ducked back behind the train wreckage after taking out three shooters.

      “Pleased with yourself?” asked Jones.

      “Absolutely. Yes. One hundred percent.”

      “Okay then.”

      On the other side of the train wreckage, Andrea came out and laid down a ferocious barrage of covering fire for Jonathan Bray, who advanced rapidly across the gap between us and the syndicate shooters with his shotgun roaring. While this was happening, Thomas was trying to tell me something from a few feet behind me. I wasn’t really listening, because I was trying to see where Veraldi had gone.

      “It says here,” Thomas droned, with his head cocked to the side as he interpreted the data coming in over his dataspike. “Tertiary forces are withdrawn from the area...”

      A group of syndicate gunmen burst from the same door Veraldi had disappeared through earlier. Thomas Young, clearly irritated that they had interrupted him while he was speaking, half-turned in their direction and casually gunned them down without even really looking.

      I sometimes forgot that he had the full combat capability of any other Section 9 operative. He not only had the training, but he was also pretty talented. It just didn’t interest him.

      “As I was saying,” he continued as the last of the bodies hit the floor. “It seems that Ares Terrestrial has dispatched something to the area. They’ve called back reinforcements.”

      I stuck my head out, trying to get a glimpse of whatever he was talking about. Up ahead, I saw Vincenzo crouching over a Black Kuei gunman and cutting his throat with that piece of jagged glass. Several feet past that, I saw Bray using his bullpup shotgun to blow another gunman’s head clean off. The scattered survivors were running straight into the path of a vehicle that had to be what Thomas was talking about.

      “Well, shit,” I breathed.

      I ducked back behind cover, and Andrew gave me a concerned look. “What is it, Tycho?”

      “That armored vehicle heading this way. I’ve seen it before. The Erinyes are coming.”
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      Jones called out to Andrea. “Capanelli, we need to get out of here! NOW!”

      A message came over our dataspikes.

      What happened?

      I subvocalized an answer. There’s a troop transport headed this way carrying Erinyes. More of the cyborgs from before. We can’t stay here!

      As so often happened, two or three of the words came out garbled and meaningless. She must have understood me though, because she immediately sent out a message to the whole team.

      Section 9, fall back. Push for the bridge.

      I didn’t know what bridge she was talking about, so I checked my schematics of the DMZ. Sure enough, there was a bridge separating East from West at this checkpoint. The schematics marked the space under the bridge with the words Old Hellas. I didn’t have the mental bandwidth to consider what that even meant. I was just thinking of how much of a bottleneck that would be. When we made our run across the bridge, it would be all too easy to gun us down from behind. It was almost suicide, but now that the Erinyes were coming all we could do was run.

      As we fell back, we were slowed by the security turnstiles. Designed to control and restrict traffic through the DMZ, the same thing could have been found almost all the way to the front entrance until we smashed a train through it. Beyond the trail of blood and destruction, the turnstiles and secure corridors leading to them were still in place. We would have to make our way through a glass-walled labyrinth, and we would be under fire the whole time.

      There was nothing else for it, so it just had to be done. I backed into the turnstiles, watching the thoroughfare for shooters. The armored vehicle came to a stop, and like before, the side opened to disgorge the Erinyes inside. Up until that moment, the Black Kuei and StateSec had been working hand in hand to try to finish us off, but the Erinyes apparently had no such alliance. I couldn’t quite see what was happening from where I stood, but there was a blur of a movement and frenzied screaming, then the gangsters and StateSec officers were running back in our direction. Not to chase us, but to escape.

      Of course, I didn’t take that to mean they wouldn’t kill us if they caught up with us. I fled into the turnstile corridors, turning left and right as I ran through the snaking path. Someone screamed behind me, and I heard a wet crunch. I picked up the speed, and after a few more turns I caught up with Andrea. She was behind Ivanovich, walking backward to make sure he was covered.

      “Where are the others?” I asked.

      “Thomas and Andrew are ahead. Vincenzo is running interference, he just sent me a message. I haven’t seen Jonathan. He must still be behind you.”

      “There’s nothing good behind me.”

      “He’ll catch up. Stick to the mission, Tycho!”

      The last time I thought Jonathan was dead, he showed up right when I needed help. The man was unkillable. Unstoppable. But something felt wrong. I had already stepped outside of the mission once and didn’t relish the idea of doing it again, but as soon as I heard that Bray was missing, what I was going to do next was inescapable.

      Despite Andrea’s order to stay on target, I turned and ran back in the direction we had just come.

      Did it take any courage to run back toward whatever had caused those sounds I had heard? Not at all. Courage is action in the face of fear, a decision to act despite rational instinct. I had no time to think, so I had no time to make any real decision. I just turned and ran, determined to find Jonathan before it was too late.

      As I turned a corner, a StateSec officer came stumbling up to me with both hands clasped over his stomach, stepping on his own entrails as he tried desperately to hold them in. He stumbled and fell to the floor, dead. I jumped over him to keep going, nearly running headlong into a Black Kuei gunman clutching his throat and making a gurgling sound. He bled out right in front of me before I could even push him away. As he slumped down lifeless into my outstretched arms, I shoved him away from me with both hands and kept on going.

      It was the same story the whole way. Dead, dying, and mangled people choked the path. I jumped over bodies and shoved past the walking wounded, just trying to get out of the labyrinth so I could somehow find my missing teammate.

      I don’t know why, but I was assuming the whole time that he was still where I’d last seen him, and that I would have to get all the way back there before I could do anything to help him. Based on all the carnage, the Erinyes were obviously up ahead. I had no plan for getting past them, other than to improvise somehow.

      No doubt that’s what many of the dead had been hoping to do. A few of them—the lucky ones?—had nonlethal injuries, like the man whose hamstrings had both been cut. He’d be crippled for life without prosthetics, but for some reason his life had been spared. As I ran past him in the corridor, he was still trying to crawl on his elbows to get away from the things I was running toward. He looked up at me as I went by, his face fearful and uncomprehending.

      Then I turned another corner and saw the body of a massive human being slumped over against the walls, bleeding and unconscious. In my head, I still had to get back to where I’d last seen Bray, striding forward with his shotgun while his enemies ran away in all directions. It was a long second until I got the picture and understood that this broken body in front of me was the man I was looking for.

      I heard a sound, a kind of wordless pleading. When I looked up, I saw a gangster backing fearfully away from a cyborg with three long claws on the back of each hand. It was the same one we’d encountered on the train, white nanosuit skin splattered in blood, its crown of horns tinged with red. The syndicate gunman was whimpering, a pitiful mewling sound. His weapon,  a submachine gun with an extended magazine, hung useless from his limp fingers.

      The clawed Erinys walked gracefully forward and passed one of its razor sharp blades through the man’s open mouth and out the back of his neck with an almost effortless precision. As the gangster died, he stared up at the cyborg chimera with eyes wide and hands weakly raised, looking almost like he was praying to the thing that killed him.

      Ares Terrestrial was so determined to kill Sasha Ivanovich that they had released the cyborg Erinyes to kill every living thing they found at the checkpoint, no exceptions for either allies or employees. Was this how it always ended with these creatures? Were they just unthinking beasts set loose in the direction of the company’s enemies, or did these things understand?

      As I stood there staring with my jaw hanging open, the clawed Erinys seemed to notice me. It cocked its head to the side, and I wondered for a moment if it remembered who I was. Then it glanced down at the huge shotgun Bray still clutched in his hand. My eyes followed its movement, and both of us must have realized the same thing at the exact same time.

      This was the only weapon in those narrow corridors that could possibly hurt it.

      I dove for Bray’s shotgun. In the low Martian gravity, I practically flew across that corridor. Even so, I only grabbed the shotgun just in time to duck below the Erinys’s sweeping talons. I hit the floor with my shoulder, awkwardly leveled the gun at the Erinys’s chest, and fired. The heat and roar of the shotgun so close to my face, in such a tight space, was agony.

      The shot hit the cyborg full in the chest and staggered it, but failed to knock it off its feet. As I tried to recover from the blinding light and deafening sound of the shot, the Erinys paused as well. It stood still and stared at me with its eyeless face, like it was calmly curious about who I was and why I was trying to hurt it.

      I aimed this time, tilting the gun to the cyborg’s head, and fired again. It dodged just as it had on the train, but instead of closing in to counter-attack, it darted back around the corner so quickly I hardly had time to process its absence. A glass wall in front of me splintered as a trio of spider’s webs appeared on its surface before exploding into a thousand shards. I heard shooting up ahead, followed by screams, then silence once again. A spray of blood hit the other side of the wall beside me, startling me back into full alertness.

      Despite their lethal nature, these cyborg chimeras seemed to almost always run if you hit them with anything they could feel. It was kind of strange, the way they would shy away and find a place to hide like that. Whatever the reason for it, I wouldn’t have much time before the Erinyes were back on top of me. They didn’t stay away for long, and the shotgun wouldn’t hold them off forever. To save Bray’s life, I’d have to get him out somehow.

      The man was huge, and I didn’t think it too likely that I could really drag him. Even a much smaller man, unconscious weight like Bray now was, would be a heavy thing to drag. Someone of Jonathan’s sheer size and bulk, lying there as dead weight—

      “Fuck it,” I said to myself, and slung the shotgun across my back. I leaned down over Bray, got my hands below his armpits, and started to pull. As soon as I did, I had to laugh. In the Martian gravity, Bray was less than forty percent of his weight on Earth. As huge as he was, I could feasibly drag him to safety.

      I heaved and strained, then I twisted until my spinal cord felt like it was going to telescope into itself, and Bray moved. He slid a few feet in the right direction.

      I braced myself again and slid him a few more feet. He was still breathing, but his breath sounded uneven and ragged. Knowing that he was alive, I redoubled my efforts and yanked him forward. I was able to drag him along for several steps this time, and I actually started to think I might be able to do it.

      That’s when two alien shapes came around the corner, padding toward me with quiet, predatory grace—a chimeral dog and a chimeral primate, their nanosuited bodies slick with blood and filth. I slowly lowered Bray to the ground and raised the shotgun in front of me, aiming directly at the primate’s body. It stopped where it was, and the dog looked to it before apprehensively stopping as well.

      Aiming the shotgun in a single hand despite its considerable size, I reached down with my other hand and grabbed hold on Jonathan’s collar. I can only describe this as an act of childlike optimism, because the idea that I was going to pull Bray along with just one hand was really out of the question, as was the equally bizarre notion that I was going to successfully fire that bullpup shotgun one-handed. The kick alone would probably have snapped my arm in two.

      The shotgun wobbled in my outstretched hand, and the dog took a slow step forward. I let go of Bray’s jacket and steadied the weapon with my other hand. The Erinyes stopped again. From around the corner, their clawed companion stepped into sight.

      I was in deep shit. If I turned and ran, they’d rip me open before I could make it three steps. If I backed away and left him, that was tantamount to killing Bray myself. If I stayed where I was, they would eventually realize I couldn’t get them all or that my weapon was at most a limited threat.

      The primate edged forward, and I swiveled to aim the gun at its head. It froze in place, but then the dog stepped forward. I aimed at the dog, and it stopped while the clawed Erinys came up from behind. I aimed at the clawed Erinys, and it actually shrank back a little, but the dog and the primate both inched forward.

      They were intelligently closing the distance between us. They were forcing me back, inch by irrevocable inch. When they got to Bray, would they simply ignore him and keep moving forward, or would they notice he was still breathing and finish the job?

      “Don’t come any closer.” My voice was cold. I was trying to intimidate them, and they did seem intimidated, but I was certain the source of their caution was my powerful weapon and not my voice. The dog stepped forward, more confident now. The clawed Erinys stepped in a half-second later, and the primate a half-second after that. They were staggering their movements, ensuring that I would have to keep turning constantly just to keep up with them.

      I wondered grimly when the moment would come, when they would rush me as I swiveled my aim. I had fired twice, and the gun had an eight shot capacity. Had Bray topped off before he’d fallen? That would give me at most six shots. Was that enough? The Erinyes were almost close enough to reach us.

      I had to make a call.

      Then a dark shape came into view behind them. Vincenzo Veraldi creeped up like a shadow, his shard of glass gleaming in his hand, a streak of blood still rolling down its edge.

      When the tension broke, everything seemed to happen at the same time. The dog leapt for my throat, and Veraldi tackled it, slamming it sideways into the glass wall. The other Erinyes charged, and I fired but missed them both. Behind them a glass wall exploded, not because of my shotgun, but from a barrage of steady gunfire. Andrew Jones and Thomas Young approached from behind me, firing continuously at the advancing Erinyes.

      I took aim and fired again, knocking the primate backward. Vincenzo was stabbing the dog Erinys with his improvised blade, wedging it between the plating in the thing’s body. This couldn't do much more than shred the silica fiber, but he must have been trying to find some way to make it bleed, to cut anything alive inside there.

      I fired once more and hit the clawed Erinys directly in the chest. It showed no signs of being seriously harmed, but it did clutch at its chest. It stared eyelessly at me then retreated around the corner, followed closely by the primate.

      “I’ve got the dog!” growled Veraldi. “Get Jonathan!”

      Like a lot of the things Veraldi did, this didn’t make much sense. Taking on a cyborg chimera with nothing but a piece of broken glass? It could only result in his death, but there was no time to argue, not if we wanted to have the slightest chance of saving Bray.

      “Come on!” yelled Andrew. “While we have the chance!”

      He slung his weapon across his shoulder then grabbed Bray by the arm and started pulling. I did the same, and Thomas covered us both. With both Andrew and I pulling, we were able to drag Bray quickly back down the corridor and caught up with Andrea just a few minutes later.

      “Where’s Veraldi?” she asked.

      Jones pointed with his thumb. “He’s playing with a dog.”

      Ivanovich was staring at us like he couldn’t understand what we were doing. “Don’t we need to be going somewhere?!”

      No one paid him any attention. Andrea came over and put an arm around Jonathan, then she dragged him easily the rest of the way. It was all Sasha could do to stay ahead of her, and we were out of the labyrinth in just a few short minutes. When we stepped out onto the bridge, I glanced over the edge and saw what looked like rooftops down below us.

      We were on the border at last, the legal dividing line between the two hostile halves of the city. West Hellas was so close, but I no longer felt the confidence I’d felt before. It had been replaced by dread, a gnawing feeling that there was no escape.

      Andrew was standing near the turnstiles, craning his head to look for any sign of Veraldi. It seemed like a senseless waste, going so far to save Jonathan’s life just to sacrifice Veraldi’s. I was talking myself into going back in when the primate Erinys came charging out. It caught Andrew with a backhand and knocked him tumbling backward. He fell over hard onto the bridge, and the creature jumped forward and stomped him in the stomach.

      Andrea opened fire and called out to me. “Tycho! He’s crashing! I’ll keep you covered, stabilize Jonathan.”

      I shook my head to clear it then leaned over and checked for a pulse. It was faint, but there. He was still bleeding badly from a gash in his right leg, so I ripped a long strip of cloth from my ridiculous uniform to make a tourniquet. For the next few moments, I tried not to pay attention to the sounds of shooting, the bullets flattening against nanosuit plating, the screams from Andrew as the creature mauled him. I focused only on the task at hand: stop the bleeding as much as possible and check his pulse again.

      His pulse had stopped. Jonathan Bray’s heart was no longer beating. With my jaw clenched tight, I started immediately on chest compressions. I would get him out of this. I wasn’t losing another—

      “Tycho, the shotgun! I need backup!”

      I looked up when Andrea called my name and saw that the primate had abandoned Jones and was now bounding in our direction. I unslung the shotgun and fired, and the thing was staggered by the impact of the shot. It fell over mid-stride and tried to catch itself with its hands.

      As it hopped back up onto its feet, I pulled the trigger again, and the primate bent in half. It curled into itself, and I saw blood seep through shattered plating on its chest. I had at most thirty seconds to press the momentum before the nanosuit could repair itself, so I leveled the shotgun, aiming square for the fracture, and pulled the trigger.

      Click.

      It was the loudest sound you could ever hear in a firefight.

      Andrea didn’t miss a beat. She closed in on the primate and punched it in the face for all she was worth. The hit lifted the creature off the ground and sent it skipping across the bridge. It had barely come to a rest when she laid into it again, raining blows. As Andrea bought us time, I checked Bray’s pockets for ammo. He had eight shells, hopefully more than enough. As I reloaded, I saw something I realized I had never expected to see: Vincenzo Veraldi walking through the turnstiles with new blades in his hand.

      I found out much later that he hadn’t found knives somewhere. Veraldi was holding the severed talons of the dog, which he had ripped out of its body after killing the creature with his shard of glass.

      I cocked the shotgun and called out to Andrea, “Chief, get clear!”

      Andrea dove aside as I fired. Andrew Jones, despite having just suffered the beating of a lifetime, sat up and started shooting at it. Thomas Young, waking up from the data stream if only for a moment, aimed at the primate as well and held his trigger down.

      The thing began to fall back, looking first at us and then at the turnstiles as if unsure of what it should do next. Judging only by its body language, I’d say it was the same strange nervousness I’d seen in these Erinyes before. They’d kill scores of people without a moment’s thought, then shy away if you hurt them at all despite being practically indestructible. A short time later, and they’d come back at you again from another direction.

      Vincenzo might have been a deranged obsessive when it came to bladed weapons, but he was no fool. If the primate wanted to back away, he wasn’t dumb enough to stop it. He edged away from the turnstile, leaving the cyborg a path to retreat. It backed away from us warily then turned and looked again as if it heard a sound. A shape came up from behind it, and I realized, with a sinking feeling of abject weariness, that we were still just as far as ever from getting away.

      The clawed Erinys had returned. You could say we were winning, you could say we had driven the primate back and killed the dog, but it didn’t matter. Now that the clawed Erinys had rejoined the fight, the primate cyborg had regained its confidence. It turned back toward us aggressively, slammed a clenched fist into its mended chest as if to make a point, then dove into battle like that was its favorite thing in the all the world.
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      That was one of the strangest fights I’ve ever been in. The primate cyborg ran at us on all fours, jumping from side to side, blindly trying to grab whatever it could. If it got any of us, I have no doubt it would have ripped off limbs and broken every bone it could feel beneath its powerful hands. We didn’t give it the chance. Between the concentrated fire from Andrea, Thomas, Andrew, and myself, the primate couldn’t make a clean grab.

      It couldn’t get any closer, but we couldn’t kill it. With three of us shooting at it all at once, Veraldi was left to deal with the clawed Erinys by himself. To the limited extent that I was aware of him at all, he did seem to be equal to the task. I could vaguely see that he was using the dog Erinys’s talons to block everything the clawed cyborg could throw at him.

      Of course, blocking attacks is not the same thing as making effective counterattacks. As breathtaking as Veraldi’s display of combative mastery might be, he was only succeeding in defending himself, just like we were. If we couldn’t kill these Erinyes, we would die through attrition. Either we’d run out of ammo, or one of the Erinyes would manage to get that one hit to open us up. A talon to an artery or a heavy hand crushing bone, and that would be it for Section 9.

      The primate suddenly stopped cringing beneath our fire, threw its shoulders back to look as big as possible, and charged right at me. Out of everything we were throwing at it, my shotgun blasts must have been hurting it the most. I fired at it again, and it staggered back but then kept coming. I pulled the trigger, and it made that all-too-loud sound again.

      Click.

      I needed to reload, but I wasn’t going to get the chance. The primate hit me, a savage openhand that knocked me sprawling. At about that same time, the clawed Erinys succeeded in driving Veraldi to the edge of the bridge, where there was no more room to retreat without plummeting down onto the rooftops in the dark far below. Andrew Jones saw what was happening and called out to Ivanovich.

      “Sasha, RUN!”

      I don’t think he wasn’t actually trying to save Sasha’s life, even if that was officially our mission. He was trying to save Veraldi by using Ivanovich as bait. Sasha was startled when Jones yelled, presumably thinking that he must be in immediate danger. He bolted and ran toward Jones, but the clawed Erinys didn’t react.

      Andrew’s plan did end up helping, though. When Sasha ran, the primate turned away from me. It saw the scientist and moved right toward him, raising a hand to swat him down. I rolled over and rose onto one knee, trying to get my bearings. My head was spinning wildly, and I felt like I was going to puke. As the others did what they could to drive the primate away from Sasha, I slipped off my shotgun and racked my SMG. It didn’t have the stopping power of the shotgun, but we were up against the wall and had to make do with what we had.

      As Thomas and Andrew reloaded, Andrea went back into close range. The primate had Sasha in its hands and was lifting him up, while he screamed something unintelligible. Andrea led with a wicked hook to the ape’s ribs before wheeling around and driving a kick into the cyborg’s jaw. The creature was stunned with the first hit, and it dropped Ivanovich with the second.

      I don’t know if he ever realized that Jones had used him to save Veraldi, but Sasha Ivanovich had had enough. He scrambled to his feet and bolted away, running for the West Hellas border as fast as his legs could carry him. As far as our mission was concerned, this wasn’t really such a bad thing for him to do. If he made it across the border safely, then this would have been a success by definition.

      Andrew called “Clear!” and Andrea dove out of the field of fire. Andrew opened, and as she shouldered her weapon and joined him, I saw the torn pleximesh skin on her hands and the exposed, scarred metal beneath. Her prosthetics gave her enough strength to stand face-to-face against the Erinyes, but they couldn’t last. Graphene and silica were no match for nanosuit plating and, unlike the nanosuit, her prosthetics couldn’t self-repair.

      I spun in Veraldi’s direction and fired a burst at the clawed Erinys, causing it to pause for just a moment and turn in my direction. Vincenzo took that opportunity to go on the offensive, slashing with his trophy talons. His attacks were precise. Far more precise than I would have considered possible under combat conditions.

      I spun again and shot the primate in the back as it went after Sasha Ivanovich. Our overlapping fire forced it into a clumsy hobble, and it eventually stumbled, falling to one knee. I ran a few steps to get closer, planning to level my weapon at its head and shoot it from point-blank range.

      Unfortunately, the primate wasn’t anywhere near as badly hurt as I had hoped. It spun around as I got in close, knocking my SMG to the side. Now it was my turn to trip, and Iost my balance with the force of impact. The Erinys grabbed my leg and tossed me through the air as if I weighed nothing. I flew across the bridge, losing all sense of where I was in space. I hit something hard and realized it was Vincenzo and the clawed Erinys as we all three went over the edge.

      The fall felt like it took days, a drop I would have expected to be fatal if I’d been in any condition to think at all. We hit the edge of a roof, and the centuries-old brickwork gave way beneath us. We smashed through some tile, then a terrace of some kind, then construction scaffolding.

      Not surprisingly, it’s all fairly vague to me now. I can’t really say for sure exactly what we hit, but I’m fairly sure that’s what kept us alive. As every tier broke and crumbled beneath us, the speed of our drop decreased. When we hit the street, all three of us lay there stunned for a moment.

      Things were dark down there in “Old Hellas.” We were lying in one of the derelict streets in the ruins of an earlier stage of the city. They’d built the modern city right over the top, and the bridge that connected East and West was one of the only ways to get into the old ruins.

      The clawed Erinys shook itself off and jumped to its feet with sickening speed. I grabbed up the submachine gun, ignored the fact that the shoulder strap was now twisted alarmingly around my neck, and shot at the thing in its center mass. In the dim light, accuracy would have to concede to precision.

      It ducked sideways, dodging my shot just like on the train. As the Erinys skulked back and slowly circled, I had the unpleasant thought that it was waiting until I was out of ammunition. Veraldi pulled himself to his feet somehow. He looked around for his blades, but both talons had been knocked clear as we fell through the ruins of the old city.

      “Any ideas?” I asked him. “She’s not a dumb animal.”

      “That was already clear on the train.”

      “If we aren’t smart about this, we’re dead. Do you have a weapon?”

      He stood and picked up a reinforcing bar from the collapsed construction site. He held it in front of himself like a spear. “I do now.”

      Keeping my weapon trained on the Erinys, I stepped to the right as Veraldi went left. Giving each other space meant it would have to choose a target and couldn’t attack the both of us at once. It must have realized that, because it held back.

      “How many rounds do you have?” Veraldi asked, his voice barely above a whisper.

      “Last mag, twelve or sixteen shots left.”

      “Twelve or sixteen?”

      “I’m not sure. I swapped weapons.”

      He tightened his grip around the makeshift spear. “Single-round bursts. Time your fire to my attacks.”

      Veraldi left no time for response. He rushed toward the Erinys with careful, practiced strikes. He thrust the reinforcement bar with his right hand, guiding it with his left, then fluidly used that left hand as a fulcrum to slice the bar horizontally through the air. This wasn’t improvised technique, this was years of training. I realized then that Vincenzo Veraldi wasn’t simply obsessed with knives, he was a master of all edged weapons. In his hands, that twisted length of construction material was a deadly polearm, against which the Erinys could only defend by slipping between the strikes of his relentless assault.

      It was impressive, and against a lesser class of opponent it would have been more than enough, but the Erinys avoided every hit. Veraldi was keeping her on the defensive, but he’d tire out before long.

      “Do it, Tycho!”

      I raised my weapon and took aim. Veraldi’s plan was never to actually hit the Erinys, but to put it off-balance. Dodging his attacks meant it couldn’t dodge mine. I spotted an opening as the clawed Erinys twisted away from a strike, and fired.

      The round struck the back of the cyborg’s knee. It stumbled to the ground and, in that brief moment, Vincenzo pressed the advantage. He swung the reinforcement bar in a wicked arc, catching the Erinys across its featureless face. I fired two more rounds into the cyborg’s center mass and Veraldi followed up with another blow across her face, knocking the Erinys flat onto it’s back.

      Veraldi smoothly carried the movement through, bringing the bar behind his back and up above his head as he jumped into the air. He landed on the Erinys’s chest and drove the makeshift weapon through the base of the cyborg’s neck and out its back, pinning it to the ground. The Erinys flailed and kicked against the ground, grabbing at its neck and straining against the metal piercing its body. Vincenzo jumped back to get clear of its claws as they swung wildly.

      With my gun still trained on it, I walked closer to get a better shot and end the fight. Blood bubbled through the fractures in the nanosuit, but the damage was already closing around the reinforcement bar. Watching it bleed and struggle on the ground, I felt sorry for it in a way. The creature was smarter than some wild beast, I was certain of that much. Did it have the capacity to understand what it was doing? Did it ever have a choice?

      Veraldi walked up from behind me. “Fire a close grouping near that wound,” he said. I turned and saw that he’d found one of his missing blades. “Once you’ve broken the plating, I can end it with this.”

      I took aim, and the Erinys did something neither of us expected.

      The creature screamed, all rending metal and thunder, a sound both inhuman and familiar at the same time. It was a piercing cry from the dawn of history, a primal sound that reached into the most basic, reflexive part of the human mind and gripped it tight with fear. The Erinys dragged itself off of the ground, sliding the impaled metal through its body until it could find its footing and pry the reinforcement bar from the ground.

      Vincenzo and I stared at the bloody, enraged figure standing in front of us. Its crowned head lolled to the side as the metal impaled through its neck forced it’s chin up. The other end dragged across the ground, punctuating every step with the rasp of metal across plasticrete. I cursed inwardly at my earlier hesitation and was determined not to make that mistake again.

      I fired twice at the Erinys, fully expecting it to dodge, not knowing anything else I could do. To my surprise, the rounds hit as the cyborg struggled for balance. Emboldened, I fired two more, striking its chest. I aimed more carefully and fired at its neck, and the shot bathed the area in an amber glow as it trailed burning pyrotechnic powder.

      Vincenzo knew that tracer round meant I was down to my final four shots. He reversed his grip on the blade in his hand and rushed the Erinys. It slashed weakly at him and Vincenzo was able to close in. The cyborg brought up its strong arm to stab him in the gut, but he parried the claws with his blade as he grabbed a hold of the bar protruding from its neck. He wrestled it to the ground and held it down as I closed in to make each shot count. I pressed the gun to the Erinys’s throat and Veraldi turned his head to avoid the muzzle flare.

      “End this!’

      I fired four even, controlled rounds into the cyborg’s neck. The nanosuit plating shattered with the final shot. I knelt and stepped on the Erinys’s clawed hand, freeing Vincenzo’s blade. He raised the knife, but before he could bring it down on the creature’s exposed flesh, the reinforcement bar snapped.

      Veraldi’s weight had been mostly on that bar, and it accounted for most of the leverage keeping the Erinys down. When it broke, he fell forward, and the Erinys bucked. We were both thrown. Vincenzo rolled over his shoulders into a kneel and I scrambled backward on my ass to get clear of the cyborg’s reach.

      The Erinys rolled over into a three-point stance and stared eyelessly at the two of us. For a second, I thought I knew how this was going to play out. Being the least armed, in a hilariously indefensible position, I was going to be attacked first. Once it killed me, it would focus on Veraldi and wear him down until he made a mistake. We’d both die here in the dark, forgotten ruins of Mars.

      But again, the Erinys did something I didn’t expect. It shrunk back, eying us both—as much as something without visible eyes can, anyway—then turned and ran into the dark of the old city.

      Vincenzo was already on his feet and running after it. “We can’t let it get away.”

      He was right, of course. We might have hurt it, but it wasn’t dead and the last thing we needed was a wounded predator skulking through the dark as we tried to climb out of Old Hellas. My gun was little more than a glorified club, not entirely useless, but it would force me closer to those claws than I’d want to be.

      I looked around for anything I could use, ruling out the reinforcement bar I had no chance of using with anywhere near the expertise of my teammate. A length of chain caught my eye, and I decided that would have to work.

      I ran off towards Vincenzo’s marker on my schematic and before long I could hear the sounds of combat. I saw movement in what looked like a courtyard beneath the skeletal facade of an unfinished building, and as I drew closer, I could make out the shapes of Veraldi and the Erinys trading slashes inside.

      I dangled a meter of chain from my hand then wrapped the rest around my wrist as I entered the building. Vincenzo was bleeding, but I couldn’t tell how badly he was hurt. It didn’t seem to have affected him much—he was warily circling the Erinys to put himself in the path of any way out it might have had.

      “Is it bad?” I asked him, as I moved to cut off the Erinys from his right.

      “A lucky hit, nothing serious. The beast’s left arm isn’t completely useless.”

      “Got it.”

      The Erinys was backed against a wall, so it wasn’t a surprise when it sprang forward and lashed out a clawed hand at Vincenzo. It must have gauged him to be the more immediate threat, and that made perfect sense to me. He was, after all, the one responsible for the length of metal jutting through its back.

      He dodged and parried the cyborg’s renewed assault, but he was being driven back all the same. Even with those horrific injuries, the Erinys was still a frightening force in combat. We only did as well as we’d done because of sheer luck and circumstance. Had this fight remained contained to the bridge, things might have gone very differently, and Ares Terrestrial would have won the day. Not to imply that things were inevitable by that point. They were far from it, in fact.

      I swung my chain and let loose with a lash across the cyborg’s back. I don’t know what I expected, but it wasn’t for the thing to ignore the blow and remain focused on Veraldi. Nanosuits are designed to counteract ballistic, high-speed impacts with concentrated force across a small area. Blunt impact should still have some effect. I reeled back and whipped the Erinys again, and again, until my hands stung and the Erinys had finally had enough.

      It stopped attacking Vincenzo and wheeled around with a wild slash at me. I stumbled back in surprise just in time to avoid its deadly claws.

      “We need to get those blades under control.” I let out a little more slack on the chain.

      “My thoughts as well,” Vincenzo replied. “You take point.”

      I swung the length of chain around to draw the Erinys’s attention. I needed to be sure it would block the attack instead of slipping it. When I felt confident it anticipated my attack, I lashed at it, and sure enough, it took the bait. The Erinys grabbed at the chain as it wrapped around its wrist and tried to pull me closer. I let out a bit of slack to compensate then snapped the chain with a whip of my arm. It smacked the Erinys across the face—certainly nowhere near hard enough to hurt, but enough to distract.

      That was when Veraldi came in from behind and kicked in the cyborg’s knee. Its leg buckled and it fell to a kneel, giving me the opening I needed. I rushed in, pulled the chain over and around its head, then stomped on the slack between that and my wrist. The cyborg was pulled to the ground facedown, with its strong arm pinned beneath its body.

      As I said, the Erinys was a force to be reckoned with, even injured. Wounded, and with no leverage to speak of, I was struggling to keep it down with all of my weight centered on that chain beneath my heel. It was incomprehensibly strong, but I suppose being born and bred as a weapon would mean nothing less.

      Vincenzo grabbed the reinforcement bar still impaled through its body and pushed it back through the wound until it hit the ground on the other side.

      “On my mark, Tycho, pull as hard as you can.”

      I nodded.

      “Pull!”

      It started to scream again. That horrifying, heartbreaking sound was so loud it was less heard than felt. I pulled that chain for all my tired, spent body was worth while Vincenzo pushed with all of his strength on that bar. The Erinys’s nanite armor shredded apart, exposing the soft flesh buried deep beneath. Its head and right shoulder came free as its ribs cracked and its chest bifurcated. The chain slipped free, no longer moored by the base of the creature’s neck, and raked across its head, stripping away it’s faceplate. The scream lost its metallic tinge and became something much more familiar as the clawed Erinys was ripped in two.

      I fell to the ground, thrown off balance and too tired to stop it. Veraldi fell to his knees, breathing heavily. The Erinys’s head was twisted around and staring into the sky atop broken, exposed vertebrae, but despite the grizzly carnage, what I saw in that creature’s face made my blood run cold.

      It was human.

      A child, with the unmistakable hair and facial features of a Cavadora.
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      It took me some time to get my head together after I saw what it was we’d been fighting. What we’d ripped apart. It was all I could do to just sit and stare out at the silent streets.

      Old Hellas was empty. A forgotten place for things that used to be. Like I’ve said before, the Martian colony was old, old enough to have real history—and here that history was laid bare. Silent buildings filled with ghosts.

      Was everything as horrible back then as it was right now? Or was it a better time, a time when nobody would even think of doing what Sasha Ivanovich and Ares Terrestrial had done to that child?

      Veraldi walked over, looked me in the eyes, and said, “Are you ready to go?”

      I wasn’t. Not at all. But there was no point in staying where we were. I got to my feet without a word, and Vincenzo sent a message by subvocalization.

      Clawed Erinys neutralized. Requesting extraction route.

      I glanced over at him sharply, but he wouldn’t look at me. His use of neutralized suggested that he wasn’t much happier about what had happened than I was. He was just a bit better at not showing it.

      Thomas Young was the one who answered us. One minute. The schematics to the old city are in a separate system.

      Thirty seconds later, he was back with the answers we needed. There should be a large building at the end of the block you’re standing in. That’s an old banking center. It reaches nearly all the way up to the bridge.

      Understood, replied Veraldi. Do you have any way to get us from the roof back to the bridge?

      You should be able to make that jump, Thomas replied. As long as you get all the way to the top, it’s just a bit more than three meters. In Martian gravity—

      I’m aware. Thank you, Thomas.

      Veraldi turned to me. “I’m sure the elevators aren’t working. We’ll have to go up the staircase.” I shook my head and laughed quietly, though without much humor. “Sure. Fall off a bridge, murder a child, then climb a skyscraper and jump three meters straight up.”

      “Just a bit more than three meters,” said Veraldi drily. “I’m surprised he didn’t give it to us in centimeters.”

      “Maybe we’re having a humanizing influence on him.”

      “I wouldn’t count on it.”

      I looked at the buildings we passed as we walked down the street. Restaurants and shops, apartment buildings. It was all so familiar, like no time had passed at all. Some of the wording on the signs was a bit old-fashioned, and some of the ads were for things I’d never heard of. Still, the overwhelming impression was that life doesn’t change much. Human needs remained the same.

      I thought about the syndicates, the religious fanaticism, and the corrupt government. Maybe some of those things had always been there from the start, but I could hardly believe they were ever as bad in Old Hellas as life up there. No society like East Hellas could last long. That meant that something had changed in the past, and that something was going to change again in the future. Grounds for hope? I wasn’t sure, unless it was just hope for something different with no guarantees that it would be any better.

      We reached the bank offices, where Veraldi casually smashed out a window to gain us access. He didn’t even check whether the front door was unlocked.

      “You know, there’s something wrong with you,” I commented. “I mean, there’s something in how you think that doesn’t quite make sense to me.”

      “You don’t like to break things?” He frowned. “That doesn’t make sense to me.”

      “It’s not just the window, it’s your obsession with knives. It’s a lot of things.”

      He shrugged and opened the door to the stairwell. “A man has to have a hobby.”

      That seemed to wrap up my attempt at conversation, and we climbed the staircase in silence. I didn’t much feel like talking anyway, because the image of that child’s face still haunted me.

      The Cavadora girl. It wasn’t surprising Ares Terrestrial had used her. In the whole solar system, there was no group of people more ignored and exploited. They’d been the victims of genocide under the Jovian Alliance, and outright slaves for decades before that. Kidnapping, human trafficking, sex trade—the entire sol system turned a blind eye to their suffering, and nothing ever changed.

      I started to wonder about Sasha Ivanovich. I hadn’t liked the man from the moment I met him, but there was more to it than that. There was something about him we didn’t know, some part of his life we hadn’t uncovered. He’d displayed the reflexes and tactical thinking of a trained killer. There was nothing at all in his known history that would explain any of that.

      We’d been on the run for so long I hadn’t had much time to think about it, but climbing up those stairs I started to consider all those dead bodies in the Ares Terrestrial Med Lab. In Sasha Ivanovich’s personal lab. Someone had murdered them. Someone with the ability to kill remorselessly and the professionalism to do it without a mess.

      Someone who knew he was in a lot of trouble, who knew he needed a way out.

      Someone with information, the value of which depended on its scarcity.

      What kind of person would murder his colleagues solely to enhance the value of his own testimony? Quite possibly, the same sort of person who would make that wretched thing we’d killed on the street below.

      When we reached the roof, the jump didn’t turn out to be as easy as Thomas had made it sound. Veraldi made it, but he had to be caught at the edge by Andrea. The last thing I wanted to do was to attempt that jump, exhausted as I was and having just seen Veraldi barely make it a moment before.

      Then I caught sight of Ivanovich, and anger filled me with renewed strength. I made the jump with ease, landing on the bridge railing like I’d been doing it every day for months. I turned on the scientist with all the fury I could bring to bear.

      “Tell them the truth, Ivanovich. You murdering piece of shit! Your research went beyond using animals!”

      “Oh, I don’t know.” He looked away and picked at his teeth, his tone dismissive. “I mean, a Cavadora?”

      If I were still armed, I would have shot him through the head right then and there. As it was, I started toward him, but Andrew Jones stepped in and held me back.

      “What’s going on, Tycho?”

      “Those Erinyes aren’t just animals. He used humans. Children!”

      “Cavadora children,” he pointed out, as if I was behaving quite unreasonably. “Are you really insisting they’re not animals? Have you seen their—”

      “Racist fuck.” I started towards him, but Andrew still held me back. He was staring at Ivanovich with undisguised venom.

      Sasha gave Andrew an innocent look, spreading his arms in a wide shrug. “Spare me the morality theatrics. Need I remind you of the train you crashed through a border control station and how you killed everyone in it?”

      I turned to Andrea, whose face was cold and blank. “He was the one who murdered all those people in the med labs.”

      She nodded. “I assumed that all along.” She wouldn’t look at me, but even if she had, I could see that I wasn’t going to get anywhere.

      “You assumed that all along? What do you mean, you assumed—?”

      “Who else would have done it? Who else stood to gain?”

      Not for the first time, I found myself amazed and appalled by my commanding officer. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      She finally turned to face me. “Because you would have done something counterproductive, like you’re doing now. Our mission is to escort the Doctor to the West Hellas border. Our mission is not to punish him for the monstrous things he’s done, or to decide whether he deserves to live or not. We bring him over safely. That’s the work, Tycho.”

      She looked into my eyes, and I turned away first.

      “Now let’s get going. Until we walk across that border, we’re still in danger. Someone get Jonathan. He deserves a proper funeral.”

      A proper funeral. That’s when it hit me. Jonathan Bray had died on this bridge, defending a man who didn’t deserve to live. Was that what Section 9 was all about? Giving up your life whether it did any good or not?

      Without a word to Andrea, I walked over and helped the others pick up the body. After a moment, she joined us. We might not understand each other, but the least we could do was to bring our friend out of East Hellas at last.

      As we approached the West Hellas border on the other side of the bridge, I wondered when we were going to drop our weapons. After all, the West Hellas Royal Guard might be feeling a little paranoid with all the chaos on the opposite side of the border. In the end, I think we just couldn’t bring ourselves to do it. We’d been caught out so many times without the firepower we needed, there seemed to be an unspoken agreement among us that we weren’t going to give up our guns until we had no choice.

      About fifteen meters from the West Hellas checkpoint, armed and armored Royal Guards came swarming out with weapons leveled.

      “Drop your weapons! DROP YOUR WEAPONS NOW!”

      We did exactly as we were told and found ourselves face-first on the ground almost immediately after setting foot in West Hellas territory. How would Bray have reacted? It was hard to imagine him just meekly submitting, even if it was the only reasonable thing we could do in the situation. From my position on the ground, I saw the boots of a Royal Guard officer approaching Andrea.

      “Identify yourselves.” The officer’s voice was cold. He probably didn’t think much of random space trash who showed up unannounced at border checkpoints carrying a dead man and an assortment of weapons.

      “Call the Sol Federation Embassy and ask for Ambassador Stalenhäag. Tell him we have Sasha Ivanovich.”

      The officer was silent for several seconds, and I more than half-expected him to give Andrea a boot to the stomach. After all, he had specifically ordered her to identify herself and she hadn’t done so.

      Then the boots turned away, and I heard them receding in the distance.

      With my wrists in slip-ties, I was yanked up and onto my feet. The Royal Guard seemed nervous, as well they might be with everything that had just happened. From their side of the bridge, they would have been able to see our battle with the cyborgs on their scanners. They must know we weren’t what we seemed, even if they had no way of knowing the specific details.

      The officer returned. His face looked grim, but he held onto whatever private opinions he had. “We’re transferring you to Sol Federation custody. You’ll have an escort to the embassy.”

      Andrea nodded respectfully. “Thank you, commander.”

      He turned away, and we were marched to a nearby train station with the slip-ties still on our wrists. It felt strangely refreshing to be able to go from Point A to Point B without engaging in a running gunfight every step of the way. The West Hellas civilians on the train made a point of not looking at us, probably assuming that anyone in the custody of the Royal Guard was either bad news or beyond help.

      When we reached the embassy, our Royal Guard escort marched us up to the Peacekeepers in front and handed us over without removing our binds.

      “There was another one with them,” the sergeant in charge of our escort said. “He’s on his way to the morgue. You can collect him from there as soon as we finish the paperwork.”

      So much for Jonathan Bray—a bureaucratic afterthought, to be dealt with after all forms were completed.

      The Sol Federation Peacekeepers led us into the embassy, still slip-tied like common criminals. It was only when we were finally in Ambassador Stalenhäag’s presence, standing in front of his real wood mahogany desk, that someone cut us free.

      The ambassador looked at us, his expression ambiguous. He shook his head, sighed quietly, and drummed his fingers on the desk. “I don’t suppose, when you were coming up with your brilliant plan to crash a maglev train directly into a border station, that you gave any thought to the diplomatic ramifications?”

      I looked to Andrea. Her face was inscrutable.

      “No need to answer,” he continued. “It’s a rhetorical question. That’s what happens when they send the military. The intelligence service might have been a bit more discreet.”

      Stalenhäag had no idea. Even as ambassador, no one had told him about Section 9. He was under the impression we were a military escort unit.

      “So, where’s this scientist?” the ambassador asked. “I might disapprove of your methods, but I do understand that we needed to get this man out of there. East Hellas is in the midst of a full-fledged revolution, and I suspect a lot of blood will be spilled before it’s over.”

      Sasha Ivanovich stepped forward. “Here I am, Ambassador, and I’m happy to be standing here. I offer my services to the Sol Federation.”

      And they were going to go for it. This kidnapper and murderer, this sick degenerate, they’d be happy to have him. Not only as a weapon against arrogant corporations like Ares Terrestrial, but to continue his work. In a few months, he’d probably have a shiny new laboratory and a new set of assistants, all of them blissfully unaware of what had happened to his last set of employees.

      I turned away, too disgusted to even look at the Ambassador. He didn’t seem to notice. To someone like him, we were just the help. He drummed his fingers on the desk again then turned to Andrea.

      “Thank you for your service, soldier. We’ll take it from here.”

      We never went out for that after-mission beer. There wasn’t much cause for celebration, not after what had happened to Jonathan, but the ambassador made it as clear as could be that we didn’t have the option. We were to be immediately escorted across the city to the western spaceport, with no stops along the way. He wanted us off the planet as soon as possible, before anyone in East Hellas could ask why the Sol Federation Embassy was hosting the team of killers who had attacked their border checkpoint.

      As we rolled through the streets in a diplomatic motorcade, I stared out the viewscreen and watched the city go by. West Hellas was so different from East Hellas—less fanaticism, less violent chaos, but the glaring inequalities were still on display. Beggars huddled around steam vents on the swarming streets, while patrons dined in opulent restaurants just above their heads. In East Hellas, people were waging a bloody revolution against injustice and corruption, but did they even have a chance, or was this subdued version of the status quo the best they could hope for?

      A young girl in a frayed hijab seemed to look directly at me, and I was startled by her piercing blue eyes.

      “What is it?” Andrea asked.

      It almost seemed like she could see me, although I couldn’t think of any reason for that to be true. She held my gaze until the car had passed, then she turned and vanished into the dark of the city.

      “Nothing,” I said.
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      At the Majula National Cemetery in the North Atlantic States, I stood over a grave marker beside Andrea Capanelli. The name on the marker read JONATHAN BRAY, just one of thousands. This was a military cemetery, and every marker was identical with the exception of the names.

      “You know, Gabriel and Sophie Anderson are not far away from here. Over that way, I think.”

      “We can go there too if you want. I’m not in a rush to get anywhere.”

      I didn’t say anything for a minute. The sun was shining and the breeze was cool. It was a good day to visit the dead.

      “Are you okay, Tycho?” she asked me.

      “Yeah. You know how it is. When I close my eyes, I can sometimes see it—those moments in time where a different choice would have led to a completely different future. A fractal of possible futures.”

      “Don’t get weird on me, Barrett.” Her words were harsh, but her voice was gentle. “What do you mean?”

      “You know, a moment where I was faster, or aimed slightly higher, or went left instead of right. A world where the people around me were better off because of what I did, instead of lying under one of these markers.”

      “Come on, Tycho. That kind of thinking isn’t going to help you. Let’s go see that Sophie of yours.”

      “And Gabriel.”

      “And Gabriel too.” We started walking, and she put her arm through mine.

      “We did the best we could with what we were given, which is all anyone can ever do. That was a godawful mission, but you saw it though. Bray did the same, only he didn’t make it. Now I could sit up every night if I wanted and second-guess my choices, but the only thing that would do is drive me to drink. Or worse. Some people in our line of work eventually lose it, and it’s not at all uncommon. The kinds of thoughts you’re having will eat you up, unless you tell yourself right now that you aren’t going to let that happen.”

      “It’s not that simple. You can’t just control what you think about.”

      “No, you can’t. Here are the A’s. I’ll keep an eye out for Anderson.” She pointed at the markers then continued with her line of thought.

      “You can’t control what you think about, but you can make up your mind not to listen to certain thoughts. The ones that don’t have your best interests at heart, the thoughts that want to drive you insane. I don’t allow the specters of past mistakes to haunt me, to drive me to inaction. The best thing I can do, the best thing either of us can do, is to honor the sacrifice by continuing the fight. The same fight your friend Gabe was fighting. The same fight Bray gave his life for.”

      We found the graves we were looking for. GABRIEL ANDERSON, right next to SOPHIE ANDERSON. I looked down at them, remembering our time together—Gabriel’s long and rambling anecdotes about his life as an Arbiter, afternoons drinking coffee with Sophie…

      “What fight is that?” I asked.

      “The fight to make the solar system a better place, a place where people can live out their lives without fear or injustice. A place where people don’t have to live the way they do in East Hellas.”

      I stared down at the graves, unsure if the Sol Federation had any intention of doing any of those things. Unsure of everything, but needing to believe in something. Can you fight for a cause without ever knowing if that cause is real in the first place?

      “That will have to do.” I bowed my head and talked to my lost friends in silence. They didn’t join the conversation, but there’s nothing unusual about that, of course.

      When I opened my eyes, Andrea was waiting nearby. “Are you ready to go? I think both of us could use a drink.”

      They say that officers have no friends, but that wasn’t what I felt as we left the cemetery. Maybe what I really needed was not something to believe in, just a few solid people to fight beside me. “Okay, chief. First round is on you. You know, I sometimes wonder if I think too much.”

      She smiled. “Really, Tycho? I never would have guessed.”

      That got me laughing. The mission was over, and it was finally time for that after-mission beer. Everything else would have to wait, and the solar system could solve its own problems, at least for a little while.
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      Chryse was like any other Martian city, old and alien.

      Mars was one of the first worlds to be colonized, even before the development of the Boson Apertures. Unlike the towers on Venus with their almost-desperate attempts to establish an identity, Chryse had layers of culture built on the decaying ruins of what came before. It was like walking through an alternate reality. An Earth that never was but could have been.

      Just a few months earlier, I was with the rest of my team in a different Martian city, where we were shooting our way to safety as a nascent revolution flared behind us. We lost one of our own in that mission, and there but for the grace of God go I, as they say. I had hoped to never come back to that city or this planet, but fate has a sense of humor. I was once again on Mars to find Geoffrey Rosenstein, a mid-level Chryse gangster with information that could help Section 9 write the final chapter of that story.

      I found him as he left a tailor, and I slipped into the foot traffic behind his bodyguards. As we wound through the market district, I caught the scents of the city—the restaurants serving spicy-sweet noodles, the honey tea shops, the pungent incense from the Buddhist temples—and drank it in despite myself. No hints of choking smoke, or metallic blood, or rotting bodies. It was an improvement over East Hellas. Over Tower 7. Over most of my life, if I’m being honest.

      Seeing but unseen, I slipped through the afternoon crowd as Rosenstein made his way back toward his power base in midtown. I planned to take him once when he left the busy market district and was in an area with fewer witnesses. Section 9 does tend to be a bit loud sometimes, so for this solo job I was going to do it my way and minimize collateral damage.

      Up ahead of me, Rosenstein ran into someone he must have felt was important enough to talk to. They stopped and chattered in the street for a few minutes while his three guards stood like blind statues and failed to see me. I was in front of a rug shop pretending to admire the merchandise, angled so that my body was mostly hidden by an air purifier. When they started moving again, I gave it a minute and then followed them. Whoever he had been talking to was already gone.

      They wandered through the busy streets, not hurrying at all, letting Mr. Rosenstein be seen. It’s important for minor royalty to do that sometimes; you can’t claim to be a king if you don’t maintain a presence. Then they turned down Tharsis Street and made their way toward Lowerback, the warren of narrow streets he called his own. It would be better to take him before he reached that neighborhood, though not impossible to take him after.

      The job would be harder at that point. I could follow them on Tharsis Street, but there was a lot less foot traffic and an increased risk they would make me. I slipped across Tharsis instead and found a smaller street that ran parallel to it. If I attacked them from behind, the guards would be able to engage me while Rosenstein escaped in another direction. If I attacked them from the front—blocking the way back home—my odds of actually talking to Rosenstein would be a bit better.

      When I reached a cross street, I returned to Tharsis and spotted them behind me by about a block and a half. We had left the downtown area, but we were not yet in Lowerback. There were fewer witnesses to spot me or what I was doing, and fewer allies to come to Rosenstein’s aid unexpectedly. It was time to pick a spot.

      The area was mostly empty, the security shutters of long-vacant storefronts lining the street. Red dust hung heavy in the air. I walked rapidly, like I had somewhere important I needed to be. I knew they could see me now, a lone figure on the otherwise clear street, but they had no reason to suspect anything. Once they were just beyond arm’s reach, I spoke.

      “Hello, Geoffrey.” My voice was quiet, but he stopped dead in his tracks. “We need to talk.”

      He looked at me for a second like he didn’t quite know what I was supposed to be. I didn’t blame him. People do say I have a baby face. “Do I know you?” he managed at last.

      That struck me as kind of funny because I knew everything there was to know about him: his age, his weight, where he was born, his brothers and sisters. How he got that little scar above his left eyebrow. Where he got his beard trimmed so nicely.

      “No.” I said, and he gestured to the three hulking bodyguards. He didn’t try to run, which in retrospect seemed like a stupid decision. But from his perspective, why would he? I was just one guy with an innocent face. They were three hard killers with submachine guns.

      Two of the bodyguards flanked me, one to the right and one to the left. The third one came straight in at me but didn’t raise his submachine gun. He probably thought this would just be a simple beating.

      I didn’t move on him. Instead I took the one on the left. Anytime you’re being flanked like that, they’ll expect you to go after the guy in the middle, at which point you will inevitably get sucker punched by the guy on either side. As a right-handed fighter, it made the most sense to me to move them all to my right. So I shuffled sideways, jammed my thumbs into the eyes of the man on the left, swept his feet out from under him, and guided his skull into the pavement.

      That definitely surprised the others.

      The man in the middle—probably their lead—had to jump out of the way to avoid the man falling in front of him. When he jumped back the other man had to also, so both of them were already off their rhythm before the first was out.

      From that point on it was a straight-up fight of two against one. I drove my left fist into the face of the man in the middle, and to his credit he ate the punch and came back swinging. I dropped my right elbow to block the counterpunch, then pivoted and kicked the man on the right. He blocked it successfully but staggered back from the blow.

      The man in the middle kept punching, either forgetting all about his weapon or thinking he had something to prove now. I caught a punch and wrapped my arm around his, locked the joint with upward pressure, then spun him around to block the other guy’s line of fire. That one hadn’t forgotten he had a gun, and I wanted to make him think twice about using it.

      My faith was proven misplaced with a rattle of submachine gun fire. The man in my grip went slack as he became an unintended human shield. I shoved his dying body away, and he stumbled a few feet before falling onto the shooter. I came in behind the dead man as the shooter shoved the body out of his way and leveled his weapon again. I caught his wrist and stripped the weapon out of his hands in the same movement.

      To my surprise, he rallied. I saw something flash and realized that he had drawn a knife. I threw my head back and dodged his first slash, then caught his arm. He probably thought I meant to wrestle him for the weapon, but I only wanted to stop it from moving. I kicked the man’s heel out from under him and dropped him hard on the street. He tried to twist out from under me, but a single blow to the back of his head knocked him out as well.

      One dead, two concussions. Not bad, considering the situation at the start of the fight.

      I turned and saw that Geoffrey Rosenstein was finally giving an appropriate level of thought to the possibility of just running away. I drew a pistol from under my shirt and advised him of the realities of his situation. “I wouldn’t do that, Geoffrey. I shoot better than I box.”

      He had already half-turned, but these words did seem to give him pause. He looked down at his bodyguards. “You didn’t have to do that to them.”

      “You didn’t have to sic them on me either.”

      He swallowed nervously and tried to size me up. “You’re not an assassin, are you? What do you want from me?”

      “I want you to come with me. Somewhere we can talk in private.”

      He looked up and down the street, probably hoping some ally of his would suddenly show up. “I’ll follow you behind that warehouse.”

      “I’d appreciate it if you don’t assume I’m that dumb.  I’ll follow you.”

      “If you’re planning to kill me—”

      I gestured with my pistol and he went ahead. He kept looking around, peering at the loading devices and trash compactors behind the warehouse as if help was hiding in the shadows. The building and all its machinery sat empty and idle, a thin layer of red dust on every surface. The warehouse, like much of Chryse, seemed to have run into hard times.

      “Okay.” He swallowed. “What do you want with me?”

      “I happen to know that you were the contact for the human trafficking network that supplies Ares Terrestrial.”

      He didn’t say anything. He just stared at me, then nervously put both hands in his pockets.

      “Take your hands out of your pockets. Slowly.” I kept my gun trained on his head while he pulled his hands out and spread them to show me how empty they were.

      “Look, man. Calm down. I’m sure we can work this out, yeah?”

      “I need to know who they are. How you contacted them. Names.”

      He suddenly grinned, showing pure relief. A clue as to how scared he really was.

      “That’s it? You’re just interested in doing business? That’s good to hear, sir. Absolutely wonderful. Though I must say—”

      I pressed the gun to his forehead, which seemed to help him focus his thoughts a little.

      “Look, I don’t really know who these people are! That’s not the sort of thing they would want me to know, okay? I’m serious, please!”

      “Then I guess there’s no reason for us to continue this conversation,” I replied calmly.

      When he took my meaning, he started to babble. “No, no, hold on! Wait! Wait! I just don’t want to be cut out of the loop. Is that so wrong?”

      “It’s either that, or you die right here, right now.”

      He seemed to be struggling to accept this fact. As I stood there quietly with my gun against his forehead, he wrestled with the implications of being completely powerless. It seemed to shrink the man. He kept crouching lower and lower by tiny increments as if trying to melt away from the gun, until he was finally bent over ludicrously with his hands in the air, his face a portrait of absolute misery. I almost felt bad for him.

      “Okay. Okay!” He sighed, but it sounded almost like a dog whining. “They work for David Kote.”

      That wasn’t an answer I was expecting. “David Kote the industrialist? Mining, Water extraction?”

      “Yes, that’s the one. Look, these are bad men, you understand me? Not like me! I play the big man here in Chryse, but I’m only a middleman. I’ve never been anything more than that. And if you’re here to take over my business, I’ll never even be that again. I’m just trying to make a living. But these guys? They’re fucking evil.”

      That was how he saw himself, an innocent entrepreneur. A victim. A poor man who had the rotten luck of doing business with monsters. I asked myself if a facilitator was responsible for the crimes he enabled. I thought about the Cavadoran child I’d seen inside that dead cyborg in East Hellas. Then I finished what I’d come here to do.
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      Aboard a Martian train winding toward the Chryse spaceport, I looked out the window and thought about how my life had changed over the past few years. How I had changed. I had started as an Arbiter, a member of the solar system’s most elite law enforcement agency. In that role I’d gone to Venus, in the company of my friend and mentor, Gabriel Anderson. We’d been assigned to resolve a mystery, why the power had gone out in Tower 7, and what any of it had to do with August Marcenn, the commander of the local police. Of course, it turned out to be a much bigger issue than it had originally appeared to be. When it was all over, Gabriel Anderson was dead, I had killed August Marcenn, and I’d been drawn into the world of Section 9.

      But I never really fit in there. Watching the narrow and maze-like Martian streets go by below me, I thought about the strange, lost feeling I’d lived with ever since Gabe’s death. I thought about his widow, Sophie, another friend who had died too young. Killed for no better reason than having known me. I thought about how I’d been framed for her murder, forced into killing an Arbiter, and left with essentially no choice but to join this unit. I thought of how the members of my Section 9 team were the only family or friends I had left.

      But it was time to let all that go.

      It was time to stop brooding, time to stop thinking too much about where life had brought me. There was nothing left for me to do except embrace that future and let it take me wherever it led.
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      “Tycho Barrett! You’re back from Mars!”

      Raven Sommer, our dark-skinned young sniper with long black hair, came running across the living room of our Terran safehouse and threw herself into my arms. I didn’t take the gesture all that personally. Raven was the demonstrative type.

      “Hi, Raven. Yeah, I’m back.”

      She drew back and looked me in the eyes, half-playfully analyzing whatever she saw there. “So, mission accomplished then?”

      “Mission accomplished.”

      I looked around at the safehouse. Like any of the others we often used, this one was roomy, bright, and almost tastelessly clean—high ceilings and spotless shelving and expensive art devoid of any personality.

      “Nice place,” I commented dryly. Thomas Young, our computer expert, happened to be walking by.

      He stopped dead in his tracks. “Yes. Yes, it is.” He was a somewhat eccentric man, and something about him seemed even stranger today. His long hair hung down to his shoulders, and his eyes seemed weirdly enthusiastic yet almost despairing.

      I didn’t want to know about it. “Hello, Thomas. I’m back.”

      “You were gone somewhere?”

      That’s the thing about Thomas. He always likes to make the point that he doesn’t really see you. Before I could give my sarcastic reply, Thomas wandered back out of the room, obviously still lost wherever his thoughts had taken him.

      I shook my head, threw my bag down on a couch, and took a seat. Andrew Jones came walking by, sharply dressed and as irritatingly irreverent as ever. “Don’t get too comfortable there, Panic. The boss called a meeting as soon as she heard you were on your way over.”

      Panic was Jones’s nickname for me. It’s a long story. “Good to see you too, Andrew.” I leaned back on the couch, put my feet up on an ottoman, and closed my eyes. A moment later, someone picked up my feet and dropped them on the floor. I opened my eyes again. “Oh. Hello, Veraldi.”

      Vincenzo Veraldi was our team’s second in-command and resident knife-fighting expert. I couldn’t see any blades concealed beneath his expensive white shirt, which probably meant he was only wearing two or three of them. He was glaring at me in a not-overly-friendly way. “Feet off the furniture, Barrett. This stuff is rented, not owned.”

      “Now, let’s be reasonable,” I replied. “We both know that this safehouse will eventually be destroyed by rampaging cyborgs, and everything in it will be destroyed along with it. That includes this ottoman, so why not just make use of it?”

      “That only happened to one safehouse, Tycho,” Raven pointed out.

      Veraldi didn’t bother to try to reason with me. “Feet off the furniture,” was all he said, and all he apparently meant to say.

      “Is that Tycho’s voice I hear in there?” called Andrea Capanelli, our commanding officer and my sometime friend.

      “It’s me, Andrea.”

      She walked into the room, brushing her now shoulder-length blonde hair out of her eyes. “Welcome back. How did it go?”

      “I located Rosenstein, got him alone, and had a talk.”

      “Uh-huh.” She was watching me skeptically, uncertain of how to take my mood. “Elaborate.”

      “He said the trafficking crew he worked with were employed by David Kote.”

      I didn’t think she necessarily needed to hear about the encounter with the bodyguards, or how I had left Rosenstein.

      “David Kote?” asked Andrew Jones. “Astrochemical Technology Group, David Kote?”

      “Yeah, that’s the one. Rosenstein explained to me that those were genuinely evil people who set no value on human life. Unlike him, of course.”

      “He probably believes that,” Andrea replied. “Everyone’s the hero of their own story.”

      “She’s absolutely right,” Jones quipped. “I have no idea how evil I actually am.” He was lying halfway down on another couch, playing with a puzzle box.

      “Oh, please,” said Raven. “Unless you’ve switched combat roles and become a sniper, I don’t even want to hear about it.”

      The funny thing was, Raven was easily the most caring individual in our entire crew. She was the only one I could consistently count on to show human emotional responses like sympathy or concern.

      “David Kote…” mused Andrea Capanelli. “We’ll have to find out everything we can about him—who he’s talked to, where he’s been, finances, friends, all of it. Can you handle that, Andrew?”

      “Sure thing,” he replied. “Full dossier on your desk.”

      He didn’t mean that literally, of course. The dossier would actually be sent from his dataspike to hers, the usual method of sharing information.

      Thomas Young came back into the room. “Are we starting the meeting yet?”

      Capanelli replied, “Tycho was telling us what he got from Geoffrey Rosenstein. Seems like the human trafficking network is run by the industrialist David Kote.”

      Thomas frowned. “David Kote? Hmmm. That does seem to match some of the rumors about the man.”

      “Rumors? Like what?” she asked.

      “That he’s got some interesting tendencies,” Jones added.

      Capanelli turned in his direction. “What do you mean by that?”

      “It’ll all be in my report,” he replied. “I don’t remember the details without checking, but that’s the gist of it. It’s dark stuff.”

      Capanelli turned back to Thomas. “Does that match what you have?”

      Thomas shrugged. “I don’t have anything other than hearsay myself. But yes, the man has a nefarious reputation.”

      “Nefarious.” I chuckled.

      “It’s an apt term,” was Thomas’s reply. “I’m sure we’re all extremely interested in what Tycho was doing while he was back on Mars, but wasn’t the actual purpose of this meeting to discuss what I’ve been up to?”

      Thomas Young was an egoist, a narcissist, and an all-around genius.

      “Yes, of course, Thomas,” Andrea soothed him. She sat on the back of the same couch I was sitting on. “Please tell us all about it.”

      “Oh, one moment. I’ve forgotten my notes in my room.” He disappeared, although we could all hear the sounds of boxes being moved, if not thrown aside, and of paper being crumpled.

      “Is he actually working from paper notes?” I asked, confused.

      Raven grinned at me. “He says it’s the best way to memorize complex topics.”

      Thomas came back out with a large stack of loose papers as well as a black and white notebook. His eyes looked half-mad, like he had just been forced to do something no one in their right mind would ever volunteer for. “I am ready.”

      “Okay,” said Andrea. “Everyone listen up. Apparently, there is quite a lot of it.”

      He looked confused for a moment, then he glanced down at the huge supply of seemingly random papers in his hand. “Hmm? Oh, did you mean this?”

      Then he methodically shuffled through the stack of papers, threw all but two sheaves on a nearby coffee table, and turned back to us. He proceeded to scan through the papers in his hands rapidly while muttering to himself in a distracted voice, then he looked up and said, “The process of recovering data from Julian Huxley’s body is a complicated one.”

      We all sat there in silence, waiting for him to say something else. Anything else, really. He failed to oblige us, and instead just stood there staring while we gave each other anxious glances. Finally, Andrea said it. “Thomas?”

      “Yes?”

      “Thomas, I know there’s more to your report than just telling us it’s a complicated process to recover data from an android body. We already knew that.”

      Julian Huxley was a wealthy man, the chairman of Huxley Industries. He was also something more than that, although my belief went back and forth on just what he really was. According to Huxley the one time I met him face-to-face, he was born as a man named Pyotr Vasily Vasiliev on November 9, 2015 and lived 14 human lifetimes since then by imprinting his mind into a new body every time the old one became too sick and frail. Eventually he imprinted himself into an android and continued to exist for a while as a being of pure data. That’s when I met him, though he was shot to death only moments later.

      “Sorry, I think it’s time to write the note-taking project off as a failure.” Thomas put the last two sheets of notes aside, ran his hand through his hair, and turned away from us. “It’s frustrating. The fact is, I can’t make any further progress on recovering any data from Huxley’s body without new parts.”

      “New parts?” asked Andrew. “What new parts? The man died—”

      Andrea held up a hand to stop him. “Thomas, all we need to know right now is what you have so far. That’s what this meeting is about. I sent you a memo, remember?”

      He waved a hand dismissively. “Yes, I remember. But how am I to tell you what I have so far? None of you grasp the underlying principles...”

      Thomas was being unusually difficult, even for Thomas. I glanced at Raven, who shook her head just slightly to tell me to keep my mouth shut. I sat still and waited, and Thomas slowly began to open up.

      “I can extract certain sequences, certain patterns of code, and I can compare those to existing patterns in my database to look for known similarities, but translating any of that into meaningful physical-world information is an incredibly slow project. The way things stand right now, you could employ a thousand men working around the clock to sift through the mountains of raw data I’m generating, and it would still take years to distill anything that might get us the slightest bit closer to the Eleven.”

      If Julian Huxley could be believed, the Eleven were his enemy. They were the people, if that was the word for it, who were ultimately responsible for his assassination.

      “How many years are we talking about?” asked Andrea.

      “Decades. Decades of work.”

      Thomas looked depressed, with his shoulders slumped and his gaze turned away. Perhaps that was the explanation for his eccentric behavior. It wasn’t usually possible to tell how Thomas was feeling at all. In fact, if I had to guess, I would have said he didn’t have any feelings, or at least not as that term was generally understood.

      “The body was that fried?” asked Andrew.

      “The components that would have acted as a Rosetta Stone for Huxley’s memories were irrecoverably damaged,” Thomas replied. “Without them, I can only compare and deduce to yield any kind of useful data.”

      “Can’t you fabricate them yourself?” asked Veraldi.

      Thomas snorted. “You’re assuming I haven’t already tried? No, Vincenzo, I cannot. They cannot be fabricated in a home laboratory such as the one I have here.”

      The equipment Section 9 provided for Thomas was well beyond anything that could have been described as a “home laboratory.” I suspected the real answer was a bit more subtle than Thomas was letting on. In all likelihood, he simply didn’t know how because they were Huxley Industries’ proprietary technology. Thomas wasn’t the sort of man who would admit he couldn’t do something.

      “Alright, Thomas,” Andrea told him. “You can stop working on that project for the time being. We aren’t going to have you extracting data manually for decades; that just isn’t an effective use of either your time or ours. Better?”

      Thomas perked up suspiciously fast. He turned back toward the group with such a big grin on his face that I suspected him of faking the whole display to get out of a project that bored him. “Much. So how are we going to find out about the Eleven without Huxley’s data?”

      “We’re not,” replied Andrea. “We’re just going to do it the smart way instead of the hard way. You said you needed some parts. What parts are those?”

      “Specific components from the systems used to create the android. I would need to send you images from the blueprint to indicate what they are, but I would describe them as devices used to map Huxley’s mind and the system that generated the experiential network supporting it.”

      “Send them to Tycho here. Tycho, are you up for another manhunt?”

      “Always,” I answered, although the truth was I would rather have remained at the safehouse for a few days before having to go back out. For all I knew, this mission wasn’t even going to turn out to be on Earth at all.

      “Track down Lucien Klein. He might be able to help us get our hands on those devices.”

      “Lucien Klein?” I frowned. “You mean he’s still alive?”

      When we let him go, it was to serve as human bait for the forces that had killed Huxley. I was sent to Mars shortly after that and had kind of forgotten about him.

      “He did what we asked him to do, so that’s a yes. I don’t know where he is at the moment, but the info should be in the system. He’s being watched by our people, although I doubt he knows it. You might have a little bit of trouble even getting through to him, because he’s living under a false identity and he’s understandably a bit paranoid about the prospect of being tracked down and killed by the same cyborgs that got Huxley. But once you do get through to him, you’ll have the joy of talking to the man.”

      During his time in Section 9’s custody, Klein was not exactly the most pleasant conversationalist. In fact, he was an arrogant and intentionally offensive individual. Out of the two aspects of the assignment, talking to him was probably going to be the worst.

      “That sounds like a real joy. Jones, can you help me find the man?”

      Andrew Jones was our expert at infiltration, in charge of helping us fit in no matter where we were. This was mildly ironic, because Jones himself always seemed to stick out of the woodwork like a loose nail. Still, it stood to reason that he would know the system better than anyone else in the room.

      “Sure thing. We can go have a look at the database as soon as we’re done here.”

      “Alright then,” said Andrea. “Field reports from everyone. Veraldi?”

      “As far as I can tell, there’s been no further activity from the illegal cyborgs. They’re either lying low or they’ve been pulled from this job completely.”

      “Lying low is my guess.” Andrea brushed her bangs back out of her eyes. “That last scenario was extremely public, and there’s still a major Sol Federation investigation going on. Whoever was behind it is probably happier not to be noticed for a bit now that Huxley is dead. Sommer?”

      “Done and dealt with.”

      Raven Sommer was a sniper, so by this she must have meant that some unfortunate individual was no longer among the living. I didn’t know the details. It must have come up while I was off-world.

      Andrea nodded. “Jones?”

      “I’m laying the groundwork for several different scenarios right now. I might need a budget adjustment, though. Rents are going up again.”

      “You might just have to stay someplace that isn’t top of the line, Andrew. Someplace affordable.”

      “I might?” he scoffed. “And how are you going to explain it to the Operator when our systems get breached because of the shitty security at those affordable rental units?”

      “Okay, okay. I’ll bring it up, see what I can get you. Anyone need anything else from me at the moment?” When nobody said anything, she stood and stretched her arms. “Okay. Jones, find Klein for Tycho and then go back to your project. Tycho, come see me before you head out.”

      “Will do,” I replied, and stood up to go with Jones. This was the life of Section 9, but it honestly would have been nicer to get a little more time to just rest, even for a minute before going back out into the world. I made a note to myself to ask Andrea about vacation time and followed Jones into his room.

      Our team spent so much time living in safehouses or hotel suites that no one’s room ever had much of a personality. Jones, however, had gone the other way. Every available surface was covered with clothing—most of it quite stylish—devices of one kind or another, or items I couldn’t even define if I wanted to. Even the bed was completely buried, and Jones had to push a pile of expensive-looking suit jackets aside to make room for me to sit.

      “This place looks like shit,” I commented.

      “I am well aware of that. Now, let’s see what we can find for you.”

      He seemed a little bit testy, so I just sat down on the edge of his bed while he gestured in the air. I didn’t understand the appeal of using a gesture interface for your dataspike—I preferred a simple menu with ocular tracking—but he did tend to speak with his hands. Maybe the choice was intentional so he could disguise accessing it during conversation.

      “Okay, here we go,” Jones said. “Lucien Klein lives in Italy under an assumed name. Thurston Michael, an associate director for The 3000 Initiative, some AI policy think tank.”

      I frowned. “So, he’s still working in AI? What’s the point of changing your name if you’re not going to change your profession? Whoever hired those Augmen wouldn’t have any trouble hunting him down.”

      Andrew shrugged. “I don’t know, Tycho. The man is kind of a fool if you ask me. I mean, don’t get me wrong, he’s sharp as a whip, but he’s a fool. I’ll send you the info you need. Make sure to drop the monitors a note as well. Let them know you’re going to be making an approach. Otherwise they’ll flag it, and we’ll get the call.”

      “Okay, thanks.”

      I left Andrew to his chaotic room and went to see Andrea. I found her in the kitchen, drinking a glass of orange juice.

      “Did Jones get you all set up?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. The target’s in Italy. Working for an AI policy think tank, if you can believe that.”

      “I’m not sure anything Lucien Klein did would ever surprise me too much. Except not being an asshole maybe. When are you leaving?”

      “As soon as I have a shower and some lunch.”

      “Okay, good. When you get back from Italy, we should have a chance to slow down a little. You never know, of course, but it might be nice to have a glass of Scotch or something. Catch up a little.”

      “I’m going to hold you to that,” I told her.
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      When Andrea said it might be difficult to get close to Lucien Klein, she wasn’t kidding. Yes, the man was in Italy under the name Thurston Michael, and yes he was the associate director for The 3000 Initiative. Based on those two facts, it would be reasonable to imagine a fairly simple scenario: I show up at his place of work, I ask his secretary to let me speak with him, and twenty minutes later we’re each sipping an espresso while we discuss how nice the weather is on the sunny and beautiful Italian peninsula.

      What actually happened was nothing like that. The place was located inside a virtually impregnable corporate sanctuary. The building stood completely alone in an industrial park about ten miles outside of the city, and the cannons on the rooftop had a commanding view of the entire parking lot. Anyone who wanted to get inside had to submit to a retinal scan at the door. I wasn’t going in that way without the whole team backing me.

      The first time I arrested this man I was an Arbiter and was able to throw considerable legal weight around, even on Luna where his company was based. The situation now was completely different. As a spy working for an organization that had no official existence, I had no law enforcement authority backing my plays. I sat outside in my rental car for a few long minutes, then noticed a small team of maintenance workers heading in the back door of the building. There was an armed guard there, but no retinal scan.

      I pulled out of the parking lot and drove to a small hotel seven minutes away. I rented a room under an assumed name, then called the monitor assigned to Klein. There was no reply—I hadn’t expected one—and I left a message to meet me that night at a nearby bar called Giosue.

      I went out for dinner at the kind of place tourists wouldn’t normally go, ordered the risotto alla pescatora because it was the first entrée listed on the menu, and then wandered over to Giosue about a half hour before the monitor would have expected to meet me there. I had never met this person before in my life, but they must have spotted me right away. I was drinking some Neapolitan cocktail when a man approached me on my left and said, “That isn’t really the most popular local choice.”

      I turned to look at him. I don’t know what I was expecting, really, but he wasn’t it. Everyone on my own team was more of a paramilitary type than a true spy, but this man was so anonymous I wasn’t sure I would recognize him if I saw him again five minutes later. Middle-aged to elderly, hair mostly white, clothing tasteful but generic for the area. There was nothing about him that stood out at all.

      I replied, as I was expected to, by saying, “I wouldn’t know. I’m more of an Ouzo man.”

      He nodded in response, then turned and walked out the back door of the bar. I swallowed the last of my cocktail and followed him a minute later. When I approached, he was looking up at the stars in silence.

      “How do you even watch the guy?” I asked. “That place is a fortress.”

      “I’m with the company contracted to handle maintenance. We go in through the service entrance so—”

      “No retinal scan? Yeah. That’s the same strategy I was thinking of using.”

      “I can get you a job, and even make sure you’re assigned to his floor. After that, it’s on you. If he decides to pitch a fit the second he sees you, I can’t intervene. All I can do is get a message to our people.”

      “Understood,” I said. Then, when my curiosity got the best of me, I added, “Doesn’t it get a little, I don’t know, tiresome?”

      “What, maintaining their systems?” He sounded surprised. “No, not at all. It’s just my job. Anything else I do is extra.”

      I couldn’t understand it at first; I’d been out of the real world for such a long time. I used to design cars, what seemed like ages ago. Now I can’t even imagine doing anything that doesn’t involve getting shot at. The idea of just going to work every day and tinkering with the systems in this corporate building, knowing all along that you had this secret job as well, didn’t track at first.

      But that’s when it made sense to me. This guy was the perfect spy because he wasn’t actually a spy at all. He was exactly what he seemed to be: a guy who maintained buildings. And every day when he went to work, he had the secret thrill of knowing that he worked for us.

      Early the next morning, I was dressed in the blue one-piece uniform of the local maintenance company and standing in line to be let inside the building. The other workers were ignoring me, presumably because I was the new guy. The monitor, whose name I learned was Flavio, seemed to be some kind of foreman. He gave the men their instructions, then turned to me and spoke quietly.

      “You’re on the tenth floor. Room 1014 has a connectivity problem.”

      Knowing Lucien Klein, not being able to connect to the network would infuriate him like nothing else. Well, nothing else except knowing that we were the ones behind it.

      I went to the elevator and rode it up to the tenth floor in the company of two corporate executives. They didn’t even seem to notice my presence and spent the entire ride talking about how their company was actually losing huge amounts of money rapidly without anyone noticing. Not even their investors, who were foolish enough to believe that their asteroid-mining venture was extremely profitable. If I were an investigative journalist, they would have been screwed.

      When I reached the door of The 3000 Initiative, I walked right in and went up to the receptionist. “1014?” I asked, and she said something in Italian, then switched to English.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize you weren’t a local at first. Room 1014 is Thurston Michael. He’s down at the end on the left. And…I’m sorry.”

      She gave me a sympathetic smile, and I grinned back. “Thank you, but I’m sure I can handle Mr. Michael.”

      She raised both eyebrows but didn’t say anything else. I walked down the hall until I came to another desk, where Lucien Klein’s assistant waited with an expression I would describe as a combination of dread and nausea. Seeing my uniform, he immediately tilted his head and spoke over his dataspike.

      “Mr. Michael, the maintenance man is here. Yes, I’ll send him in.”

      He mouthed the words good luck, and the door to room 1014 slid open. I walked inside to face my target at last.

      Lucien Klein, formerly the Generative AI Division Chair of Huxley Industries, now the Associate Director of this AI think-tank, was a heavyset man with an arrogant expression on his face. He apparently did not recognize me at all, despite the fact that I was part of the unit that had kidnapped him such a short time ago.

      “I can’t connect to anything here! In my own goddamn office! Of all the days to be delayed by the fucking incompetence of other people. People who can’t do their own basic goddamn job. Now…wait a minute, do you even speak English?”

      I wasn’t so sure about Klein’s chances of making it in Italy. No matter how dominant the English language might be, expecting a Neapolitan maintenance worker to speak it seemed a little unfair. I decided to enlighten him.

      “You don’t remember me, Mr. Klein?”

      That brought him up short. He stood there staring at me for a moment, confused and frightened. When we’d taken him in, everyone else connected to his case had already been killed. Even Julian Huxley, if you don’t count his android reincarnation. The first thought in Lucien’s head when he heard “Mr. Klein” must have been that I was there to kill him. Then recognition dawned on his face.

      “You.” He pointed at me, an accusing jab of the finger. “No, you can’t do this. You know, you really can’t do this. Luca—”

      “I wouldn’t call anyone if I were you, Mr. Klein.”

      Luca, the secretary, stuck his head in the door. “Yes, Mr. Michael?”

      Klein looked back and forth at Luca and me for several seconds with a panicky expression on his face.

      “Should I call security, sir?” asked Luca.

      Klein swallowed. “No. No, don’t call for security, Luca. Cancel everything I have for the next hour. I really need to get this connectivity issue dealt with.”

      “Of course, sir,” Luca replied, then backed out through the closing door.

      “Good choice,” I told Klein. “We need to talk.”

      I sat down across from him, but he just stood there staring at me for a moment with a wild look on his face. Then he sat down heavily and shook his head.

      “I thought I was done with you people.”

      “No disrespect intended, Lucien, but that was a little naïve of you. Don’t you think?”

      “I do now. I sure as hell do now. What do you want with me? Are you here to kidnap me again?”

      “We didn’t kidnap you the first time,” I pointed out. “We removed you from a situation in which you would almost certainly have been killed. Then we kept you in protective custody until you could be safely released.”

      I’m aware that I just described us as having kidnapped him even as I was denying it to his face. This is a complicated job.

      “That is one hell of a euphemistic way to describe what happened.” He snapped his fingers, and a shelf opened on the wall behind him. A drone flew out, carrying a bottle of expensive vodka and a selection of glasses. “Do you drink?”

      “I wouldn’t turn one down.”

      “Good. I hate drinking alone. It makes me feel like an alcoholic.”

      The drone hovered in front of him. He pulled two glasses out of slots in the side and set them down in front of him. He took the vodka bottle out of the drone’s grasp, poured two generous glasses, then replaced the bottle. A little door opened on the top of the drone, revealing a small trough of ice cubes. The drone actually seemed to have been designed for nothing other than serving vodka. Not too unusual but perhaps a little extravagant.

      Once the ice was in our drinks and the drone had returned to its little dock in the wall, Klein handed me my vodka. Technically, I wasn’t supposed to be drinking it in the first place while I was on a job, but there were a lot of exceptions, depending on the circumstances, and I decided this was probably one of them.

      “Please tell me you were the ones behind my connectivity problem. I don’t want to have to deal with that bullshit after I’m done with this bullshit.”

      “Your connectivity will be restored in due time,” I said, though I was only guessing. Flavio had implied he was behind the problem, but he hadn’t actually said so.

      “Alright, then.” Klein took a large sip of vodka and regarded me with as much patience as he could muster up. “What can I do for you?”

      “I need a few parts from you.”

      “Parts?” He looked confused. “Do you mean components?”

      “Yes, I’m afraid I don’t know the technical terms for these pieces, but I can send you some blueprint images.”

      “No,” he pointed out. “You can’t. Remember, I can’t connect to anything.”

      Sometimes we’re too clever for our own damn good. On the other hand, there was at least a chance the monitor had thought to address this little problem. “Check your network now.”

      He stared at me for a moment, then shrugged and said, “Okay.” He closed his eyes and sighed contentedly. “You know, even if you people did fuck with my connection just so you could get in here, it still makes me happy to see that I’m back up. I have a lot to do today. Send me what you’ve got.”

      I sent over the file Thomas had given me. Klein looked it over and then frowned a little. “What the hell did you people do to him?”

      “We didn’t do anything. He got himself shot.”

      Klein shook his head. “If you think I’m giving you these components, you’re out of your mind.”

      “And why is that?”

      “These are proprietary to Huxley Industries. Even if I wasn’t living under a new identity, I’m under multiple NDAs. Do you have any idea how much trouble I would be in for sharing that kind of material with you?”

      Klein’s big weakness was his own arrogance. I grinned.

      “About the same amount of trouble you would be in for just having it in the first place. I mean, you lost your job with Huxley after you got arrested, right? Well, I doubt their non-competition contract included anything about keeping any of their old tech around, so—”

      “Exactly! Wait… what makes you think I do have any of it?”

      “You could have told me you didn’t have any of it. I might even have believed you. Instead you’re telling me you’re not allowed to share. You can’t share something you don’t have. So, you do have it. Right?”

      He was so mad at me for catching him out—or maybe mad at himself, I’m not really sure—that he couldn’t even force himself to form words for several seconds. At last he smiled, but it was a shark’s grin. All teeth.

      “Alright, you’ve got me. But what are you going to do about it? It’s not like you can say anything. Keeping me prisoner the way you did before wasn’t in any way legal. It was a kidnapping.”

      I like to think of it as involuntary protective custody, but I didn’t say that.

      “Be reasonable, Lucien. I know something about you, and you know something about me. It’s not in your best interest for any of it to become public information, frankly. You might want to tell yourself that I would get in big trouble if my own actions became public. You might want to believe it. But are you really sure?”

      He bit his lip and thought about it for a long minute. “Let’s make a deal. I get you these components you want, and you go away and never come back. I mean, never, ever come back. Agreed?”

      I wasn’t in a position to make the man any promises, but on the other hand I had no reason to think I would need to talk to him again either. “I know of no reason why I would ever be asked to contact you again. Although you might want to consider how easy it was for me to get in here.”

      “Why don’t you let me worry about my own security.” He said this as confidently as he could manage to say it, but I saw a shade of worry flit across his face. He spoke into his dataspike. “Luca, could you come in here for a minute?”

      Luca came in the room, making sure not to react at all when he saw me sitting across from his boss like a business partner rather than a maintenance worker. “What can I do for you, sir?”

      “I’m going over to the lab for the next few hours. Cancel all my appointments, and put off anyone who tries to call me. Understood?”

      Luca’s composure slipped a little, and he glanced in my direction. “Understood, sir.”

      “Don’t worry about this man,” Klein told his assistant. “In fact, you never even saw him in here this morning. Got it?”

      “Got it, sir.”

      I could have kicked him. He was a fool if he thought his assistant was actually going to keep his mouth shut. If the guy had a girlfriend, she’d be sure to hear about the boss’s weird maintenance worker meeting by dinnertime. On the other hand, I was the one who had chosen to sit down.

      “Alright, then. Come with me.” Klein stood up, and I followed him out into the hallway. He walked like he owned the place, which was exactly how he had walked around Huxley Industries on the day I arrested him. Hell, he kept walking around like he owned the place even after I arrested him. Maybe that was enough, because no one seemed to question his right to lead a maintenance worker through the office. No one even looked up as he walked by.

      “I didn’t index the components. I’ll have to find them,” he said at the door, then led me into a small lab filled with random android parts and humming computer systems. One desk had an android head on it, and I wasn’t sure, but I got the impression it was watching me. It didn’t look much like a corporate lab, more like a tech guy’s playroom. On the other hand, that kind of fit. This was only a think tank, after all. He went to a cabinet and opened the door, then he closed it again and opened a desk.

      “Ah, yes. That’s right.” He went to a table in the back of the room, rummaged around in one of the drawers, and pulled out a package. “Hold this.” He handed it over and then searched a few more drawers before pulling out a second package. “This is what you need. Although I have to say, I hate the thought of you people poking around in Huxley’s mind. He was a smart man.”

      The clear implication of this was that we were not, and I had no problem at all accepting that this was true in my case. For some strange reason, I felt defensive about Thomas Young, though. “We have people that can handle it.”

      “No, you don’t.” He shook his head. “Despite what you might think, you really don’t. Julian Huxley was one for the ages.”
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      Raven didn’t run over and hug me when I got back, although to be fair I had remained on the planet this time. When I came into the safehouse, she waved to me with her fingers from the couch and continued with her project of stripping her sniper rifle down and cleaning every part with a greasy rag.

      “Do you have any other hobbies, Raven?”

      “It’s not a hobby.” She didn’t look up. A piece of her rifle was getting its wipe-down. “It’s necessary maintenance.”

      Andrew Jones walked by. “Hey, Barrett. Did you find the asshole?”

      “I found him. And he is an asshole.”

      “Well, that stands to reason. It would almost be a little upsetting if his personality had changed since the last time we’d seen him.”

      “I suppose that’s true.”

      It was a weird thought, and a weird thing to take comfort from. Lucien Klein is still an asshole, and all's right with the world.

      “You’re thinking, Tycho.”

      “You’re right. I’ve got a lot on my mind.”

      Andrea came into the room. “Tycho, you’re back! Did you get those components Thomas needed?”

      “Right here.” I opened my bag and pulled out the two packages. “Klein was using these illegally. He’s conducting some kind of experiment at The 3000 Initiative, but I wasn’t able to find out what it was.”

      “And you call yourself a spy?” teased Andrew.

      Andrea frowned. “I didn’t ask him to figure out what he was doing. Just to get these parts from Klein.”

      Jones poured himself a glass of water. “Never hurts to do a little extra, right?”

      She shrugged. “It does if it compromises other tasks. Good work, Tycho. Now we can put Thomas on the Huxley project for real and find out what that strange man actually knew about the Eleven. Assuming there’s anything to that story.”

      I knew exactly what she meant. Ever since I’d hit Tower 7, I’d been chasing this elusive legend of the Eleven. Who were they, really? The way Huxley had spoken of them, I had the impression that they were near-immortals like Huxley himself had claimed to be. And that did tie in with what had happened to August Marcenn—

      Andrew walked back by. “Tycho, you’re thinking again.”

      I sighed. “Would you rather I not?”

      Andrea frowned. “I don’t mind you thinking, it’s your habit of brooding about the evils of the world I find slightly troublesome.”

      “Yeah, Tycho here is a regular Don Quixote,” commented Andrew.

      “Then I guess that makes you Sancho Panza,” I replied.

      “Just because you’ve read a book doesn’t mean you understand the characters.” He went back in his room, sparing me from having to admit that I hadn’t actually read the book.

      “What’s up with him?” I asked Andrea.

      “Jones? Oh, nothing really. He’s just in a pissy mood because I denied his vacation request.”

      “That reminds me—”

      “Not right now, Tycho. I don’t want to hear the word vacation until we run out the truth about the Eleven.”

      I wondered why it was so important to her but decided not to ask. I wasn’t sure why, but everyone had seemed slightly tense since I got back from Mars. Not that I’d spent more than an hour or two at home since then.

      Raven looked up from her sniper rifle. “Hey, boss.”

      Andrea turned to her. “Yes?”

      “If you don’t need to send Tycho to Jupiter or Pluto or somewhere by the end of the day, how about giving us the night off? I want to have a drink and catch up with him.”

      “What is it with everyone and time off? You’d think this was a day job.”

      Raven just stared at her, waiting for a reply. Andrea threw her hands up. “Alright. You two go and get drunk. I’ll stay here and save the Federation myself.”

      “Thanks, boss.” Raven smiled sweetly and went back to cleaning her rifle. Apparently it was not necessary to ask me whether I would be interested in going out for drinks together. It was just assumed.

      “Come with me, Tycho.” Andrea started for Thomas’s door. “You can at least get one thing done before you go out for the evening.”

      I followed her without a word, carrying the two packages. Andrea knocked on the door, but Thomas didn’t answer her at first.

      “Come on, Thomas,” Andrea called. “I told you I wouldn’t bother you until Tycho got back, so if I’m bothering you now, that obviously means he’s back.”

      The door opened, and Thomas stuck his head out. “You mean Klein actually had the components?”

      “Yes, Thomas.” Andrea’s voice was somehow soothing and sarcastic at the same time. “He had them before. Tycho has them now. And in just a moment, you will have them.”

      “Well, hand them over.” He stuck his hands out, clearly not inviting me or Andrea into his room and workspace.

      “We’ve talked about this, Thomas.” Andrea’s voice was stern.

      “Please hand them over, Tycho. Thank you. Is that better?”

      “That wasn’t so difficult was it?” I handed the packages over, and the door to Thomas’s room closed once again.

      Andrea looked slightly worried. “I’m not sure he’s been out of that room at all since you left for Italy.”

      “I’m sure he’ll come out when he gets hungry.” I wasn’t worried about Thomas Young. The man might be a bit strange, but I was sure he knew better than to starve himself to death.

      I went back out to the living room and sat down.

      “Aren’t you going to have a shower before we go out?” asked Raven, fitting the last piece of her sniper rifle back together.

      “I suppose I’d better.”

      She put the rifle down and turned to look at me, her eyebrows raised. Apparently she wanted her drink and she didn’t want to wait for it.

      “Alright, alright. I’m going now.”

      “Thank you, Tycho,” was her singsong reply, and she started stripping her backup gun.

      Not that we went out all that soon after my shower, because Raven apparently had quite an elaborate procedure for getting ready to go out. I was waiting for her for something like forty-five minutes. By the time she was ready, I had drifted off on the couch.

      “Tycho.” I heard my name, opened my eyes, and saw her standing there.

      I blinked a few times to get the sleep out of my eyes, got a good look at her at last, and said, “Whoa.”

      Her curly hair hung down loosely around her shoulders, and she wore diamond earrings, a black jacket, and a leather skirt. She smiled. “You’re sweet. But don’t get any ideas, mister. I always dress up nice when I’m going out.”

      “Hey, I’m not saying anything. Just whoa.”

      “Uh-huh. Get your ass off that couch. We have some drinking to do.”

      I swung my feet over onto the floor and stood. “So, where are we going?”

      “A place called the Emerald City a few blocks from here. Nice bar.”

      “Works for me.”

      We took the elevator downstairs and left through the main entrance. Raven slipped an arm through mine as we walked. I couldn’t tell what she was trying to do here, but her warning not to get any ideas was already lost on me. She was watching the night life of the city, and everything about her seemed so alive and vibrant. It was easy to forget that she killed people for a living. Then again, so did I.

      “You’re not saying much,” she commented.

      “I’m just thinking. It’s a strange sort of job we have.”

      “That’s for sure. Anyone else would be in prison for doing what we do. Turn left up here.”

      We turned at the corner, and she pointed up at the buildings as we walked past. “I’ve been doing this for so long now, I can’t walk past a building and just see a building. You know what I mean? All I can see are the good vantage points, the fields of fire. This job changes you. It turns you into a different person.”

      I knew exactly what she was talking about. For me, it wasn’t sniper nests though. “Whenever I look at a building, I imagine running the rooftop. Jumping to the next building. Fighting on the move.”

      “That’s how it is. How do you feel about it?”

      “It’s funny you should ask that, because I was just thinking about that when I was back on Mars.”

      “We’ll turn up here.”

      We turned right and came to a street with a row of nightclubs. About a block down the street, I spotted the glowing green sign for Emerald City. “I think I’m getting used to it. I think I’m embracing it.”

      She nodded. “Yeah. That’s what happens. You resist it at first, but it rewrites your character.” The words she said were almost melancholy, but her tone didn’t sound sad at all. Her voice was perfectly joyful. Like she had figured out who she was here, and she was fine with that.

      We reached the Emerald City, and the bright green light from the sign lit up her face.

      “What are you looking at?” she asked me playfully.

      “Have you ever been here before?” I asked, changing the topic.

      She opened the door and led me inside. “Yes, but I was working then.”

      What did she mean by that, exactly? That she was tracking a target, asking questions of the people who worked here? Or that she was up on the roof with her sniper rifle?

      She laughed. “I’m kidding, Tycho. Come on, they have booths in the back.”

      She led me through the dimly lit bar and we sat down across from each other. A waitress came over, smiled when she saw us, and chirped, “You two are cute! What can I get for you?”

      “You hear that, Tycho?” asked Raven. “You’re cute now.”

      “I’m pretty sure she was talking about you. I’ll have a whiskey neat, please.”

      “Tycho, this is a cocktail bar. Not a gang dive in Sif. You have to order a cocktail.”

      “I’m sure they have cocktails where the main ingredient is whiskey. Right?”

      “Sure,” said the waitress. “I can get you a Casablanca Sunset.”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      Raven held up two fingers in a V-shape. “Make it two.”

      “You got it. I’ll be right back with those.”

      The waitress went off to fetch our drinks, and Raven cocked her head at me. “Why do you do that?”

      “Why do I do what?”

      “Pretend you’re dumb.”

      “I don’t know. I guess it’s about fitting in. Or feeling like I don’t fit in.”

      “You mean this place, because it’s a fancy cocktail bar? Or in Section 9?”

      I was starting to get the impression that Raven hadn’t just asked me out for drinks because she wanted to spend a night out with me.

      “I meant the bar, but we can talk about Section 9 if you really want to.”

      She grinned. “So you figured me out. Let’s wait for our drinks first. I don’t think there’s much point in talking about anything until we’re slightly lit.”

      “Agreed. I’ll just stare at you awkwardly until we’re both quite tipsy, and then we can talk about work.”

      “You’re such a weirdo, Tycho.”

      The waitress came back and handed me a glass of something roughly the color of whiskey, but with swirls of red in it.

      Raven held her glass up. “Cheers!”

      We clinked glasses, then Raven took a long swallow. “Ah, that’s much better!”

      I sipped my drink, then decided I liked the flavor enough to take a swallow myself. Whatever was in it, the drink was strong. I felt it immediately in my head, like I was almost flying.

      “Holy shit.”

      “I know, right? That’s what they’re known for here. So, I’ll just say it plainly, Tycho. They sent you to Mars for a reason. It wasn’t just to question Geoffrey Rosenstein.”

      “I see.” I had another careful sip, not sure how I was expected to respond.

      “You’re not at all curious?”

      “Of course I’m curious.”

      “Don’t get tense on me, we’re out here to relax tonight. You and I are going to have plenty of drinks, and maybe even dance a little, but we have to talk about this first. The more easy you are about it, the quicker that will be.”

      “I’m fine, Raven, really. If you have something to tell me, you can go ahead and tell me.”

      She leaned forward and looked into my eyes, long enough that I wanted to say something to break the silence. She must have found the words she was looking for, or maybe the confidence in that I was really as calm as I’d said.

      She continued, “After the last trip to Mars—the big one, I mean—the Operator was questioning Andrea’s recommendation to bring you into the family.”

      Raven hadn’t been with us for that particular mission, which was probably why Andrea had picked her to break this news to me. She was the only member of the team who didn’t have any personal reason to question my actions on Mars.

      “That doesn’t surprise me. I got involved in a street fight. Something that didn’t have anything to do with our mission.”

      “I know all about it, Tycho. You can tell me the whole story if you want to, but that’s not the reason I’m bringing it up.”

      “Well, what is?”

      My Casablanca Sunset was already half gone. How had that happened?

      “I wanted you to know that Andrea stood up to the old man on your behalf. She gave him pushback, and that’s not an easy thing to do.”

      “No, I don’t imagine it would be.”

      The Operator was the man in charge of Section 9—the whole organization, not just our team. I had only met him once, traveling to the fringe of the system to do it. As far I knew, he lived on Sedna, a tiny planetoid so far out it goes around the sun once every 11,400 years. The Operator was like that—distant, anonymous, barely present in day to day life, but always on the periphery.

      “Do you get what I’m saying here, Tycho?”

      Raven was peering at me while sipping her drink. From the look on her face, she was wondering whether I was too stupid to pick up on her implications, or too drunk, or just not paying attention.

      “Spell it out for me, Raven. Let’s just say I’m too drunk to follow you.”

      She laughed a little at that. “These drinks aren’t that strong. I’m saying our boss has your back, Tycho. Which means you’re one of us. Which means you can stop worrying and stressing so much. Just—”

      “Just don’t jump off any more buildings or get into any more unassigned firefights with giant cyborgs.”

      She grinned. “I’m so glad we understand each other.”

      “I wonder if we do, though.”

      The grin disappeared. “And why is that?”

      “Well, I know Andrea likes me well enough. We’ve always been friendly. What I don’t understand is why she would go to bat for me like that. I mean, I did it. The mission was to exfiltrate the package from East Hellas, right? Well, we had him and we were taking him out of there. No one was paying any attention to us right at that moment. The mission was a mess, but we were getting away. And then I threw myself into this firefight on the street. I had no orders to get involved in that fight. So why would she stick her neck out for me? I mean, I had no justification at all for what I did.”

      “You’ve got a weird side to your personality, Tycho.”

      “What do you mean?”

      The lights in The Emerald City were all different shades of green, and the effect was starting to look positively surreal. A monochrome world with little stars and diamonds and triangles, and all those bright shapes spinning around and around while a beautiful woman bathed in teal is telling you you’re weird. What does “weird” even mean in a context like that?

      Right at that moment, a new song came over the nightclub’s speakers. Something fast, aggressive, and sexy all at once, and Raven perked up as soon as she heard it. “Hold that thought, Tycho. I love this song!”

      Quicker than I could even respond, she slipped out of the booth and headed straight for the dance floor. I turned and followed her with my eyes, sipping at my drink while she started moving. She didn’t need any time to get into the music; she dove in like she’d been there dancing all night. For the three or four minutes the song lasted, Raven was in another place entirely. I couldn’t see for sure from where I sat, but I had the impression her eyes were closed.

      Even so, she didn’t bump into any of the other dancers, not even the obnoxious guy swinging his arms around like he was trying to hit someone. She spun away from his fist, bringing an elbow up in the same movement. A moment later, she spun just a little too close to him and messed his rhythm up. The guy tripped and almost fell, but she caught him by the small of his back. Then she turned away again and danced several feet away from him until the song was over. When she came back to the booth, she winked at me.

      “That wasn’t an accident,” I commented.

      “Of course not.” She picked up her drink, had a long sip, then leaned back and regarded me curiously. “Didn’t you have a question for me?”

      “It was more like you had something to say to me. A weird side to my personality?”

      “Don’t take it too personally, it wasn’t an insult or anything like that. I just mean you aren’t telling the whole story about what happened on Mars. You know I wasn’t there, and you know I’ve heard everyone else’s version of what happened. Why not tell me your story? The story that’s real to you. Otherwise, all I have to go on is everyone else’s version.”

      “What’s everyone else’s version?”

      “Well, in the Andrew Jones version, you just like fighting so much that you decided to endanger the whole team so you could get in one extra round. With the biggest cyborg chimeras you could find. And without even warning everyone.”

      “That’s not exactly fair. I told him why I did it.”

      “You told Jones, but you can’t tell me?”

      “Of course I can tell you. Those chimeras were killing the protesters. Regular citizens, civilians. I couldn’t just watch it and do nothing, so I jumped down to help.”

      Raven stared at me in silence again, but this time she was smiling at me. “That’s what I like about you, Tycho,” she said. “You’re a killer like me, but there’s this sweet little boy inside and you can’t let that go. The big bad robots are hurting innocent people, so Tycho Barrett attacks the robots. Doesn’t even think about it, just goes right in. Maybe that’s what Andrea was talking about.”

      “What?”

      Raven looked past me and waved to our waitress for another round of drinks.

      “She told the Operator she saw something in you,” she said, taking my hand and looking into my eyes. “I have to admit, Tycho, I see it too.”
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      When I woke the next morning, my head felt like it was trapped in a vise with my brains pouring out of my ears. I opened my eyes slightly and winced away from the painful light of the sun. A moment later, the light grew stronger and more painful as someone threw open the curtains in my room.

      “Please stop,” I groaned.

      “I gave you the night off, Tycho, not the next day.” Andrea Capanelli’s voice sounded vaguely amused, but fully unsympathetic.

      “What time is it?”

      “That doesn’t really matter, does it? Come on, there’s coffee.”

      “Coffee isn’t going to fix this hangover, Andrea. Just execute me now. Throw my body in some alley somewhere. I won’t hold it against you.”

      “Have a shower first, you’ll feel better for it. Then come eat. Thomas is eager to share what he learned with us.”

      “Thomas. Right. Great start to the day.”

      Andrea laughed. “Fifteen minutes, Barrett.” Her voice trailed off as she went back out into the living room. “Timer’s started.”

      I stared at the ceiling. My eyes burned and the world spun, but eventually I managed to get my feet beneath me. Ten minutes later, I shuffled over to the kitchen and poured a cup of coffee, while Jones grinned at me from the living room couch. Raven Sommer, of course, looked fresh and cheerful. “Morning, Tycho!” she called out, a slight smirk on her face.

      “Perk up, Barrett,” Veraldi ordered. He was cooking eggs. “Take a plate. I have breakfast for you.”

      I pulled a plate from the kitchen cabinet and held it out in front of me while sipping my coffee. My stomach growled when I smelled the eggs, so maybe my body still had some life in it.

      “Thanks, Veraldi.”

      “That’s a three-egg omelet with Gouda and Muenster, so show it some respect.”

      “Yes, sir.” I half-saluted with my cup as I turned and walked back to the living room. I took a seat on an empty chair and put my plate down on an ottoman. From the empty mugs and half-empty glasses here and there, it seemed everyone else had already eaten.

      Andrea came back out of her room. “Tycho. I’m glad you could finally join us.”

      “Mmm.” I took a bite of the omelet. Sausages, mushrooms, and onions. I didn’t know why, but until then I had assumed it wouldn’t be very good.

      Seeing that I wasn’t going to give her any more of a response than that, Andrea went to Thomas’s door and knocked. “Thomas? We’re ready for you.” He made some reply, but I couldn’t hear what it was. I wasn’t really paying attention. The only thing I cared about at that moment was getting enough coffee and omelet into my body so that I could come back to life and do my job, whatever that turned out to be.

      “He’ll be out in a minute,” Andrea told the room, sitting down next to me. “Did you two have fun last night?”

      “Nothing but fun,” said Raven. “Tycho here is a beast.”

      Andrea threw me a skeptical look. “A beast, huh? He looks more like a sick dog right about now.”

      “The natural consequence.” Veraldi came into the room with a plate for himself. “How’s the omelet, Barrett?”

      “Mmm.”

      Jones laughed. “It’s a good thing Tycho doesn’t have to present anything.”

      “He’ll be fine,” Andrea told him. “He just needs caffeine and hydration.”

      “That reminds me…” I picked up my coffee and downed almost half of it in one long swallow.

      Thomas Young came out of his room as I returned to my omelet. He wasn’t carrying any notes this time, and he wasn’t acting like he didn’t know where he was or what he was doing. His face was serious, though that was typical if he wasn’t glowering at someone or something. “Ready, Capanelli?”

      She looked up. “Ready when you are, Thomas. Did you remember your notes this time?”

      “I don’t need them. If you’re ready, I’ll start. I see Veraldi and Barrett are still eating.”

      She waved her hand in my direction as if to dismiss me. “Don’t worry about that. Tycho has a hangover and Veraldi cooked. I’m sure they can both give you their full attention.”

      He frowned. “Very well. I will make my report, and if either of them is unable to recall a detail, they can always ask you later.”

      Veraldi raised his mug in salute, then had a sip.

      “I was right to think that those components were what I needed to read Huxley’s storage banks,” said Thomas. “I have now recovered a substantial portion of Huxley’s memory.”

      “Is it just me,” asked Jones, “or is there something really creepy about all this?”

      Raven cocked her head to the side. “Reading an android’s memory is creepy?”

      “He wasn’t just an android.” Veraldi put his plate down on the table and pushed it away from him. “He was a man, once.”

      “Yes, but still.” She shrugged. “It’s really just reading an android’s long-term storage banks. Right, Thomas?”

      “Not quite, I’m afraid. Not at all. The complexity of this android’s storage banks is much, much greater than anything you may be familiar with. Huxley Industries was producing androids far in advance of what other companies would describe as cutting edge.”

      “As interesting as that may be,” said Andrea, “let’s focus on the main point here. You’ve recovered Huxley’s memories?”

      “I haven’t recovered all of them, but I have recovered a substantial portion of his recent memories.”

      “So, what are we talking about exactly?” asked Andrew. “Grocery lists? Girlfriend’s summer home?”

      Thomas was not amused by that comment. “Not at all, Jones. If that’s the sort of information that interests you, you’ll have to examine the data yourself. I do have to warn you, though, that there has been significant damage to the data banks. You may be searching for quite some time before—”

      “Easy there, Young,” Veraldi warned him. “Jones was only being a dick. What did you find?”

      Andrew shrugged, as if to say, who, me?

      Thomas drew himself up and recited what he had for us in a clipped voice. “I have identified information suggesting a private ship currently docked on Llyr Station, Europa is a target of interest.”

      “A private ship?” asked Andrea. “So a yacht? A pleasure vessel?”

      “Not exactly, although I suppose it could function as one. Based on what I’ve seen in Huxley’s memories, I would describe it more as a business vessel, though it doesn’t seem to have been associated with any of the legitimate business interests of any of the people to have used it.”

      “You’re talking in riddles, now,” Jones grumbled.

      Thomas threw him an irritated look. “Only if you insist on interpreting everything in simplistic terms. The ship is registered, via shell corporation, to David Kote.”

      “Okay, now that is interesting,” Jones conceded. “Isn’t that the same industrialist Tycho just connected with the human trafficking?”

      “Yeah, that’s the one.” I nodded. “Rosenstein said his human trafficking connections all worked for Kote.”

      “Then we’re finally getting somewhere on this damn case!” Andrea sat up. “Huxley had memories of Kote?”

      “Yes.” Thomas ran his hand through his hair. “Julian Huxley’s memories indicate that Huxley and Kote met regularly prior to Huxley’s transition to his new body.”

      “Just playing devil’s advocate here,” Andrew interjected, “but they were both really rich. Don’t rich people usually hang out with each other? Fundraisers, charity events, and so on?”

      “Broadly speaking, yes.” Thomas’s tone of voice was disdainful. Though, to be fair, his tone of voice was usually disdainful. “But they still have their own circles, even if those circles occasionally overlap. Are you assuming I wouldn’t have checked that?”

      “I can’t believe you had the time,” Raven muttered.

      Thomas turned to her. “Of course I did. I made the time. Otherwise, what value could this report have had?”

      “Well, don’t keep us in suspense!” Jones stretched his legs out and put his hands behind his head. “Are they in the same circles, or aren’t they?”

      “Statistically, they are not. Under regular circumstances, they would run into each other socially only once every five years or so. Essentially, their business and social interests were unrelated.”

      “And how often were they actually meeting?” asked Andrea.

      “At least a few times every year. Face to face meetings, not random encounters. On the occasions requiring them both to be at the same public event, they don’t seem to have spoken with each other at all.”

      “So these were secret meetings?” asked Veraldi.

      “‘I’m not certain,” Thomas answered, “but they were certainly discreet. Huxley would bring along the bare minimum of staff and meet Kote at places Kote himself selected.”

      “Like what?” I asked. “Restaurants? Theaters?”

      “Like this ship, as far as I can tell. In any case, Huxley seems to have seen the ship in person, and that’s something not many people can say.”

      “Kote is a secretive person?” asked Andrea.

      Thomas nodded. “Yes. Almost pathologically so. If Huxley’s memories had not provided the clue, I would never have realized the ship docked at Llyr Station had any potential connection to our case. Looking into it, though, the connection is obvious. The shell company’s links to Kote were not hard to ferret out. The company is the owner of record for the ship, and Kote’s name is on the original incorporation paperwork of the company.”

      “Hold on a second,” said Raven. “Are you seriously telling me you looked all that up as well?”

      He looked slightly confused. “Of course. How else would I know it?”

      Raven shook her head in disbelief. “Never mind…”

      Andrea stepped in. “So, let’s review. A shell company founded by David Kote owns that ship, and Huxley may have seen the ship and used it to meet with Kote.”

      “That’s the essence of it, yes. I don’t know why you’d reduce it down like that, but yes.”

      Vincenzo Veraldi steepled his hands in front of his face, deep in thought. “I think it’s significant,” he said at last. “I think we should hit the ship.”

      “Kote is a lot more than just a random rich person,” Andrea pointed out. “If we hit that ship, we’re going to need an airtight legal justification. Or we’re going to need to go in hard.”

      “Go in hard?” I asked. “You mean kill everyone on the ship?”

      “If necessary, yes.” She nodded. “I’m not willing to lose any more agents over this case if there’s anything I can do about it. But if we go in there with the right coverage, we may not even have to kill any of them.”

      “You’re talking about the Section 3 option?” Veraldi asked.

      Andrea smiled. “Exactly. It’s been a while, hasn’t it?”

      “Ages. We may need to fill Tycho in, though.”

      “Oh, I think I’ve got the gist of it,” I said. “Section 3 of Sol Federation Intelligence is responsible for investigating interplanetary crime. So you go in there with some fake Section 3 credentials and arrest the guy.”

      “Close,” replied Andrea. “Section 3 is an intelligence unit. They don’t have arrest powers. The actual arrest would have to be carried out by your old buddies.”

      I didn’t know why this had never occurred to me before, but now that I thought about it, I could remember two or three occasions when Section 3 intelligence agents had accompanied Gabe and me on an especially sensitive arrest. Had those really been Section 3 agents, or Section 9 agents pretending to be something they weren’t?

      “Same picture, different view.”

      “How’s that?” asked Andrea.

      “Don’t worry about it. It doesn’t matter.”

      “That’s the spirit, Tycho.” She smiled, and I got the impression she knew exactly what I was thinking about.

      I finished drinking my coffee and checked in with myself to see how I was feeling. I concluded that I was doing surprisingly well considering how much I’d had to drink at the Emerald City the night before. Raven had wanted to stay out dancing, and I didn’t really want to dance. That left me only one option, which was to sit at my booth and down one cocktail after another while I watched her. That was what her comment about me being a beast had been all about. By the time we got done, she’d had to help me stand up on our way back to the safehouse.

      “How do we know this ship is going to stay where it’s docked?” Veraldi asked.

      Thomas shrugged. “We don’t. If we move on this, we have to do it quickly. Too slow and we could be chasing this ship all over the solar system for years before we get another chance to search it.”

      Andrea stood up. “I’ll get in touch with the Operator for a warrant. Tycho, can you get in touch with your old crew and get them to coordinate with us?”

      I wasn’t a wanted fugitive, but I had killed a member of the Arbiter Force. How did Capanelli possibly expect me to do this? They would sooner want me dead.

      “Relax, Tycho.” Raven put a hand on my arm. “You’ll have a fake ID. Section 3, remember?”

      Andrea looked stricken. “Shit, Tycho, I forgot about your situation there. I’m sorry. Yeah, we can come up with a fake ID for you, but if you want someone else to do it instead—”

      “No, it’s fine. I’ll do it. It’s just kind of a challenge.”

      “Maybe not the best sort of challenge for a hangover day.” Raven grinned. “I can do it, Tycho, it’s no problem.”

      “No, no.” I shook my head. “I’ll do it, I know what they’ll be looking for better than anyone else here.”

      “Good man,” said Vincenzo—probably the closest thing to a compliment he’d given me since Mars.

      Andrea turned to Andrew Jones. “Can you handle the Section 3 IDs?”

      “Of course. Give me, say, an hour.”

      “Alright. Get ready, people. We’re heading out for Europa as soon as we have everything cleared for this search.”

      She left the room, and all at once everyone prepared for their portion of the mission. I remained where I was, thinking through how I would navigate the problem I faced.

      Raven stopped halfway to her room and came back over to me. “You okay, Tycho?” She seemed genuinely concerned, although one side of her mouth was turned up in amusement.

      “Yeah, I’m okay. I just overdid it a little last night.”

      “I hear you. So did I. I’m just a bit better at hiding it, I guess.”

      “No, you were dancing. I’ll bet I had twice as many of those Casablanca Sunsets as you did by the time we headed home.”

      “Well, dance with me next time. You’ll feel a lot better afterward.” With this comment, she squeezed my shoulder and went to her room.

      About twenty minutes later, Jones sent me a Section 3 ID over my dataspike. According to the card, I was a man named Angus Contralvo, ID number SFI3-5639.

      I called up the Arbiter Force, using the extension for the Mission Coordination Department. The woman who answered the call had a familiar voice, although I couldn’t quite place it.

      “Sol Federation Arbiter Force, Mission Coordination. Can I have your agency and ID number please?”

      “Of course. Intelligence, Section 3, personnel ID SFI3-5639.”

      “One moment… yes. Oh.”

      “What is it?”

      “My system is running slow today,” she replied. “It couldn’t find you at first, but then you popped right up. Angus Contralvo?”

      “Yes, that’s correct.” Once again, the power of Section 9 continued to surprise me. We must have just added this completely fictional Section 3 agent to the official record system only moments ago.

      “What can we do for you, Agent Contralvo?”

      I thought back to what I knew about Section 3, and the few encounters I’d had with their agents. They were bookish types, if that’s the word for it. I decided to go for a bookish tone. “We’re currently in the process of obtaining a warrant to search a private vessel docked at Llyr Station in orbit around Europa. I was wondering if you might be able to supply an Arbiter Force team to help us conduct a search of the vessel.”

      “Let me see, I’m not sure who we have in the area. Ah, yes. We do have an available drop team who can be assigned to this search. Can you forward me the warrant?”

      “You’ll have it as soon as I do.”

      “Thank you, agent. The Arbiter Force appreciates your cooperation.”

      It was as simple as that. Fooling the elite law enforcement agency I had once been so proud to serve took me less than thirty seconds.
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      The plan was to execute the raid immediately after no more than a short briefing once the Arbiter contact picked us up from our transport. What happened wasn’t nearly so simple.

      Fully armored, with my face obscured behind a tactical visor, there was little risk of being recognized by someone. It hadn’t been that long ago, but my time as an Arbiter already felt like a different life. I don’t mean it felt like something from a nearly forgotten past. It was more like a memory from a previous incarnation, a life lived by someone else entirely in a different place and time.

      I stepped through the airlock and was immediately brought back to that final drop onto Venus with Gabriel Anderson. Tower 7 had gone completely dark. August Marcenn, commander of the tower law enforcement, had broadcast an incomprehensible but threatening message about dying with dignity. Gabriel and I geared up and jumped down into the planet’s poison atmosphere to stop him and save half a million people.

      I didn’t know it then, but that was the last moment of my old life.

      This ship didn’t look the same as the one we’d had back then, inside or out. They rarely did; it was better to avoid standardization to preserve the element of surprise. Still, despite the differences, I couldn’t help but feel that I was going back in time.

      Andrea messaged me over dataspike. You okay, Barrett? You’re acting strange.

      I wasn’t sure how she could even tell with the armor. I’m fine.

      Glad to hear it. Keep it that way, yeah?

      You got it, boss.

      The drop ship Commander was waiting for us in the briefing room, hands folded behind his back. He had the same ramrod stiffness my old commander used to have, a mechanical quality to his movements from a lifetime of maintaining strict dress and appearance standards. His pale blue eyes fixed on us as we entered.

      “Welcome aboard, gentlemen,” he said. “The raid has been delayed by a few hours, so you might as well take your armor off.”

      With a single sentence, the situation had become magnitudes more complicated. What if one of the Arbiters recognized me? What if the Commander did?

      I won’t let anything happen to you. If it comes to it, deny and disavow.

      It was Andrea again. She was right, chances were slim anyone beyond a handful of people would recognize me. I dropped back through our ranks and slipped my helmet off with the others.

      “Greetings, Commander.” Capanelli stuck her hand out. “I’m Amy Caplan. Section 3 thanks you again for accommodating us. What’s the cause of the delay?”

      “Sector Command wanted to double-check the warrant. The target seems to be owned by David Kote.”

      “That’s correct. We suspect him of involvement in human trafficking.” She put a slight emphasis on those last two words. The last thing we needed was for the Arbiter Force to second-guess our warrant, and emphasizing the crime was one way to discourage that.

      “Understood, but he’s a citizen of outsized influence. There’s bound to be pushback, and we want to be sure the warrant is airtight before we launch.”

      I wondered if our documents could hold up to that kind of scrutiny. Section 9 had seemingly infinite resources, but a lie is still by nature a divergence from the truth. That space between fact and fiction was always there, no matter how small. Would they see it?

      “Of course,” Andrea replied, as smooth as silk. Even as she said it, she sent all of us a dataspike message. Be ready. This is a problem.

      “While we wait, you’ll have the opportunity to formally meet the two Arbiters you’ll be working with on this mission. They’ll be joining us in a moment for the brief. The Senior Arbiter is Li Fei, and his partner is Mike Mitchell. I’ve led six missions with them, and they’ve consistently demonstrated exceptional skill and professionalism. You’re all in good hands with these men.  Please have a seat. They’ll be right out.”

      Li Fei and Mike Mitchell. Mike’s name was not one I recognized, but Li Fei was known to some of the other Arbiters I’d worked with. He was supposed to be reckless, a bit of a rogue element depending on who you asked. That didn’t completely wash with what this Commander was saying, but then it’s a poor leader who criticizes his subordinates in public.

      Jones sent a message. Tycho, do you know any of these people?

      No, but I’ve heard of Li Fei. Hard to predict.

      A door opened behind us, and a young man stepped through, shaking his head as if to clear the cobwebs. “This is awful, sir. Waking up in space doesn’t get any easier.”

      I almost laughed. The guy was just like the old me—half-asleep until the start of the mission, then deep in the shit for the duration.

      “This is Mike Mitchell.” The Commander’s tone was dry. He was obviously irritated at his earlier praise being undercut by reality. “Mitchell, these are the Section 3 agents you’ll be working with.”

      Mike glanced over in our direction as he sat down but didn’t really look. That was a rookie move. You always read the room, no matter where you are. Gabe would have been on his case about it.

      “I’m Amy Caplan,” said Capanelli. “I’m the commanding officer, and this is Victor Veidt, deputy officer.” She indicated Vincenzo Veraldi.

      “Nice to meet you,” muttered the Arbiter, still rubbing the sleep from his eyes. I wanted to think I’d been a better rookie than this guy. He was obviously inexperienced, and he didn’t even seem to know it.

      Another door opened, and Li Fei walked in. The Senior Arbiter had a wolfish face, intense and focused. He scanned the room as he entered, his eyes fixed on each of us for a moment before jumping to the next. I couldn’t be certain, but I thought I saw his expression change when he saw my face.

      “Reporting for duty, sir.”

      “Be seated, Li. This is that Section 3 team. Their commander is Amy Caplan here.”

      Li Fei reached out and shook Capanelli’s hand, and they exchanged pleasantries.

      Once everyone was seated, the Commander began his briefing. “The ship we’re here to search is docked on Llyr station, orbiting Europa. Llyr station is a private-owned colony, so be aware that anyone there is a possible threat and we have no local law enforcement support. Once Sector Command gives the all-clear, we’ll be going in. Agent Caplan, do you think you could fill us in on what exactly we’re searching for?”

      “Certainly.” Andrea sent an image to the briefing screen, a detailed map of the ship we were going to be searching. “This is the target, a civilian ship registered as the Havisham. We’re looking for evidence of a sophisticated human trafficking operation sourcing children from the Jovian system, primarily Ganymede.”

      “Cavadora kids?” asked Mike Mitchell. He looked mildly disgusted. I was disappointed in him at that, although it didn’t surprise me. The Cavadora are the most despised ethnic minority in the entire solar system, and many otherwise reasonable people buy into the prejudice.

      “That makes sense.” Li Fei nodded. “Those kids will be perceived as…unworthy of sympathy. But why would a major industrialist be involved in human trafficking in the first place? Is he a pervert?”

      Andrea shook her head. “We don’t believe that’s the reason, although we can’t rule it out yet. We do have some evidence of Kote meeting with other suspects aboard the Havisham, so we’re hoping to seize video and other material evidence that can establish what they were talking to each other about and when.”

      “Copy that. I take it you’ll be seizing the evidence you need, and we’ll be conducting any arrests?”

      “Yes, although we don’t know for sure yet that any arrests are going to happen. You’re basically here for jurisdictional cover. Sorry about that.”

      Mike groaned quietly, but Li shrugged. “You’re working the system. I get it.”

      It was a strange conversation for me to witness. As an Arbiter, I’d been on the other side of exactly the same interaction. I’d heard Gabriel Anderson questioning the Section 3 agents, finding out what we were expecting and what the likely charges were. It had simply never occurred to me at the time that they might not be Section 3 agents in the first place.

      “We’ll go in this airlock here.” Andrea marked the airlock on her own map with a white circle, and it showed up on the briefing screen. “Agent Veidt will lead a team of three of my people to secure the dock and block the exit. The rest of us will enter the vessel with your team and conduct the search.”

      “Who has authority to determine arrest?” asked Li Fei.

      “You do. We’re there solely to collect information, but if you see anything that warrants detainment, it’s up to you to make that call.”

      I wondered why she was giving the Arbiters so much leeway, but both of them perked up when they were told arresting authority would be theirs rather than ours. “Hey, that’s great,” Mike Mitchell offered.

      “It’s appreciated,” Li Fei added. “In many of these cases, the Intelligence team still wants to make the arrest decisions. They basically just tell us who to pick up. It creates undue interagency friction.”

      “That’s perfectly understandable, and that’s why we wanted to do things differently this time.”

      “Good enough for me.” For a supposed firebrand, Li Fei was being pretty damn accommodating. He glanced in my direction again, but his eyes were unreadable.

      “Commander, do we have an ETA on that warrant check?” Andrea asked. “I’d hate to miss our opportunity. The target could spook at any moment and run off.”

      “I’ll go check,” he said. “Wait here, I’ll go make a call.”

      The Commander left the room, and Li Fei turned his gaze on Andrea. “Why don’t we take the opportunity to get to know each other a bit better? Introduce the members of your team?”

      “Of course,” she replied. “This is agent Victor Veidt. He’s my second in command on this mission.”

      She sent me a dataspike message while Vincenzo Veraldi shook Li Fei’s hand.

      Maintain NOC, Tycho.

      Andrea was reminding me to focus on my non-official cover. I was a little insulted, but the fact was I needed to hear it. I’d already convinced myself the Senior Arbiter already knew exactly who I was and was only biding his time. Of course, there was nothing he could do legally. Section 9 had erased all charges against me before I even joined the unit, but he might have some extrajudicial idea in mind.

      “This is agent Robin Sendrig.” Andrea indicated Raven Sommer, who reached forward to shake the Arbiter’s hand. I realized that there had to have been coordination between Section 3 and Section 9 at the highest levels, otherwise we could never get away with using them for cover like this. If anyone ever decided to follow up on this mission, the Section 3 databases would still have to include a Robin Sendrig, along with the rest of us.

      “This is Alex Jax.” Andrew Jones, of course. I wondered why I was the only person whose code name didn’t have the same initials as his real name.

      “Nice to meet you.” Andrew’s voice was smooth, but it had the same hint of mockery it always did. “I’ve always had the highest respect for members of the Arbiter Force.”

      “Oh? And why is that?” asked Li Fei.

      “The quality of your training,” was Andrew’s reply. When I’d first met him, virtually all of his comments had been aimed at the inferior quality of Arbiter training. It was all I could do not to punch him out back then. His personality was just that obnoxious. Ever since, I’d gone back and forth on how I felt about the guy.

      “Thank you, I do appreciate that,” Li replied.

      “This is Ted Yoxley,” Andrea said. Thomas Young looked up with a startled expression, as if it surprised him to hear that name spoken aloud. I actually saw him mouth the word who, but he had recovered by the time Li Fei stuck his hand out for a shake. He muttered something no one could hear, then sat back in his chair.

      “And this one is Angus Contralvo.” She pointed a thumb in my direction, and Li Fei turned his attention to me.

      “Angus Contralvo?” he asked, giving me a funny look. I couldn’t say what it was for sure, but I interpreted it as skepticism. It was hard to say, though, because he was grinning.

      “Nice to meet you.” I reached out a hand for him to shake, and he paused for a long and awkward moment before taking it. Mike Mitchell noticed the awkward interaction and stared up at the Senior Arbiter in a way that suggested the two of them were communicating via dataspike.

      Then Li Fei finally said something. “Nice to meet you too, I’m sure, Contralvo.”

      Did he know? I had no way to be sure, but if I had to guess in that moment I would say so. I started to wonder how much of a rogue Li Fei really was. If I moved ahead of him on this mission, was I risking getting shot in the back?

      The Commander returned from the bridge. “Command has cleared the mission; we’ve got the green light. Let’s finish this briefing, and then we’ll make our approach to Llyr station.”

      “Sounds good to me.” Andrea smiled at the Commander, but it was a smile without any friendliness in it.

      “This is a map of Llyr station,” the Commander announced, and the map changed on the briefing screen. “It’s a typical centrifugal gravity station. Approximately two kilometers in diameter. Ships normally match rotational speed on the empty central axis of the station then descend to their cleared dock. You’ll be doing something similar in your drop suits. You’ll jump into vacuum after our ship matches relative rotation, and then you’ll essentially fall onto the dock. Any questions?”

      “Yeah—you mean we’re using Arbiter drop suits?” asked Andrew Jones. He seemed nervous at the prospect. Section 9 rarely had a need to operate in vacuum.

      “That’s standard on these missions,” the Commander replied. “I assume your people have all been trained in how to use them?”

      Andrea looked a little nervous too. “Yes, but for some of us it’s been a long time since we received that training. A crash course would be helpful if we have time.”

      “I’m sure some of you remember perfectly well how to use a drop suit,” said Li Fei smoothly, looking directly at me as he said it.

      “No doubt,” was Andrea’s reply. “All the same, a crash course would be helpful before going into a hot site.”

      “Li will be more than happy to accommodate.” The Commander marked the map on the screen. “This is the dock you’ll use. It’s not the one the Havisham is docked at, but it is the one that gives you a direct path to the station’s bridge. With Llyr Station’s reputation, it’s best to establish secure control of the entire facility.”

      “Won’t that give the Havisham time to escape?”

      He shook his head. “We’ll be waiting for them. This ship only looks like a merchant freighter. If they try to run for it, we’ll be right on top of them.”

      I had my doubts about the ability of any Arbiter drop ship to catch a rich criminal’s private yacht. The Havisham probably had racing thrusters and at least some firepower. Still, it was probably the best we could do under the circumstances.

      The Commander went on to give us a rundown of how we were going to take the station quickly enough to then seize control over the ship before it could make a run for it. Once he had finished explaining the plan, he turned to Li Fei. “Li, could you give them all a refresher in how to use the drop suits?”

      “Yes, sir. Follow me, everyone.”

      Just as I had done when I first got on the drop ship, I tried to fade back into the group as we followed Li to the armory. It wasn’t as effective as I’d hoped, because he kept seeking me out. He’d look right at me while making some comment to the whole group, even if he had to turn all the way around to do it. He even addressed me specifically.

      “Contralvo, I think you’ll like these,” he said, pointing at their new drop suits. “Big improvements over the old models.” They did look sleek and lithe compared to the model I’d used when I jumped onto Venus.

      I didn’t know how to respond, though, because it wasn’t like I could admit that. “They look expensive,” was all I managed, which earned me a look from Veraldi. I wasn’t sure what he wanted me to say, though. Yes, those look far more comfortable than the familiar model I used to wear before I killed an Arbiter, had my charges erased mysteriously, then disappeared.

      “Expensive?” Li Fei grimaced. “I suppose they are, but I was talking more about the practical features. That’s what Arbiters tend to focus on, I guess. Have a look at the water storage setup. Damn efficient, and it weighs less than on the old model, with the weight distributed over the whole suit instead of across the back.”

      He went on for a good twenty minutes, showing us all the features while explaining how they worked. The whole time he was rambling, he kept talking to me like I was obviously familiar with the traditional model and would appreciate the new features more than anyone else. It was making Andrea nervous, although she was doing a good job of not showing it. The only reason I knew was her constant dataspike messages.

      Don’t let him get to you. And don’t get your suit on too easily.

      Wouldn’t it be just as obvious if I struggled with it?

      Walk the line.

      A series of tones sounded from overhead followed by a synthesized voice. “Entering mission dropzone in ten minutes.” It was the single most welcome thing I’d heard all day. We were finally going into action, and soon it wouldn’t matter what this Arbiter suspected.

      As I was stepping into my drop suit, Mike Mitchell leaned in and spoke quietly into my ear. “We know who you are. Don’t think for one second that you’re getting away with this.”

      “What?” I asked him, sounding genuinely confused. “What are you talking about?”

      He clapped me on the back and laughed. “That’s just an old game of ours. We do that to one guy no matter who we’re working with. Right, Li?”

      Li’s face was expressionless. “Right.”

      “So, how do you pick the guy?” asked Jones.

      “We go for the one who looks the most nervous.” Mike grinned. “There’s always one.”

      “You hear that, Angus?” asked Andrea coolly. “You look jumpy.”

      “I can’t imagine why.” Li Fei’s voice was just as cool. “He put that suit on with no problem.”

      These two had managed to distract me enough that I had slipped into my drop suit without a second thought. I silently cursed myself. The only thing left to attach was the ponderous helmet. So much for the plan to look incompetent with the suit.

      “Are we ready for this drop?” Andrea’s voice was cordial but carried a tinge of impatience.

      Li Fei’s tone matched hers. “As ready as we’ll ever be.”

      The voice over the intercom spoke again. “Entering mission dropzone in three minutes. Proceed to airlock.”

      Andrea messaged me. Once we’re in combat, none of this will matter.

      You sure about that?

      She didn’t answer me.
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      Jumping out of the Arbiter ship, I had the strangest sensation of living two different lives at the same time. Falling through space toward the ring of Llyr station, staring down at the scarred surface of Europa as gargantuan Jupiter climbed over the curve of the moon’s horizon, I was between the past and present. In my old life, I was jumping in the company of Gabriel Anderson, who was laughing and joking with me as we fell. In my new life, the one I could hardly believe was real, I was jumping in the company of spies, assassins, and two Arbiters who knew I was a liar.

      How had they figured out who I was so quickly? Li Fei and I had never actually met, but he must have learned about me. Had he met Byron Harewood, my Senior Arbiter after Gabriel died? Byron was a corrupt Arbiter, a man who helped frame me for the murder of Sophie Anderson and then tried to hunt me down for it. Had he taken it on himself to spread the information?

      I didn’t think Mike Mitchell had recognized me right away, probably because he had joined the Force after I’d gone. But Li Fei must have, and told Mike all about me with a subvocalized dataspike message while we were still in that meeting.

      In the end, it didn’t really matter whether Li was corrupt like Byron or just hated me for what I’d done. If they got the chance on Llyr Station, there was every possibility one of these two would shoot me in the back. No one would even know they’d killed Tycho Barrett. The record would only show that Section 3 agent Angus Contralvo had died serving a high-risk warrant in Europa’s orbit.

      In retrospect, it wasn’t the best frame of mind for a person about to enter hot territory against an unknown enemy. I was going to have to watch the space in front of me, the space behind me, and everything in between.

      I craned my neck to get a look at the landing zone. It was still to our backs as we fell head-first from the central axis of the station, but Llyr’s rotation would bring it under us once we landed. One of the most difficult concepts to adapt to in space is inertia, but it rules over everything. If we’d jumped with the landing zone directly beneath us, it would have been on the opposite side of the ring by the time we’d covered the distance. A straight line relative to the surface of the station is a spiral relative to everything else. Docking ships can follow that spiraling path with constant thrust, but that’s something a human-sized drop suit doesn’t have the fuel to do.

      What a human-sized drop suit has to do instead is rely on timed bursts from stability thrusters to negate the force of contact as the metal surface of the station streaks by at a hundred meters per second.

      The one positive for me about this mission was the familiar sense of security the suit provided. The only thing I felt as the thrusters spun me around seconds before impact was a vague sense of acceleration. I landed on my feet and immediately readied my weapon. The dock was clear, but that didn’t mean it would stay that way.

      Everyone landed within seconds of each other and formed up around Andrea and Li. “We’re going in first,” Li announced. “You’ll come in behind us. We’re going to need to move fast.”

      The Arbiters broadcast the signal announcing their warrant, and whoever was in charge inside the station was smart enough to open the airlock without giving us an argument about it. We filed in one by one. Vincenzo, Raven, and Jones took up positions around the airlock door to secure the dock and cover the exit. Young, Capanelli, and I followed the two Arbiters inside the station.

      As we came out through the other side of the airlock, I saw people scattering. They didn’t know why we were there, but they knew they didn’t want to be anywhere near an Arbiter raid. Llyr Station might have been somewhat disreputable, but it was an elegant way to have a bad reputation. The place was built like a private resort. I saw a man holding a cocktail duck behind a fountain, and a woman wearing a brightly colored silk dress step behind what looked like a real marble column. The shops we passed sold high-end jewelry, designer clothing, and cutting-edge tech. The restaurants were quiet, dimly lit, and expensive looking.

      Li Fei and Mike Mitchell headed straight for the bridge, and the rest of us fanned out to secure the approach. Everyone who saw us either turned and ran off immediately or just sat there as if paralyzed, staring at us like it was the strangest and most frightening thing they’d ever seen.

      It was almost always like that during an Arbiter raid, and I had forgotten how powerful it could make you feel. Compared to the secretive life of a Section 9 agent, the difference was black and white. When we were on Mars, no one had acted particularly awe-inspired by our presence. In fact, almost everyone we met had tried to kill us. That’s not what an Arbiter’s job is usually like, Tower 7 notwithstanding. In the vast majority of Arbiter raids, people comply and do whatever you need them to do.

      “Sol Federation Arbiter Force, acting on a judicial warrant!” announced Li Fei as we reached the bridge. “You are instructed to block all departures from this facility. Deactivate security and do not attempt to resist.”

      His voice was deep and devoid of emotion. The people on the bridge reacted with quiet panic. They just sat there stupidly, staring at us like they couldn’t even figure out what we were doing on their station. The circle of open mouths and staring eyes was almost comical.

      A middle-aged woman finally stood up. Her face was hard, but her voice had at least a veneer of culture to it. “I’m Denise Vassar, the captain of this station. May I see your warrant, please?”

      I scanned the approach to the bridge while Li sent the warrant to her dataspike. No one was trying to stop us, and the Havisham was still berthed.

      Everyone stay alert, warned Andrea.

      “John, shut the docks down please,” said Vassar.

      John looked at her like he didn’t understand what she was saying to him. She raised her voice as she repeated herself. “Shut it down.”

      He made a face that read to me as confusion and resignation, then turned and started doing something rapidly on his instrument panel.

      “Instruct your people not to resist,” Li Fei told Vassar. She tapped her dataspike and spoke.

      “Attention, this is Captain Denise Vassar.” Her voice echoed through the intercom. “We have been boarded by Arbiters. For your own safety, please offer them no resistance and comply with any instructions they give.”

      “The Federation thanks you for your cooperation,” Li Fei said as he turned for the door.

      Right at that moment, one of the security guards drew his weapon. I don’t know what he was thinking—maybe he was on the payroll of one of the wealthy fugitives who called Llyr station their home. Mike Mitchell saw the movement, turned, and aimed his rifle at the man’s head. That made him think better of it, and the guard pulled up his gun in a gesture of submission as we all walked by.

      That idiot is lucky to be alive commented Raven Sommer.

      She didn’t know how right she was. The Arbiter Force has extensive authority for a law enforcement agency, and no one would ever question the decision to use lethal force against someone aiming a weapon at an Arbiter. Gabe was a good man, but I once saw him shoot a guy through the chest for taking aim at us like that and not think twice.

      When we reached the airlock for the Havisham’s dock, the drop ship commander spoke to us over the shared channel. “You’d better get out here. It looks like they might be preparing to run.”

      “Understood,” said Li Fei. “The docks should be closed.”

      “I’m not seeing any sign of that from up here,” the commander told us.

      “That bitch is either stupid or confident,” said Andrea. “They’re fucking with us.”

      Captain Vassar had sounded the alarm right in front of us. What she’d said to the station was a veiled message to everyone on board. Arbiters are here. Offer them resistance and do not comply with any instructions they give.

      Li Fei got the airlock door open. “We won’t have long.”

      That’s when the Llyr security guards opened fire on us from behind. I don’t know what prompted it, but it was one of the stupidest and most suicidal gestures I’ve ever seen. I heard the shots but couldn’t feel anything beneath my armor. In our drop suits, we were too big to miss but too strong to harm.

      Li Fei’s voice was a strange combination of amusement and anger. “So that’s how it is? We’re shutting this place down.”

      He raked a burst of fire over the heads of the security guards. They ducked for cover as the bulkhead wall was pitted with two-foot wide scars. As a warning, it was incredibly effective. One guard tossed his gun away like it had just bitten him and threw his hands up. Another ran, but one recomposed himself and returned fire. Mike Mitchell shot him through the stomach and sent his torso pinwheeling away from his lower half.

      That was it for the firefight, such as it was. The other security guards within line of sight all threw their guns down, raised their hands, and cowered in front of us.

      “That was the most pathetic display I have ever seen in my life,” remarked Andrea. I couldn’t disagree with her, but it had also had the effect of delaying us from getting out to the Havisham. Was that the intention all along?

      “Back to the bridge Mitchell,” Li Fei ordered. “We need to secure command and control. Agent Caplan, have your team secure the bay.” The two Arbiters headed back to confront Captain Vassar.

      “Sweep the area,” ordered Andrea. “Search every room.”

      Under normal circumstances, we’d be clearing rooms in teams of two, but this was hardly normal for Section 9. What was the point of overwatch when your gear made you into a fire team unto yourself? We all seemed to innately understand that and fanned out. I headed for a trio of storefronts clustered around an elaborate fountain and marveled at it as I passed. It had been designed with the centrifugal motion of the station in mind, the jets of water curving through the air into tendrils knotted around each other. Llyr was certainly a bizarre study in excess.

      The first room I checked was a jewelry shop, empty except for the owners who had their hands high above their heads before I walked through the door. The second place was a restaurant, serving what looked like fresh lobster, although that would not have been an easy thing to do in the outer colonies.

      On my way to the third space, I encountered another Llyr security guard, who was aiming his gun at me with shaking hands. The man looked like he was trying to talk himself into doing something that could only get him killed. He was smart enough to know he shouldn’t be aiming that tiny gun in my direction, but for some reason he wasn’t smart enough to actually stop doing it. I gestured with my rifle for him to throw down his weapon, and to his credit he did. I took the weapon as the man ran off.

      The armed security on Llyr Station wasn’t very formidable. They had no armor, and their weapons were low caliber sidearms. It was almost as if their only real purpose was ornamental, so why were they attacking us?

      The door the man had been guarding had no placard, the space no sign. It wasn’t a shop, so far as I could tell. So why did it rate a guard of its own?

      I checked the door, and it was locked. That’s rarely a problem if you have a skeleton key, but I couldn’t get to mine in the drop suit. On the other hand, was the door really strong enough to resist me? I pulled back, punched the door, and watched a section of it crumple around my fist like a scrap of paper. I pulled the door open and stuck my head in to see what was so important to the owners of Llyr Station.

      Inside was a massive metallic ring with a chair in the center, suspended in mid-air. There were four thick metal legs supporting the ring, and rows of computer banks and other equipment inside the room.

      Thomas Young came up behind me.

      “Now that is curious.”

      Andrea’s voice came over the shared channel. “Section 3, status report.”

      “Veidt clear.”

      “Jax clear.”

      “Sendrig all clear.”

      “Contralvo clear.”

      “Caplan, you need to see this,” Thomas said. Then, in a dataspike message, he said, “They have a device here. It looks similar to that ruined equipment we found on Venus.”

      Thomas, we don’t have time for this. The target is the ship. Focus on what’s important.

      I suspect this is more important than anything we’ll recover from that ship. We need to seize this, and we need to do it now.

      Thomas, I believe you. But that comes after we search the ship.

      Thomas sighed and started back in her direction. “Come along, Barrett. Capanelli is being small-minded.” I didn’t choose to comment; I just followed him back to the others.

      Commander Vassar was sitting on the floor flanked by the Arbiters, a slip-tie around her wrists and a defiant glare in her eyes.

      “Why are you arresting me? I didn’t do anything!”

      “Shut up,” was Mike Mitchell’s only response.

      Li Fei followed up. “You will speak only when spoken to, Captain, or I will assume you’re dog whistling again and fracture your jaw.”

      I didn’t want to say anything about the strange device in front of the Arbiters, but Thomas was too excited to keep his mouth shut. He walked up to Andrea and continued where he’d left off.

      “They have something similar to what Marcenn used. We should—”

      “August Marcenn?” asked Li Fei. “What is he talking about? That doesn’t have anything to do with your human trafficking case, does it?”

      Andrea turned to him, wheels in her head already turning. “I have no idea. It’s—”

      “If Section 3 wasn’t honest with us about the purpose of this warrant, it’s going to affect our willingness to cooperate in the future.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she insisted. “My colleague made a discovery that he thinks is interesting, but I’ve already told you that it has nothing to do with the warrant we’re here to act on.”

      “Then what does it have to do with?”

      “That’s classified. I can’t say anything more.”

      “I’m here by request of Section 3, as is my colleague. We’re risking our lives, so I’d say we are squarely within the need-to-know.”

      “That isn’t up to me,” said Andrea.

      The situation was rapidly going downhill while precious seconds burned away. If the Havisham succeeded in cracking the docking bay locks, it could launch at any moment. Even if it didn’t, there was no telling what was happening inside. For all we knew, there were gunmen setting up an ambush while we gave them the time to do it.

      Captain Vassar glared up at us, while Li and Andrea stood there arguing right in front of her.

      “Let’s clear the air here,” Li Fei insisted. “This mission hasn’t felt right from the beginning, and I’m not putting myself or my colleague in harm’s way until you start telling me the truth. Why are we really here?”

      Andrea didn’t respond to him. Instead, she turned away and spoke over our shared channel. “Commander, we’ve run into an issue down here and need your assistance.”

      The Arbiter Commander answered a moment later. “What is it, Caplan?”

      “We’ve found a device that may be related to the tragedy on Tower 7. This doesn’t fall under the purview of the warrant. Do we have your permission to proceed with the raid on the ship, or should we resolve the issues of the device first?”

      The Commander was silent for a long moment. His voice sounded wary and mildly angry when he came back online. “Li, are you holding up the mission over this? Let’s get this done with!”

      To my surprise, Li Fei didn’t just jump when his commanding officer barked at him. “These Section 3 agents are liars, sir. One of their people is—”

      “None of that matters, Li. You have your mission. Get it done.”

      This time Li was the silent one. When he spoke again, his voice was buzzing with suppressed anger. “Understood, sir.” He turned away from Andrea as if he couldn’t bear to look at her. “Let’s finish this. Intelligence Section 3.” The way he said those last three words, it was like he was mocking the whole idea.

      Li Fei turned to Captain Vassar. “You’ll be charged with ordering your men to fire on a Sol Federation Arbiter. They’ll be charged with actually shooting at us. Consider yourselves lucky to be alive. You’ll wait in the bay until we can transport you safely out. Do you understand your situation?”

      She just looked right at him and repeated her favorite line. “I didn’t do anything!”

      “Get her out of my sight, Mitchell.”

      Mike led the woman and her guards away, and Li Fei turned to us again. “I don’t know who you people really are, I don’t know what you really want, but I’ll tell you this: the Arbiter Force does not belong to you. Remember that the next time you request a joint mission from us. You aren’t welcome, you never were, and when the right people are in charge, you will never be given this opportunity again. Now let’s search that ship.”

      Andrea chose not to say anything, and he stood there staring at her for what felt like an eon before finally heading for the dock. She watched him walk away for a few paces, then sent us a dataspike message.

      This fucking guy is a problem.

      Veraldi replied first. You can say that again. You did the right thing, though.

      Absolutely, Jones added. He only decided to make an issue out of whatever Thomas found because he was pissed off when he recognized Tycho. That’s all there is to it.

      The only person who didn’t seem to have any interest in our problem with the Arbiters was Thomas Young.

      Does no one want to talk about the device?

      Andrea actually laughed, although it did sound a little bit desperate.

      Everyone, clear your heads. Anyone on that ship has had so much time to prepare that we’re probably going into combat. They might have weapons that can get through these suits. Stay sharp.

      That was a sobering thought, and it changed the whole mood as we moved through the airlock and out to the docking bay where the Havisham was berthed. The Arbiters went first, crowding in ahead of us as if to make the point that they were the ones with arrest authority on this mission and we were not.

      There was no sign of danger when we got out to the dock. The Havisham was there, a sleek luxury yacht any wealthy industrialist would be happy to call his own. The empty dock suggested the crew had probably already boarded the vessel, but there was no indication of what was going on inside.

      It looked like everything was exactly the way it should be, like the mission was finally coming together and would soon be over. We could all go home and forget about the shitshow this mission had become.

      It’s hard to believe I was ever that optimistic.
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      The directed energy beam went clean through Mike’s head, piercing his drop suit as if it were made of onion skin. In a fraction of a second, his visor flashed with blue light and his head popped like overripe fruit. A glittering black mist ejected from the holes in his helmet, and then Mike crumpled onto the dock.

      That arcing stream of liquified gore, disgusting as it was to witness, was probably what saved our lives. It gave us an idea of where the attack had come from. I fired a burst as I dove for cover, hoping to suppress whoever had fired that shot.

      To my surprise, the line of shots marched up the wall to my right, and I didn’t land where I’d expected to. I had to course-correct, but I felt like I was trying to chase a moving object.

      A moment later, I was crouching down behind the largest and thickest metal object I could find. I don’t even know what it was, but its sheer size and bulk was irrationally comforting. Nearby, I could see Andrew Jones was crouching behind a mooring arm.

      Tycho, adjust for the Coriolis Effect, messaged Andrea.

      Of course. There was nothing like the threat of immediate and violent death to make a man forget elementary physics. Like the water in the fountain, I could fire a shot in a straight line, but the bullets would seem to curve because of the station’s rotation. That was also why I had gotten disoriented when I dove for cover. Aiming at anything was going to be tricky, although Li Fei and Mike Mitchell had both managed it.

      “Can anyone see anything?” asked Veraldi.

      “Negative,” replied Li Fei. His voice was flat, like he hadn’t just lost a junior Arbiter. I knew how he must be feeling, and it didn’t bode well for whoever had fired that shot.

      “I can see them.” Raven’s voice, although I couldn’t see where she was hiding. “I caught a glimpse of them, anyway. Thermoptic camo, androids.”

      Coming under fire meant we were probably on the right trail, but Androids presented a serious problem. Directed energy weapons fire a stream of effectively massless particles at a fraction of the speed of light. They’d be useless in an atmosphere, losing energy as heat over anything more than point-blank range, but in the vacuum of a spacedock they were the deadliest weapons anyone could bring to bear.

      Veraldi asked, “how many?”

      “Can’t tell. They aren’t moving.”

      A beam of light pierced through the equipment I was hiding behind. It punched right through it like it wasn’t even there, and I realized that while I may have concealment, I did not have cover.

      Someone returned fire. I didn’t know who. From where I was, I couldn’t see much of what was going on and I couldn’t do much of anything. If I fired a grenade from my position, it could veer off and land on Andrew’s head rather than on the androids attacking us.

      Something shimmered near me, and I realized one of the camouflaged androids was creeping up on my position. I opened fire but didn’t correct enough. My shots went wide, and it pulled back, unharmed. Another beam cut through my concealment, followed by another a fraction of a second later.

      So at least two of the androids had directed energy weapons.

      “Andrea, I’m pinned here.” I flattened against the floor as best I could to minimize my cross-section. “Taking fire. They know where I am.”

      “Be ready to move, Tycho.”

      I saw a flash of light. “Go, go!” Andrea yelled.

      I ran out shooting, fanning my weapon from side to side. I caught a glimpse of the androids as I barreled by. It looked like there were more than two, but it was hard to tell for sure with their thermoptic camo. I dropped behind a freight loader, knowing they could probably shoot through almost anything with those beam weapons. I was faced with the option of waiting to die behind ineffective cover or engaging the enemy and dying in the open.

      What was the saying? Even if it seems certain that you will lose, retaliate.

      I rose up from behind the freight loader and retaliated. I started firing to the left of where I expected the androids to be. My first few shots slammed into the bulkhead wall on the other side of the dock, but then there was a shower of twisted metal three meters in front of me. A Jovian military android carrying a beam weapon rippled into view as it fell to pieces. I saw an arm spin away, followed by its head and a section of its torso. Just like my bullets, they all seemed to arc to the right before dropping to the floor and skittering across the dock.

      The other androids almost seemed startled, if that’s even possible. One way or the other, they didn’t seem to do anything for a second or two, they just stood there so still I couldn’t even make out the telltale thermoptic distortion in the air.

      Not until they all turned and started firing at once.

      I threw myself behind cover again, but this time I was able to catch a glimpse of what formation they were using. It was hard to be sure, considering that they were nothing but vague shimmers in the air, but the positioning seemed to track.

      “Jovian Alliance proxies. They’re using Turtle formation,” I said.

      “Are you sure?” asked Li Fei.

      “Three meters from me. Use the dead one as a marker.”

      “Copy that.”

      He popped out from behind another mooring arm further down the dock. He fired a short burst and got under cover again. This time the androids all responded with an extended barrage, which forced us to keep our heads down. The second beam weapon was still in play, so we had to be cautious.

      “I got one,” Li Fei announced. “Looks like there are four left. One directed energy weapon, the rest standard ballistics.”

      Veraldi’s voice came through. “They’ll change to Box formation.”

      “I’m on it.” This was Andrew Jones, who opened fire a moment later. “Shit, I missed.”

      “Change positions, Jones!” Raven called out.

      Li Fei’s voice was sarcastic. “Jones?”

      In the middle of a firefight, the man had still noticed when Raven used the real name of one of our people. The beam weapon sliced through the air as soon as he said that, followed by Andrew’s voice.

      “Holy shit, that was close!”

      There was another burst of fire, although I couldn’t tell if it was from their side or our side. The androids had the advantage, even though they had only killed one of us while we had so far killed two of them. They had us pinned down, and at least one of their weapons could go right through our armor. They were using standard military small unit formations, and they had the space completely covered.

      Andrea didn’t seem to think they were winning, though. “We need to take out the android with the beam weapon first.”

      “Agreed,” Li Fei replied. “But how? If it sees us, it will kill us.”

      The androids weren’t firing continuously, a tactic that might have been a much bigger problem for us. Their combat logic seemed to be based strictly on sight cues, with a limited ability to extrapolate where the target would be after dropping out of sight. I’d succeeded in running right past them without being hit.

      “I can come up,” I volunteered. “Then one of you can take the shot.”

      “No way, that won’t work,” Raven said.

      “I think it’s worth trying,” Li Fei replied. “I’ll back you up.”

      At first I was surprised—the guy hated me, after all—but then I got it. If he backed my play, he improved his own odds of survival while possibly getting me killed at the same time. It was a win-win situation for him.

      “That’s the best plan we’ve got,” said Andrea.

      “Okay, then. On three. One…two…”

      I came up shooting on “three,” and I ran down the dock for new cover. The android with the beam weapon wasn’t facing me when I popped up, but it turned as I went running by. I dove for the floor, and the energy beam sliced through the air behind me. I waited for what felt like forever, but a fraction of a second later Li Fei cut the thing in half with gunfire.

      “It’s done. There are three of them still standing.” His voice was still neutral, but it had lost a little of its cold anger. The android responsible for Mike Mitchell’s death was now just as dead as he was. The universe made at least that much sense.

      “Let’s clean it up.” Andrea sounded confident, but then the three remaining androids opened up with their own weapons all at once.

      “I have them,” said Raven, and she came out of hiding shooting. The first shot to connect hit the android in the head and sent it pinwheeling into the airlock door. The second shot went through another android’s chest and knocked it onto the floor. It kept firing until its magazine was empty, but it never moved again. The third shot went through the remaining android’s neck, mostly severing its head from its body. It stopped shooting and blindly walked forward until it hit a wall and went still.

      Raven had aimed her weapon progressively lower and further off to one side with every shot, and I realized later that she was correcting her aim on the spot. At the time it just seemed like divine intervention. It was an impressive show of marksmanship to take out three androids with exactly three shots under those conditions, but I would have expected it from her.

      “Nice work, Robin.” Andrea stood up from hiding, followed by Li Fei and then the rest of us.

      Li Fei seconded her words, but with the sarcasm I’d come to expect. “Excellent shooting, for a Section 3 agent.” As a pure intelligence unit, Section 3 is not exactly known for fielding high-level sharpshooters.

      “Let’s not waste even more time,” Capanelli began. “We need to get on—”

      The ship’s thrusters burned to life and the dock gate began to part. Either someone on the Havisham had managed to hack the system and rescind the lockdown, or someone on Llyr Station had gone up to the bridge while we were fighting the androids.

      “Move!” she shouted. “We need to board that ship!”

      The mooring arms pulled away and the ship began to drift forward in preparation for takeoff. As I started to run, I heard the Arbiter Commander over our shared channel.

      “They’re trying to run, Li!”

      Li Fei replied from behind me. “I’m on it, sir!”

      I ran for the airlock, knowing that the ship couldn’t develop any real velocity until it cleared the station. Even so, it was a desperate sprint to catch it anyway. The Havisham was eclipsing me and getting faster with every passing second. I came up close enough that I thought I could make the jump, and I took the opportunity. Li Fei followed suit, and both our mag boots gripped the side of the ship at almost the same moment.

      I looked back and saw no one else had managed the same. It was just the two of us. I reached the airlock as we cleared the dock platform, then remembered I couldn’t access my skeleton key. Luckily, Li Fei had that covered.

      “Move aside, I’ve got this.”

      It’s standard Arbiter Force policy to keep your skeleton key loaded in the finger of your drop suit whenever you’re wearing it. Li Fei may have played it fast and loose, but he was certainly a veteran Arbiter. He used the skeleton key to override the door and got the airlock open for us. We crawled inside, and just as I closed the door behind us, I caught a glimpse of open space.

      “You move pretty smoothly in that drop suit, Contralvo.”

      “We have bigger concerns right now, don’t you think?”

      “I’m not sure I do.” He turned away from me and unlocked the inner airlock door. “I’m not sure there is a bigger problem.”

      “The fact that we’re currently boarding this ship entirely on our own? The fact that your drop ship can’t even fire on it now that we’re inside?”

      The inner door slid open. I was half-expecting a face full of grenade shrapnel, but there was no one on the other side. Just an empty white room with tasteful furniture.

      “Cute,” Li Fei commented. “Love the minimalism.”

      He was right about that, anyway. The room we were in looked like a Shinto temple, all clean lines and understated elegance.

      “Standard search?” I suggested.

      He turned and looked at me, and for a minute I wasn’t sure what he was going to do. He could just as easily have shot me as anything else. After all, we were now alone on a potentially hostile spaceship with no one to stop him. It would be easy.

      At last he nodded. “Okay. Standard search. I’m Senior.”

      “Of course.”

      The whole time I was in the Arbiter Force, I never made Senior. It seemed natural to let Li Fei take the lead on this job. As strange as it was, having a Senior Arbiter to back me up made me feel more comfortable about what we were doing.

      “You take point.” He gestured for me to go ahead of him. I looked at him for a moment, trying to read him. I could now just as easily get shot from behind as from in front. In the end, I went ahead, knowing there was nothing I could do about it now anyway. If Li Fei wanted me dead, then so be it.

      I stepped out and walked past the white table with its two elegant white chairs. I walked to the door on the opposite end of the room and checked the corners. It led out into a slick white corridor. There was no one here, and no sign that anyone had ever been here.

      There were doors on either side of the corridor, and I reasoned that it would make sense to head fore instead of aft. We took the first door to the right and entered a comfortable suite, with large holo screens providing a view outside. Europa was below us, and above loomed Jupiter. There was a bed in the room, carefully made. No personal effects of any kind that I could see. We went back out to the white corridor and tried another door. The next room was the same, and the one after that.

      “This place is like a hotel,” I commented.

      “These must be guest rooms for the people who come here to meet with Kote.”

      “That makes sense.”

      We passed maybe twenty doors before we came to an exit, leading out into what looked like a dining room. I hugged the left wall while Li Fei went right. We cleared the room and found it as empty and pristine as the rest of the ship so far.

      The room was huge, with rich carpeting on the floor and even a real wood table. Several woven tapestries hung from the walls, and I took a closer look at one. The tapestry depicted twelve beautiful, genderless figures with serene faces holding golden crowns. In the background, fires burned across a blackened landscape littered with human bones. The juxtaposition was more than a little unsettling.

      “Is there anyone on this ship?” I asked.

      “I admit it, this is strange.”

      “Should we just head for the bridge?”

      “No,” he answered. “We stick to the search, and that means room by room. I don’t want to get cut off from behind because we rushed it and went straight to the bridge without checking everything.”

      On the other side of the cafeteria, there was a kind of lounge—an open space with more view screens showing the space outside of the ship. There were small tables and some chairs, but also a lot of nooks with low couches, areas hidden behind curtains, and a full bar. It was like an image from one of those movie posters I’d seen back on Venus, but like everything else we’d seen so far, the lounge was empty and unused.

      “Slow down enough to check for traps.”

      That made sense. Whoever was in control of this vessel had used a team of military androids with powerful weapons to delay us from boarding. It didn’t make sense to think that they would simply give up now, not when all it would take was a mine behind a door. A ship this size could withstand the blast, but the same couldn’t be said about our drop suits.

      I paused at the door to the lounge and looked closely for tripwires or any other sign of a booby trap. There was nothing there, so I went through the door and into the next room. It was a conference room as far as I could tell. There was a long table with chairs along both sides, and a single chair at the head of the table. Like everything else on this ship, the basic design was simple but extremely elegant. White furniture and white walls, a slick space with no frills.

      A folded piece of paper on the table caught my eye. It was about property for sale on Venus. On Tower 7, actually. Venusian property was suddenly available for development at cut-rate prices. That made sense, but it still disgusted me. All those deaths on 2/77 reduced to an investment opportunity.

      “What is that?” asked Li Fei.

      “It’s just a real estate brochure.”

      “So far I’m not seeing any sign of a human trafficking operation.”

      “Are you saying they sent six combat androids after us with illegal heavy weapons just to keep us from seeing what we’ve seen so far?”

      “No.” His voice was as cold as it had been on the station. “I’m saying you’re not really investigating a human trafficking operation at all. This is about something else, and whatever that is, it killed Mitchell.”

      I stopped where I was and turned back in his direction. “I’m sorry your partner’s dead. I mean that. I’ve been in the same position.”

      “Uh-huh. Where was that? In Section 3?”

      I turned back around and started walking again. There was no point in trying to solve this with words. It just wasn’t going to happen.

      Leaving the conference room, we entered what we soon recognized as the service areas of the ship. The first door we opened led to a room obviously for the crew, with five bunk beds. There was no one there, and all the beds were neatly made. Behind the second door was a slightly larger briefing room, as spotless and tidy as it was empty.

      Where were all the people? And if there weren’t any people, then who was piloting this ship? We cleared three more rooms, all just empty work areas.

      “They could have been doing some maintenance,” Li Fei pointed out. “Or even a retrofit.”

      “Yeah, I suppose so. It’s just so strange.”

      We came to a double door and recognized immediately that this must be the door to the bridge.

      “This is it,” I said. “If anyone is on this ship, they’re in here. Are you ready?”

      “The sooner we’re done here, the better. I have a man to bury.”

      Li Fei took position off to the right and I did the same to the left. He leveled his weapon and signaled. I tapped the access panel and the doors opened onto the bridge of the Havisham.

      I don’t know what I was expecting, but it wasn’t a middle-aged blonde woman in a nanosuit. She was looking at us with the faintest hint of a smile on her face, and my first thought was of how much she reminded me of Andrea Capanelli.

      “Welcome to the Havisham. What can I do for you gentlemen?”

      “Sol Federation Arbiter Force.” Li Fei had switched over to his digitally amplified intimidation voice, a standard tool for Arbiters everywhere. “We have a warrant to search this vessel. You are ordered to cooperate.”

      Her smile got bigger when she heard that. “I am ordered to cooperate? By an Arbiter, no less?”

      “Comply and this will be much easier,” I told her.

      “I’m sure it would be, for you, but I’m afraid you don’t understand the situation here.”

      She had the nerve to turn away from us and tap a command into the ship’s console. Something in the way she moved recalled an image to my mind—an assassin in a nanosuit, deftly beating Jonathan and Andrea in hand-to-hand combat.

      “It’s you,” I said.

      She raised her head slightly and leaned on her palms against the console. “Have we met before? You’ll need to be more specific.”

      Li Fei was staring at me. He sent me a dataspike message. What are you talking about?

      I chose to ignore him. I needed to buy time to record her facial topography. “How many of those people are in Artorias?”

      Back when the boson aperture was first being developed, the city of Artorias was a major research center. Now it was nothing but a radioactive ruin inhabited by outcasts, dissidents, and desperate fugitives. It’s not a place the average person would ever consider visiting, but it was where we finally found Julian Huxley. It was where he was killed by someone with the same nanosuit as this woman.

      “Artorias?” She turned to face me. “Isn’t that just an empty ruin?”

      I couldn’t be sure she was who I thought she was, but I couldn’t take the risk either.

      I messaged Li Fei. We need to arrest this woman.

      This time he didn’t bother to use the dataspike. “On what charges? I haven’t seen any evidence of human trafficking.”

      “Human trafficking?” She laughed. “Is that what they told you?” She took a step to her left, and I noticed her helmet resting on a seat in front of the console. If she got that on, she would be fully armored. I pointed my gun at her. “Don’t take another step.”

      Li Fei didn’t seem to know what to do. To him, I was a traitorous former Arbiter who had murdered a fellow officer and gotten away with it before reemerging under a false name with Section 3. He had no idea about Huxley, the assassin, or the Eleven.

      “She attempted to evade arrest,” I pointed out. “That’s reason enough, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah, I suppose It is. You’ll have some questions to answer when we’re done here.”

      “Oh, I’m sure he will,” the woman said. “Starting with how I succeeded in capturing the both of you.”

      Like an amateur, I had turned toward Li Fei instead of keeping my focus on her. Now I was staring down the accelerator of an energy weapon pointed straight at my face.
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      I wasn’t going to just drop my weapon and surrender. “You’re making a huge mistake.”

      Li Fei’s weapon was still pointed right at the woman, so it wasn’t likely she’d survive long if she pulled the trigger. In fact, the bridge wasn’t big enough for the beam to fully bloom out and lose power. If she fired, it would probably pierce the Havisham’s hull.

      “A mistake you say?” Her voice was cool, and still faintly amused. Like she still didn’t understand how much danger she was in.

      “Drop your weapon, or you’re going to die.” Li Fei sounded as perplexed as I felt. Her behavior was suicidal.

      “Do you fear death, Arbiter?” She took a step to her left. “Living without realizing one’s purpose is cowardice, and that’s where the fear of death comes from. It’s the creeping doubt whispering to you in the quiet moments, reminding you that your life is a study in unfulfilled potential. You fear death because it marks the end of a wasted existence spent desperately clinging to the empty hope of a better tomorrow.”

      The arrogance was almost breathtaking.

      “If you shoot me with that beam weapon, you’ll pierce the hull,” I told her. “This cabin will decompress, and you will die along with us.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I could see the tension in Li Fei’s body language. He wanted to pull the trigger, but he wasn’t sure he could kill her before she could fire. He might have been thinking about doing it anyway. From his perspective, it wouldn’t be so bad if both this woman and I ended up dead.

      If I intended to survive, I was going to have to change this situation myself.

      I considered just ducking down, but if this woman was really Huxley’s assassin, her speed was nothing short of transhuman and I wouldn’t get the shot off in time. I wasn’t even sure Li Fei would make it. It was time to do something unexpected.

      “I’m not an Arbiter,” I told her. “I’m with Section 9.”

      Her reply was smooth, like everything else she did. “I already knew that. Section 9 always uses Section 3 as cover for this sort of mission.”

      What the hell is she talking about? asked Li Fei.

      “You killed Julian Huxley.”

      “I’ve killed too many to remember every name.” She raised both eyebrows, feigning total innocence. “All I want is for you to leave this ship. If you can agree to that, no one has to die.”

      For such a cold-blooded killer, she seemed strangely reticent to kill us. “Even if we could do that,” I pointed out, “there’s an Arbiter drop ship trailing you right now. You can’t possibly escape.”

      “This is a luxury yacht,” she replied. “It’s a much faster vessel than any Arbiter drop ship. As soon as I break orbit, I’ll disappear like the snow of years gone by.” She took another step to the left.

      Li Fei sent me another message. I have to take the shot. We won’t get another chance.

      I messaged him back. No, just wait.

      He didn’t pull the trigger. Telling her the truth about how I recognized her was just a desperate attempt to mess with her head and change the situation somehow, but she had taken it in stride. What else could I do? Her weapon was still aimed at my face. Her muzzle hadn’t drifted off target even a little since this standoff began. She was still moving slowly toward her helmet, though. If she wanted to get it on, she wouldn’t have any choice but to divert her attention from me for a fraction of a second. That was all I’d need.

      Let her go for the helmet, I told Li. I’ll drop when she goes for it, and you can take the shot.

      Copy that, he answered, which surprised me a little. I’d been assuming all along that he wanted me dead, but he was giving me the chance to survive this encounter. I didn’t understand why, but maybe he was just a decent Arbiter. Maybe we were enemies only through a sequence of events I didn’t choose and couldn’t control.

      The woman had sidled to arm’s reach of the seat. When she went for the helmet at last, she was a blur of pure speed. I ducked down as soon as I saw her make a move, but the beam still only missed me by inches. The particle stream cut through the air behind me, grew wider as it interacted with the cabin’s atmosphere, and punched a ragged hole through the hull. In the same moment, Li Fei fired, but the woman spun on her heel and reversed direction entirely. She kicked the helmet out of the chair as she sprang to the right into a shoulder roll. She came up into a kneel and caught the helmet in one hand even as she leveled her weapon with the other.

      I couldn’t believe the speed or the ease with which she moved. She slipped the helmet on and faded from view with the telltale ripple of active camouflage. I came up shooting, but a moment later something hit my rifle from the side and plucked it out of my hands. It went flying across the bridge and bounced off a wall. An instant later, my legs were kicked out from under me and I was driven into the floor on my chest. For an instant, I could see the woman as she stood over me before she once again rippled out of view.

      I scrambled onto my feet. When I caught my next glimpse of her, she was fighting Li Fei. He was wrestling to hold onto his rifle. This was forcing him to remain in place and would have given her the opportunity to do just about anything she wanted to him if not for the extraordinary protection offered by his drop suit. As it was, she was whipping the weapon from side to side, and he was using all his strength just trying to hold on.

      I slammed into her from behind with my shoulder and knocked her sprawling, but she rolled out of the fall and was back up again before I could do anything to stop her. She kicked me in the face, with the same technique I’d seen her use in Artorias. It didn’t hurt, but it did unbalance me. I stumbled backward and then fell over, and she turned back to Li Fei before he could even fire his weapon.

      She freed the rifle from his grip and tossed it away, then she ducked out from under his attempt to grab her and countered with a flurry of jabs and knee strikes. The blows kept coming as she faded away, and it was all Li Fei could do to keep his balance, let alone defend or counter. Even with the dropsuit’s actuators multiplying our strength, she’d managed to disarm the both of us. She was winning this fight, just like she’d done in Artorias.

      Li Fei’s arm hyperextended, pulled into the air in front of him like a marionette. A moment later, the woman flashed into view as she stepped around him and twisted his wrist. She torqued his arm backward, forcing him to double over. She then swept his legs from beneath him, flipping him head over heels onto his back right next to me.

      Standing from a supine position is not an easy thing to do in a drop suit. The woman decloaked, her weapon aimed at us. “Tell me, please. At this moment, are you afraid?”

      It didn’t look like there was any option except to die, but I wasn’t about to grovel.

      “Section 9 will find you.”

      “That’s good. You didn’t negotiate, you didn’t plead, you didn’t burst into anger or despair. Very good. I think I won’t kill you after all.”

      Li Fei was still conscious. What’s going on here? Who is she?

      I didn’t respond to him.

      She walked toward the door of the bridge, her weapon still trained on us despite what she’d said. “You’ve stumbled onto something you aren’t capable of understanding. Nothing you’ve done so far has made it absolutely necessary for me to kill you, so if you cooperate—if you lie there and let me leave—you won’t force my hand.”

      I realized my own hand was touching something on Li Fei’s drop suit. I didn’t think she could see it from her angle, but then again neither could I. What was it?

      “Do we have a deal, gentlemen?” she asked, still walking slowly.

      Based on the location, it was either a concussion grenade or an incendiary grenade. If it was a concussion grenade, it wouldn’t do anything other than prompt her to shoot us both. If it was an incendiary grenade, it might just turn this whole situation around. I put my hand around the grenade.

      Li Fei noticed what I was up to immediately. The grenade? Yes, do it!

      “Wait!” I called out to her.

      She paused in place. “Yes?”

      I yanked the grenade off Li Fei’s belt and tossed it in her direction. A particle beam lanced out from the muzzle of her weapon and cut through both the grenade and, to my horror, Li Fei’s body. The grenade exploded in a white flash. A ball of fire bloomed for an instant before it was snuffed out by rushing air. I blinked my vision clear and saw the hole in the hull was now a jagged gash. The venting atmosphere was violently dragging anything not bolted down into vacuum. That included me, our rifles, and what was left of Li Fei.

      I activated my mag boots to stop myself but watched helplessly as my weapon slipped into space.

      “You’re brave, I’ll give you that,” the woman called out.

      I’d taken a gamble, but it hadn’t paid off. Now Li Fei was dead, one of two Arbiters killed on this mission. It seemed to me that if I had to die, this was as good a moment as any for it. I rolled over and tried to stand, but when I broke the connection between my boot and the floor, I began to slide. I got one foot under me again and stopped myself, then I got both hands under me and pushed myself upright.

      Another particle beam shot out but missed me by a wide margin. The woman was still armed, but she was wrapped around a chair and holding on with everything she had. That was why she had missed, but she was doing her best to take aim for a better shot. I ran for cover, knowing that a moving target would be much harder to hit.

      The woman fired again and a section of control panels above me flared up and then went dead. Through the broken hull, I could see the surface of Europa. A moment later, an automated voice echoed through the ship.

      
        
        
        EMERGENCY. EMERGENCY. ALL PASSENGERS AND CREW EVACUATE IMMEDIATELY.

      

        

      

      The woman reached across the console in front of her and tapped a command. “Launch pod 12,” she ordered. When I realized what she had in mind, I wasn’t sure if I was shocked or impressed. She had launched an empty escape pod and was counting on the chance that she’d be able to get into it from space.

      The pressure inside the ship was dropping, and it was becoming difficult to hear. Sounds were muffled and distant but, despite that, the woman spoke. “You have my respect. Andrea is lucky to have you.”

      Those were her last words before letting go of the chair and flying right out of the ship into open space. Now that I thought about it, her odds of survival were probably better than mine. The only thing I could see on the navigation screen was the surface of the moon, rushing up at us at tremendous speed. When the Havisham hit it, the impact would be exactly like a conventional warhead. If I wanted to live, I needed to get out of this ship.

      As the ship listed, the view through the hole in the wall changed as well. I could no longer see the stars of outer space, only the icy landscape of Europa. The woman’s plan didn’t seem so crazy anymore. If I got out through that hole at a reasonable altitude, it would be no different than a combat drop.

      It was my best chance, so I decided to take it.

      I deactivated my mag boots and shoved off with both feet. I floated across the bridge and slipped through the broken hull into the vacuum of space. I was falling free, just like any Arbiter on a mission drop. And just like the drop to Llyr station, I’d have to trust my stability thrusters to negate enough of my speed for the suit to absorb the impact.

      As the moon’s surface rushed up to meet me, I closed my eyes. Seconds later, I felt the jolt as the suit did its work. The thrust countered my acceleration and burned off speed, and all I could feel was the pressure of the suit against my body as inertia and gravity fought against it. Then something strange happened, and I felt the pressure give way, replaced with a drop in my stomach.

      I opened my eyes to see a warning flashing across my visor.

      
        
        FUEL DEPLETED.

        

      

      Of course it was. I checked my readouts, hoping the thrust I’d managed had been enough, but the numbers were grim. By the time I hit, I would be moving at a relative speed of forty meters per second.

      This was it, the end of my story.

      I remembered something I once read then. “A man can be destroyed but not defeated.” Tycho Barrett would die, but others would carry on. I’d join all the people I’d lost, and Section 9 would continue the fight without me.

      As I plummeted down toward the icy surface, I felt peace in the knowledge that I had done all that was possible.
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      I opened my eyes again and found Raven looking down at me.

      I looked back up at her beaming face, into those bright brown eyes, and her smile felt like home.

      Raven clapped her hands together excitedly. “Oh, Tycho, you’re back!”

      I tried to say, “I guess I am,” but my throat was dry and I couldn’t make a sound.

      “Hold on,” she told me. “I’ll get you some water.”

      She disappeared for a moment, and I heard the sound of running water. I blinked at the unfamiliar ceiling and tried to get my bearings. The room spun with every movement of my head. Raven came back and offered me a glass of water. She helped me sit up to take a sip. It felt awkward to move, but I was still too groggy to understand why. I tried to keep my eyes open, but it was hard.

      Raven placed the glass on a small tray and sat down next to me. Next to the bed. Was I in a hospital?

      “You can close your eyes, it’s okay. There’s no need to fight your own body. Not after what you’ve been through.”

      I tried to force some words out again, and this time I succeeded. “l’m alive?”

      She gave me a look. “I don’t know how I should take that, Tycho. Which version of the afterlife do you think you’re in?”

      I couldn’t fight it anymore, so I let my head fall back onto the pillow.

      “That’s better,” she went on. “You just go back to sleep, and I’ll tell you what’s going on when you wake up.”

      “No…”

      “No, you don’t want to go back to sleep, or no you don’t want me to tell you what’s going on?”

      “Tell me…now.”

      “That’s awfully demanding, tough guy. It wasn’t hard to find you. Your drop suit left one hell of a mark on the landscape.”

      “What happened to the ship?”

      “The Havisham is resting beneath the ice in Europa’s ocean. What happened to put it there?”

      “Grenade,” I answered.

      “Holy shit. That lady threw a grenade inside the ship?”

      “No.”

      There was a long pause, which might well have been awkward if I hadn’t been too exhausted to think about it. Then Raven finally spoke up.

      “You threw a grenade inside the ship?”

      I nodded my head, which sent pain stabbing through both shoulders. I winced, and Raven put her hand on my forehead. “Probably better to lie still, at least for now. Okay?” I didn’t ask her to clarify. I was just too tired, and my whole body felt totally wrong.

      “Tycho, throwing a grenade inside a yacht like that is the most mental thing I’ve ever heard of. Didn’t you realize it would crash the ship?”

      “She was going to get away.”

      Another long pause.

      “There’s probably no right way to say this, so I’ll just say it. I’m sorry if this is hard for you, truly, but… Tycho, I’m going to need you to open your eyes for a minute.”

      Something about the way she said that made me open them immediately, but I didn’t see what she was talking about at first. The world was blurry, like I was underwater.

      “What is it, Raven?” She looked down, and I followed her eyes.

      I blinked, trying to get what I was looking at to make more sense than it did. It looked like I was wearing part of a nanosuit, starting at my shoulders and running down the length of my arms. I held my hands up in front of me. Wet fluid seeped from the seams and formed hexagonal rivulets across the black graphene. I blinked again and saw curled skeletal metal fingers wrapped in synthetic muscle.

      Prosthetics. Just like Capanelli.

      “Raven—”

      “I know, Tycho.”

      She took my hand, and I was surprised to find that I could still feel the warmth of her touch. It felt different, though. Distant. Like it was happening to someone else.

      “You almost died. You were dead for a while. The fall took your arms and legs, but—”

      I closed my eyes again and tried to make sense of my new reality. Four limbs gone. I was just a torso and a head, with four awkward tools bolted on to me. Raven took my chin and turned my head to look in her eyes.

      “I know this is hard,” she continued, “but this is exactly what Andrea lives with every day. If she can do it, Tycho Barrett can do it.”

      I knew she was right. With an augmented body, I could live just as well as anyone else. I could even become better at some things over time, because prosthetic limbs were stronger and faster. It’s a strange experience, processing two contradictory sets of emotions at the same time. I would never have wanted something like this to happen to me, but I could accept what it would mean for my future.

      Raven was sitting patiently beside me and holding my hand. “Are you okay?” she asked.

      “I don’t know how to answer that. This is a big change.”

      “I know. But you’re back at Section 9 Headquarters now, and I can’t think of a better place for you to be. You’ll learn to use your augments in no time.”

      The Earth Headquarters was a place I hadn’t frequented since my training period was over. Section 9 usually worked out of a network of safehouses, both on Earth and off-world. The Headquarters in Bruges was used mainly for administrative and training purposes. If I’d been brought back here for the surgery, that implied they had needed access to the best available equipment just to save my life.

      “How long has it been?”

      “Six days. There’s been a lot of debate about whether you should get a new nickname or not, but when everyone hears that you threw the grenade yourself, I think that will clinch it.”

      “How do you figure?”

      “Panic is a perfectly good nickname for a man who crashes a functioning spaceship into Europa rather than flying it to safety. Don’t you think?”

      Although she was teasing me, I had the impression she was actually impressed. I didn’t imagine too many old spies had a story about the time they rode a civilian ship plummeting into the nearest moon.

      “Panic it is, then.” I swallowed, still trying to get my head around what had just happened. I hadn’t even tried to walk yet on these artificial legs. I had no idea how.

      I thought of Andrea, trapped for days beneath the ruin of a collapsed building on Mars. That’s how she had lost her limbs, and she had only been a child. In that context, Raven’s advice made complete sense.

      “Is Andrea around?” I asked.

      I tried to make it sound casual, but my voice caught in my throat when I said it. It felt terribly important to talk to her suddenly, to get her perspective on what had just happened to me.

      “I’m afraid not. She’s off-world right now. She left to call in a favor, but she hasn’t come back yet.”

      I wasn’t sure, but I thought I caught a hint of worry in Raven’s tone of voice. She wasn’t telling me the whole story; I knew that much for certain.

      “Raven, where is Andrea?”

      “We’ll talk about that later. First, I have to go tell the doctor that you’re up.”

      I meant to argue with her, but I didn’t get the chance. A wave of dizziness came over me, and I had to close my eyes just to steady myself. It felt like I was going to somehow fall off the bed, and just keep falling like a neutrino if I did. I gritted my teeth and closed my eyes, and by the time I heard Raven’s voice again, the feeling had started to ebb.

      “Tycho, what is it?” she asked.

      “I’m just dizzy.”

      “Tell the doc about it when she gets here. She’s on her way.”

      I opened my eyes. “I thought the doc was that old guy. The one who taught the medical class.”

      “This isn’t our regular doctor. This is Dr. Samara Markov. She’s the best. You’ll see.”

      “Why would we bring in a civilian?”

      “Not everyone can do the type of surgery you’ve had. In fact, there probably aren’t a dozen people in the entire system who can do what she did for you.”

      What she did for me. It seemed like a funny way to put it, but I guess that’s exactly how most people would look at it. I’d get used to it in time, I knew that much, but it still seemed so foreign. Like waking up in a completely different body. Was I still me? How much of Tycho was the flesh? How much was the mind? Replace it all with prosthetics like an Augman, would I then still be me?

      “So what you’re telling me is that I’m cutting edge technology.”

      I tried to smile, but based on Raven’s reaction it must have looked more like a grimace.

      “Yeah.” She tried to smile back, but her smile looked just as strange to me. Like she was fighting not to express some other emotion. “You’re top of the line. I mean, maybe not compared to an Ares Terrestrial cyborg, but…”

      “Well, I don’t know. If I can’t be as good as one of their chimeras, I’m just not sure it’s worth it.”

      She squeezed my hand, then looked up as we heard the door open. A small woman with a skinny face and short blonde hair brushed straight back walked in. “So, the patient’s awake?” she asked.

      Raven nodded. “Awake and talking.”

      “Hello, Tycho. I’m Dr. Markov,” the woman said, as Raven stood up and moved out of her way. “How are you feeling?”

      It felt a little strange to have someone I didn’t know addressing me by my first name. It’d been a long time since anyone outside of Section 9 had called me by anything other than a pseudonym. It was strange, but comforting too.

      “I’m… processing. This is a lot to take in.”

      “Of course it is.” Her voice was warm and sympathetic. “You probably didn’t expect to survive that crash at all.”

      “No, I guess I didn’t. How bad were my injuries?”

      Dr. Markov was quiet for a moment, looking as if she was trying to gauge me. “Your injuries were extensive,” she said. “You presented with acute traumatic ischemia and frostbite. Torn mitral valve. Globe rupture in the right orbit. Three broken vertebrae. Fractured skull, multiple fractures across—”

      “Okay, I get the idea,” I said. “I was more broken than not.”

      “Well, the good news is that you made it. And I’ll do everything I can to help you adjust to your new life. That is what it’s going to feel like. A new life, with new capabilities and even new responsibilities. But we’ll talk more about that later, yes?”

      I nodded. Something about this woman was deeply comforting. Maybe it’s just that it wasn’t hard for me to believe she cared, but I could feel my anxiety about the situation fading.

      “First things first.” She took out a small device from her lab coat pocket. “I need to check for any complications, now that you’re awake. Please lie as still as you can for just a few minutes.” I lay back while she ran the device down my body. It made an intermittent buzzing sound as she brought it over my chest.

      “Everything okay, Dr. Markov?”

      “Everything’s fine. And call me Samara, please. I promise I won’t mind.”

      Something about the doctor’s voice seemed familiar. It took me a minute to place it, and I didn’t know what to make of it when I did. Her voice sounded strangely similar to Andrea’s. Once I’d drawn the comparison, I realized she even resembled her, though in a different way from the woman on the Havisham. That woman had carried herself with the same poise Andrea always had. Samara had a quiet, subdued manner that was almost the opposite, but her face and voice were definitely similar to Andrea’s.

      “All done, Tycho,” she said. “Now then, let’s have a chat.”

      Samara took a seat on the chair next to my bed. Raven was a few feet away, standing with her arms crossed and resting one foot up on the wall behind her. Her eyes were closed as she traced her finger through the air, paging through something on her dataspike.

      “Living with prosthetics is a process,” Samara began. “It will take some time to learn. You’ll need to take anti-rejection medication to suppress your body’s immune response to the prosthetics, so be mindful that this means an increased risk of infection. If you ever get off-schedule, your commanding officer can explain the process to catch back up. She’s dealt with prosthetics for some time now.”

      I nodded to let her know that I understood.

      She smiled. “Good. The technology is very advanced, and once we’ve grafted the pleximesh skin onto the prosthetics, you may sometimes forget that they’re artificial, but it is imperative that you do not. Though the materials are very resilient, augments cannot heal. Damaged components will need to be replaced. Do you understand?”

      “Yes.”

      “The most challenging part of the process, for many people, is simply accepting the fact that life has changed. But you are willing to, so that’s good. That’s the most important point.”

      Adapting to loss seemed to be the one constant in my life. But what doesn’t kill me—

      “Am I stronger?”

      “Enhanced speed and strength? Yes, you’ll have all the physical advantages augments provide over natural limbs. Some things will take a bit of adaptation before you experience any beneficial functionality. Your right eye, for example. You’re experiencing dizziness, some disorientation, yes?”

      “Yeah. Closing my eyes helps, but it comes and goes.”

      “The ocular prosthesis adapts to light faster than your natural eye. Your visual cortex is processing two sets of dissimilar data, causing the nausea. You’ll acclimate soon, and then you’ll be able to see clearly in almost total darkness or stare into a bright light without blinking.”

      “Well, that seems like some consolation.”

      She nodded. “For many patients, it is. They learn to accept their augments because they do carry certain benefits, and over time they learn to love it.”

      “You mentioned new responsibilities. What does that mean?”

      “Yes, that’s a factor every patient must consider but will often overlook. The intrinsic strength of your augments presents a potential danger. If you move too quickly or thoughtlessly, you could potentially break something or injure someone.”

      She was right, I hadn’t considered that. I remembered how freakishly strong Andrea Capanelli could be when she wanted to. The thought of using that kind of strength unintentionally—

      “So task number one is to learn to control my strength,” I said.

      “Task number one is to learn how to walk. These aren’t first-generation limbs and they’re much better integrated with your nervous system than you probably realize, but you’ll still need to adapt. Your friend can help you walk when we’re finished, and you can see for yourself. Just don’t do anything ambitious until you know what results to expect.”

      “I think I can manage that.”

      “I know you can, Tycho. I’ve seen a number of people in the same situation you’re in right now. Most don’t handle it quite so well as you have. If you keep building on this foundation, you’ll do just fine. A few months from now, maybe less, and you won’t even remember what it was like before you had your prosthetics.”

      “That’s a little hard to believe.”

      She smiled. “And yet, it is true. You’ll see, Tycho.”
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      When Samara finally left, Raven sat down next to me again. I stared up at the ceiling, thinking. She just watched me for a few minutes, but when I didn’t say anything, she finally decided to speak up.

      “That was a lot, huh?”

      I turned my eyes from the ceiling tiles and glanced in her direction.

      “I feel exhausted.”

      “I’ll let you rest for a bit. What did you think of the doctor?”

      “She seems to know what she’s doing, I’ll give her that.”

      Raven grinned. “You think?”

      “Okay, so she definitely knows what she’s doing. And she’s good at communicating clearly with the patient.”

      “Listen to you, talking about yourself like you were someone else.”

      “I am, aren’t I? I guess I’d rather think of this as someone else’s problem.”

      “I know you would, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to let you. That’s how people end up not dealing with what’s happened to them, and not dealing with that shit is how you end up with other problems. It’s better to face it head-on, Tycho.”

      “It’s that easy?”

      “No, I suppose it isn’t. I get it, Tycho, I do. The last thing you want to think about right now is how much has just changed, but you’re not alone.” She placed her hand on my chest.

      I closed my eyes, maybe to get away from the intensely focused look on Raven’s face. It was an unfamiliar thing to have someone so genuinely invested in me. I didn’t know what to do with it.

      “Samara was the favor,” she continued.

      “Huh?” I opened my eyes again. “What favor?”

      “You remember I told you that Andrea had gone off-world to call a favor in?”

      “Yeah...”

      “Well, that’s why Samara is with us. Andrea went out and collected her.”

      “What, she kidnapped her?”

      Raven stifled a laugh but raised her eyebrows in a way that made me think I wasn’t too far off. “No, nothing so dramatic. But Samara wouldn’t be here at all if Andrea hadn’t made it happen, and that was far from easy for her to do.”

      “Why is that?”

      She stood up from the chair, took the glass from the small tray, and poured herself a drink of water from the sink. Leaning against the counter, she sipped thoughtfully. “I’ve known Andrea for a while now,” she said. “We’ve gotten drunk together. We’ve had plenty of late-night conversations. You know the kind I’m talking about, where you wander all over every topic in the world and you end up getting to know each other?”

      I nodded, thinking of Sophie. “It’s been a while, but yeah. I’ve had a few of those myself.”

      “Well, in all those conversations with Andrea, she’s mentioned her birth mother to me maybe twice.” Raven put her glass down on the sink and folded her arms. “I’ve never known her to call her mother. I’ve never known her to take a call from her mother. To put it simply, Andrea acted as if her mother was dead, and for a time, that’s what I’d assumed. I don’t know all the facts, but I think it has something to do with her augments. As a kid, she was badly hurt in the Martian Blackout.”

      “She told me a story about a girl in the Blackout. I assumed it was all about her.”

      “That tracks; she’s very dissociative on the rare occasion she speaks about it. I think she blames her mother for not being there when it happened, or for doing illegal surgeries, or something only she knows. I’m not sure of the details.”

      It took me until just then to grasp what Raven was telling me. I’d seen the similarity in their faces, but the truth of the situation just hadn’t crossed my mind. “Are you telling me Samara Markov is Andrea’s mother?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m telling you, yes. As soon as we saw your injuries, Andrea left and tracked down her mother. The mother she never talks to. The one she obviously hates. And she brought her back here to perform the surgery.”

      It was hard to imagine anyone hating someone as calm and disarming as Dr. Markov. On the other hand, the mother Andrea had described was a black market surgeon, the kind of person who built Augmen for a living. Those two impressions didn’t mesh well, but maybe there was more to the doctor than her bedside manner suggested.

      “I don’t know what to say. I need to thank Andrea.”

      “I don’t think I’d recommend that, personally. I doubt she wants to talk about it at all. I just thought you’d want to know that Andrea did that for you.”

      I wasn’t sure what to make of it. Andrea had clearly gone to great lengths for me, but instead of gratitude I was more concerned with why she’d done so much than appreciative of the fact that it happened. I was questioning the motives of a helping hand. That was the kind of paranoia with no end, so I pushed the thought aside and focused on the present moment.

      “Okay, I think I’m ready to try and get up now.”

      “Take it slowly,” Raven said as she walked over to help me up. “You probably won’t feel stable on your new legs for a few days. I’ve got some clothes for you here.” She pointed to a neatly folded pile on the counter.

      “You’re going to make me get dressed?”

      “I’m not walking a half-nude man around the building. People might get the wrong idea about me.”

      “Fair enough.”

      She picked up the pile of clothes and handed it to me. The idea of getting dressed in front of Raven was a little odd, but she seemed to take it so much for granted that I didn’t say anything. I just started the slow and laborious process of figuring out how my fingers worked so I could take off my hospital gown and get my shirt on.

      She must have thought I was struggling too much. “I’ll help if you need me to,” she said, “but it’s better if you can do it yourself.” She’d brought me a dark blue, long-sleeved pull-over. No buttons. Raven had been thoughtful.

      She turned away, giving me the privacy I needed to pull off my hospital gown—however clumsily—and wrestle my shirt on.

      “We found you near the crash site. If you’d landed any closer, you would have been dragged down to the bottom of the ocean with it. As it was, you were lying there unconscious in a shallow crater. Your drop suit was still intact, but getting you up off of there without the recovery vehicle falling through the ice was a bit of an engineering feat.”

      I was busy with the painful procedure of pulling my pants on when she said that, but it still struck me as funny. “I’ll bet it was.”

      “That took a few hours, and we didn’t know if we could get you out of there alive or not. The dropship commander was incredibly helpful, despite the fact that he’d just lost two men on this mission. He wanted to know why the ship crashed, and we didn’t know what to tell him at the time. We’ll have to fabricate something for Section 3 so there’s closure if he checks.”

      “I didn’t have much of a choice when I threw that grenade. She was about to escape.”

      “So you thought, what, I’ll just take out the whole ship and kill all three of us?” She tossed an imaginary grenade and mimed a huge explosion with her hands.

      “No, I figured we would survive because of our drop suits. I’d been through much worse in Arbiter gear and walked away perfectly fine. I just didn’t want her to get away.”

      “Well, I’m afraid that Arbiter was not as lucky as you were.”

      “He was already dead. She shot him with an energy weapon as soon as I threw the grenade. I take it she didn’t make it either?”

      “On the contrary. She intercepted an escape pod in flight and boarded it shortly before the crash.”

      I laughed at that, my laughter becoming a dry cough that made my head hurt. “I can’t believe she made it.”

      “We could say the same for you,” Raven pointed out.

      I pulled the pants up the rest of the way and laid back, somehow exhausted. “It honestly pisses me off that two Arbiters had to die, and she still got away. Not to mention this.”

      I raised both my arms.

      She glanced over in my direction. “You don’t look as bad as all that.”

      She came over and adjusted my shirt, pulling the two sleeves out to cover my wrists. “That’s better. The escape pod’s maximum range limits her possible travel vectors. She couldn’t have left the Jovian system, so I wouldn’t say she’s escaped for good.”

      “Even so, she’s not a careless woman. We’ll be lucky to find her again.”

      “You’re right about that. The fact that you survived an encounter with her is the most impressive thing about this entire story.” I hadn’t realized any part of my story seemed admirable to Raven, but maybe she was just being sarcastic.

      “Any idea of who she might have been?”

      “We know exactly who she is, thanks to the scan from your dataspike, although we hadn’t expected to see her again. We all thought she was dead. Oh, you have some blood on your face.”

      She stood and went back to the counter, where she rifled through the cabinets and pulled out a hand towel. She ran it under the tap to wet it and wrung out the excess.

      “Is she some kind of criminal boss I haven’t heard of, something like that?”

      Raven sat on the edge of the bed and put her hand to my cheek, then she gently turned my head to get a better angle as she cleaned my face. “Her name is Katerina Capanelli,” she answered. “She’s former Section 9.”

      She’d said it so deadpan, I just blinked for a moment, waiting for the punchline to the obvious joke. When she said nothing as if expecting a response on my part, I was at a loss. “Katerina Capanelli,” I repeated.

      “Yes, Andrea’s other mother.”

      I had certainly not expected to get dragged so deep into Andrea’s personal history. “She did remind me of Andrea, actually. Now that I think about it.”

      “They’re not biologically related.”

      “That’s not what I mean. It wasn’t really in how she looked, it was more in how she moved. Like Andrea, but, I don’t know. More practiced? Smoother.”

      “That fits her reputation. Katerina used to be field commander. Flawless martial skills, impeccable strategic instincts, proficient in psy-ops… she had it all. She’s still a bit of a legend around here.”

      “Raven, I had all of my training here when I first joined Section 9. No one said a word about her.”

      “They did, though. You just didn’t know it. She wrote the curriculum for half of those classes. When the instructors gave field scenarios, half of those stories were about her.”

      I didn’t know what to make of this, but it did account for Katerina’s reluctance to kill Section 9 agents. “So what happened to her?”

      “I’m not certain.” Raven shrugged. “Katerina was always somewhat abrasive. I used to interpret her behavior as confidence, but in retrospect I think it was arrogance. She was the best, and she knew it. She had no patience for fools, and in her eyes that was nearly everyone else. Except her daughter Andrea, though there were times when even she failed to meet the standard. Katerina was a hell of an agent, but she wasn’t the easiest woman to work for.”

      “Did she go MIA? You said you thought she was dead.”

      “Yeah, about two years after I joined Section 9, she disappeared on a mission and was presumed dead. I think Andrea suspected something, or maybe she just wanted closure from knowing exactly what happened, but I believe she investigated Katerina’s disappearance on her own. She didn’t seem surprised when Thomas found her on the dock footage.”

      “What did she say?” I asked.

      “Nothing. After we brought you back here, Andrea called up the Operator and got Samara Markov cleared to enter the facility. Then she told us she was going to call in a favor and collect a debt. Dr. Markov showed up a day or so later, but there’s been no word from Andrea since then.”

      “So, you think the debt was—”

      “To track down Katerina.”

      I thought back to my first encounter with Katerina, and how effortlessly she had handled us in the ruins of Artorias. “I’m not sure Andrea can handle her alone.”

      “Neither am I, honestly. Katerina taught her everything she knows, and I doubt she’s lost a step. I’m a little worried.”

      Based on what I’d seen of Katerina’s fighting skills, “a little worried” was a bit of an understatement. If Katerina wanted her daughter dead, it was unlikely we would ever see Andrea again.

      “How did Katerina come to be Andrea’s other mother in the first place,” I asked.

      “I don’t know the complete story. Andrea is not exactly the most communicative person.”

      “That she is not.”

      Andrea would sometimes open up to a degree, but only when she was trying to achieve a specific end. If she shared something personal, it was more of a management tactic than anything else. I considered her a friend, but I really wasn’t sure if she saw me the same way.

      Raven continued. “I know that Katerina brought her back to Earth and adopted her as a teenager. She trained her like any other agent, and when Katerina finally showed up here with her daughter in tow, Section 9 didn’t have much choice. It was either hire Andrea or kill her, at that point.”

      I had never doubted Andrea’s loyalties before, but it occurred to me that she might have more reason to be loyal to her adopted mother than to the Sol Federation. After all, Katerina had shaped her as a Section 9 agent. It was possible—

      “I see you furrowing your brow, Tycho,” Raven announced. “You can cut that out. Andrea is one hundred percent loyal to the Federation, not her mother.”

      “How can you be sure?”

      “Whatever drove her and Samara apart left a scar, and it carried over. You should hear her when she talks about Katerina. She admires her in a way, but there’s no question she hates her too. Especially for disappearing the way she did.”

      I didn’t find that too convincing. After all, if Andrea had hard feelings about her mother’s disappearance, then she might want nothing more than for Katerina to turn up again and make it alright somehow.

      I almost shrugged, then I remembered that it would hurt if I did. I gestured with my new hands instead. “Well, I just hope she turns up soon.”

      Raven stood and folded the hand towel into a neat square. “So do I,” she said as she placed it in the sink and ran the tap. “Andrea was the youngest spy to join Section 9, but she earned her keep. She lived up to the expectations that came with being Katerina’s daughter many times over. When Katerina disappeared, it was only natural that Andrea became field commander. That brings us to today, where Andrea is probably out hunting her mother down.” Raven turned off the water and shook her hands dry.

      “That’s quite the epic. Why did no one tell me any of this before now?”

      “Her death was never confirmed. Was she actually killed in action, or did she defect? Did she fence state secrets to a third party? We didn’t know, and that uncertainty was divisive. The Operator eventually directed that no one was to mention Katerina’s name. Not in the training classes, not in the official history, not even in private conversations like the one we’re having right now.”

      “So they kept all her training curriculum but erased her from her own story?”

      “In so many words, yeah. She’s become a ghost haunting this place. You were part of the first generation of Section 9 agents not to be told about her, until now.”

      I thought of what that must have meant for Andrea, to see her mother and mentor erased from the record like that. The greatest legend in Section 9 history, and no one was to mention her name.

      “That reminds me,” said Raven. “I didn’t tell you anything. Right?”

      “Tell me what?”

      She smiled that beautiful smile. “Good man.”

      “So what about that strange machine I found?”

      She frowned a little. “You found? I thought Thomas did.”

      “Thomas was nosing over my shoulder through the door behind me.”

      She laughed. “Typical Thomas. Well, it’s apparently called a Warwick node, but that’s all I know about it.” She regarded me thoughtfully for a second. “You know, the doc wanted me to help you go for a little walk. We could take a trip down to Thomas’s lab, see what he’s come up with. How about that?”

      “You expect me to walk halfway across this facility? I can barely even put on a pair of pants.”

      “Ah, but you did put on a pair of pants. I think you can handle it. These prosthetics are really something, Tycho. You’ll see as soon as you use them. I think it’s time.”

      “Okay, okay. Hold on just a sec.” I slid myself to the edge of the bed.

      “Hey, no. No way. You’re not going to be able to do this on your own. I’m helping you down.” She came over and placed her arms under my shoulders from behind, then she clasped her wrists across my chest. Quietly grateful for the help, I leaned my weight into her arms and swung my feet out over the floor. When I placed them down on the tiles, I was surprised to feel the cold floor underneath me.

      “Hey, I can feel that.”

      “Well, of course you can. How would you be able to walk if you couldn’t feel?”

      “I guess I was thinking of them like crutches. It’s different, but I can feel the tiles beneath my feet.”

      I tried to stand, but my legs felt like liquid at first and I wobbled on the way up. Raven caught me and kept me from falling.

      “Okay, here comes the hard part. You need to take a step.”

      “I can do that. Hold on.”

      I told my right foot to take a step, but the step it took was far too big and I stumbled. I told my left foot to follow it, but my second step was far too little and I was still unbalanced, leaning against Raven until she could swing me over to sit on the bed.

      “This might not be easy, but we’ll get there eventually. Up we go, Tycho.”

      It wasn’t easy at first, but after three or four steps I got the basic idea. From that point onward, it was just a matter of holding on to Raven Sommer and moving as carefully as possible. As we went through the door, it occurred to me that I had a long way to go before I could possibly expect to return to field duties.

      “Where’s that head right now, Tycho? You think too much, you know.”

      “That’s what everyone tells me. I’m thinking about the field. How the hell am I going to be of any use?”

      “I guess you’ll have to ask Andrea how she did it when she gets back.”
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      The walk down to Thomas’s laboratory was a trial by fire. Prosthetic limbs are miraculous, but they aren’t part of your body. At least not at first. It takes some time to get used to them, and until you do you’re just confused and clumsy and in a lot of pain.

      With Raven helping me, I put one foot in front of the other and we made our way through the Headquarters. Every step took conscious effort. Not falling down took a fair bit of planning, because the whole world seemed to spin and lurch on me whenever I lifted one of my new feet off the floor. Setting the same foot down on the floor sent a stab of pain up through my spinal cord. Closing one eye helped, but it was frankly hellish no matter what I did.

      After a few minutes, Raven started talking about nothing in particular, just to take my mind off the ordeal. “Do you remember where the lab is,” she asked.

      It was an effort to speak at all, but I made that effort because I saw what she was doing. If we could get a conversation going, however difficult, then the arduous journey to Thomas’s lab would be that much easier. We were slowly edging our way down a long, empty corridor, and the idea of taking my mind off that seemed like a good one.

      “Sure.” I took a short, sharp breath. “Thomas is the one who taught the training course.”

      “You mean he actually let you touch his lab equipment?” She sounded aghast at the prospect. Thomas was not exactly open to sharing his equipment with others. Even Andrew Jones, who was the closest thing Thomas had to an assistant, was often denied permission to actually use any of his devices.

      “No, not really.” I rested and caught my breath for a moment. “It was mostly theory.”

      “That sounds more like Thomas. Still, I’m surprised he even taught a course. He just doesn’t have the temperament for it.”

      “I got the impression he wanted to make sure no one else took over his patch.”

      “Oh. Well, that sounds like Thomas too.”

      We followed the hall as it turned left, which involved a lot of new experiences in ways my body could hurt me. Our conversation lapsed for a few minutes while I worked my way through the process, methodically shifting my weight and turning my body as pain screamed through my limbs.

      No one but Raven saw what I was going through. The headquarters building was largely staffed by android proxies, with a few technicians and a rotating staff of visiting instructors. It was a slick facility, nearly every surface coated in black, radiation-absorbent material that gave the place a vaguely nightmarish quality. From above, it was the Hotel du Lac, a world-class choice for dignitaries and VIP travelers passing through Bruges. Deep below, it was the secret warren of Section 9 headquarters.

      Most of the hotel staff didn’t know we were there. Using a hotel for cover made it possible for visitors and heavy traffic to enter our Headquarters without drawing suspicion. The same benefit applied to any guests with odd travel patterns, and our deliveries could be easily disguised among the normal activities of an upscale hotel.

      The funny thing was, our unit was hardly ever there. We relied on Headquarters daily—most of our support resources operated from somewhere inside the building—but even when operating on Earth, we were usually working from one of our many safehouses. Few of the staff, if any, even knew my face. I found myself somewhat grateful for the anonymity as I stumbled through the halls like a newborn calf.

      “I think you’re getting better at this.” Raven’s voice sounded bright and cheerful, although I couldn’t tell if she meant what she was saying.

      “You might be right. It doesn’t hurt as much. Keep talking, Raven. It’s helping.”

      “What was your favorite course here?”

      I thought back to the months I spent training after I first joined. Owing to my experience as an Arbiter, I already had a lot of the skills I needed. Still, Section 9’s training was far superior to anything I’d ever been given before, and the unique requirements of the job meant learning techniques I’d never known.

      “Tracking,” I answered. “That’s the one skill I wanted most.”

      “So what does that mean,” she teased. “Are you trying to take my job?”

      As our expert sniper, Raven was usually responsible for assassinations. There were some jobs that simply had to be done from up close, though. In East Hellas, I had been assigned to assassinate Sasha Ivanovich with poison.

      “Your job is safe,” I assured her. “But I do like tracking.”

      “I think you’re going to need to get some practice walking before you can get back to shadowing anybody.”

      “Maybe not that much. The dizziness is gone.”

      “Do you want to try walking on your own?” she asked.

      “Yeah. Give me just a second.”

      I leaned on her, breathing deeply and gathering the strength I would need for the effort. Then I pulled my arm away and stood on my own for the first time since jumping out of that ship above Europa. I waited for the dizziness to come back and swamp me, but it never did. Everything still hurt, but my head seemed clear.

      “Do you need me to get you again?” Raven was hovering, ready to catch me if I tumbled over.

      “No, I think I’ve got this.”

      I took a step and was both surprised and gratified to find that it was possible. I took another, and moments later I was walking on my own. Slowly and haltingly, but I was walking.

      “Dr. Markov’s work is really incredible,” Raven remarked.

      “I don’t think I’m doing too bad myself.”

      “Don’t take it like that, you’re doing great. It’s just incredible your brain can sync with the augments so quickly. The physical therapy and training needed to get someone just to walk with these things even a few years ago was staggering.”

      I hobbled into the lab on my own two feet—prosthetic though they were. When I got through the door, I was surprised to see something huge and round looming over me from the center of the room. It was the device we had found on Llyr Station.

      It was exactly how I remembered it. A large metallic ring with a sort of chair suspended in the center. Andrew Jones was standing in front of it, staring into an open panel to one side of the ring. Thomas Young sat at a nearby table, swiping through something on one of his many devices. I couldn’t see it clearly from where I stood, but it looked like a blueprint or a schematic of some kind.

      Jones raised a light and peered into the open panel. “Circuit 33-G. Same structure as the last three. Flow is in the same direction.”

      Thomas stopped typing and gave him an impatient look.

      “How many times must I say it, Andrew? Unless you are specific, there is always the possibility for error. You need to report exactly what you see, every single time.” Thomas sounded testy, and as far as I could tell he had no idea we had just entered the room.

      Andrew sighed. “Of course, Thomas, of course. Circuit 33-G has… what was it, structure 15? Flow is to circuit 50.” Andrew turned and noticed us.

      “Oh hey, buddy, you’re up. That was really something, Tycho. How the hell did you manage to crash the ship?”

      Raven stifled a laugh. “He threw a grenade at Katerina.”

      Both of Andrew’s eyebrows went up. “You threw a grenade inside a luxury yacht? You do realize that type of ship isn’t armored, right?” I was obviously never going to hear the end of this from him.

      “She was going to get away. There wasn’t any material evidence on—”

      “Holy shit, Panic.” He shook his head. “I’ve got to say, your devotion to this job is breathtaking, that’s the word.”

      Thomas finally deigned to notice us. “I would characterize it as disturbing. In fact, I’m not quite sure how he survived it.”

      For some reason, his comment made me feel like I had to explain. Unfortunately, that was easier said than done. “The grenade just exacerbated what was already there. The ship was venting through a hole from an energy weapon.”

      Now Thomas’s eyebrows were raised as high as Andrew’s.

      I continued. “The grenade made the hole large enough, so I jumped out of it.”

      “Wait a second,” said Andrew, now giving me his full attention. “Just so I understand here, you mean like those energy weapons the androids were using?”

      “Yes, the exact same.”

      “So someone was blasting holes in the bridge with a beam weapon? And they were doing this on the same yacht where you were chucking grenades?”

      “Katerina was. She killed Li Fei with it, actually.”

      “Shit, Tycho. That’s kind of a nightmare scenario, actually.”

      “Once I got out, I set up for a drop on the moon’s surface. The stability thrusters on the suit kicked in when they were meant to, but I guess the insertion on Llyr took most of the fuel. They burned out early and I fell from orbit at speed.”

      Andrew whistled and shook his head. “That is one for the books, my friend. Glad to see you up and with the living. You don’t look too banged up, all things considered. So, I take it you’re here for an update on the Warwick node?”

      “What exactly is a Warwick node?”

      Thomas’s voice was dry. “The device in front of you.”

      “Thank you, Thomas. I’m asking what a Warwick node does.”

      He frowned. “I should think that would be obvious from the name alone.”

      “The name?”

      Andrew intervened. “Never mind the name. The name is not important. What’s important is that we think this is a continuity device, like the one August Marcenn tried to make on Tower 7.”

      I gave him a questioning look. “I’d say it went a little further than an attempt.”

      “Considering that it drove him completely insane, I’d say it didn’t. His experiment was a failure, and that’s why so many people on Venus died. We’ve had information from multiple sources for years about this, but never any actual evidence. We thought we’d finally found something with Marcenn, but that was just a clever exploit of a dataspike vulnerability.”

      “So this is a better version of the same thing?”

      He nodded. “Better in every way. This is a functioning Warwick node, capable of transferring a human mind from one body to another. The only problem with it, as far as we can tell, is that it’s ancient tech.”

      Raven frowned. “Ancient? What does that mean?”

      “Think back to what Huxley told us. He said that he’d been alive for several centuries, switching from one body to the next whenever it seemed like the right time?”

      “Yeah, sure,” she replied. “But I thought the assumption was that he was full of shit”

      Andrew shook his head. “Not anymore, now that we have our hands on an actual Warwick node. One thing I’m sure of: the basic design is really old. This has modern components, but the logic of how it’s built, the underlying structure, is more like something you’d see in a museum. What this machine does was possible to do 800 years ago.”

      I looked up at the Warwick node, the partially disassembled paneling and exposed internals reminding me of an unearthed corpse. Were we really looking at a revenant from the distant past? “If that’s the case,” I pointed out, “then why isn’t this tech more widely known?”

      “I think the explanation is a vast conspiracy. People wealthy and powerful enough to keep this tech for themselves, and to stop anyone else from learning anything about it.”

      I thought back to the guards who had opened fire on us during the raid. “So this Warwick node was on Llyr Station under armed guard, but they didn’t have the means to seriously resist and they shot at us anyway. How does any of that track?”

      Thomas seemed to take an interest in this question. “It implies that they had recently moved the Warwick node.”

      Andrew snapped his fingers. “That makes sense. Maybe we got close to it once before without realizing, and they wanted to make sure it didn’t happen again. But they didn’t anticipate us reading Huxley’s memories and tracking down the Havisham. They would have had to move the Warwick node under pressure.”

      “So what you’re saying is that we got lucky.” Raven pointed at the Warwick node. “We just happened to follow the right lead, and it took us straight to their immortality machine.”

      “Luck is not a valid concept,” Thomas replied. “It was merely a convergence of events, perfectly normal in an investigation of this kind.”

      Raven looked like she was about to say something unkind in response, but Andrew spoke first. “Whatever you want to call it, we now have what seems to be a functioning device. Once we finish reverse engineering the thing, it’ll be a huge step toward proving the truth of Huxley’s entire story.”

      “Which part?” I asked. “That he was born in 2015? That there’s a hidden cartel of immortals manipulating events from behind the scenes?”

      He shrugged. “All of it. Or some of it. I mean, someone had Huxley killed, right? And whoever that was, there’s a good chance they were trying to keep him quiet. What was it he told us, that they were erasing him and his entire family?”

      “That’s what he claimed,” I admitted. “If true, his explanation would clear the books on several murder investigations.”

      Andrew grinned. “You’re still thinking like an Arbiter. We’re not interested in clearing any murder cases. Just in finding the truth, so the people who run the Sol Federation can make the best decisions possible.”

      “I’d hate to think the victims were never going to get any kind of justice.”

      “Hey, maybe they will when all is said and done.” He turned back to the Warwick node. “You ready for the next circuit, Thomas?”

      “I’ve been ready this entire time.”

      “That’s why you’re a legend, buddy. Circuit 33-H. This one has a new structure. I don’t think we’ve categorized it yet.”

      I gestured to Raven, and we left them to their task. Whatever secrets the Warwick node contained, it looked to be a long and grueling process to reach them.
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      Nine days went by, and there was still no word from Andrea.

      She could already be dead, her body abandoned in a back alley somewhere out there in the solar system or floating silently through space. I found myself wondering if this was how it had been when Katerina disappeared. Did everyone go on working, waiting for her to come back until it finally became obvious that she was never going to? What if that was exactly the case right now, and Andrea had merely run away from Section 9 to be reunited with her adoptive mother? Had our field commander been killed in action or had she gone rogue?

      With those thoughts running through my head, I was having trouble focusing on Vincenzo Veraldi’s instructions. He had me on a treadmill, while he monitored everything from my breathing to brain waves. He frowned at whatever he saw on his screen.

      “You seem distracted, Tycho. Something on your mind?”

      Veraldi tended to be critical, so I wasn’t too concerned that he had something to say about my performance. “Just thinking.”

      “Mmm. Well, your performance on this test is exceptional. A significant improvement over your baseline. Let’s move on to the strength test.” I would consider going straight into that to be another kind of endurance test, but complaints wouldn’t garner results. I stepped off the treadmill and went over to the weights.

      “Over here?”

      “Yes. I’d like to see if you can lift the big one.”

      I looked down at “the big one,” a barbell loaded with heavy weights on either end. I counted eight 75-kilogram plates. “That’s crazy,” I protested. “Veraldi, this is competition weight.”

      “Just give it a shot.”

      I shrugged. He didn’t need to see me attempt something that wasn’t possible. He could just mark it and move on to a more reasonable set of weights. I squatted down, grabbed the bar with both hands, and stood. It came up with me, and the weight wasn’t even especially challenging.

      “That can’t be right,” I said.

      “You’re underestimating how augmented you are. Try to raise it up to your chest.”

      That was a bit of a challenge, but not as much as I’d expected. We moved on to the next exercise on his list, to much the same effect. He conducted the entire strength battery with the heaviest weights we had available, and I was able to lift all of them with ease. I wasn’t even getting tired.

      “This is incredible, Veraldi. I can hardly believe what these prosthetics can do.” He didn’t look anywhere near as impressed as I felt in that moment, realizing that I was now as strong as a professional weightlifter. He just nodded perfunctorily and checked off some boxes on one of his dataspike forms.

      “They’re performing well on endurance and strength. That was the easy part.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “I expected you to do best on those tests. Strength and endurance are the two traits prosthetics are most likely to improve. What comes next is not so simple.”

      Somewhat deflated by his reaction, I followed him into our shooting range. He handed me a pistol, then sent a target out to ten meters. “The rubric for this test doesn’t include speed, so take the time to aim.”

      “Understood,” I answered and raised the weapon. I fired all fifteen rounds consecutively and it went exactly the way it always had before, with every shot grouped inside the center bullseye. Vincenzo nodded and replaced the target as I reloaded. He set it further away than the first and motioned for me to fire once again.

      This time I missed the first shot completely. I readjusted, figured out my correction, and nailed the rest of them, more than a little irritated with myself for missing that one shot. I would have been able to hit it with no problem before the crash. Still, missing just one was not so bad.

      On the third target, I missed two shots, and on the fourth target I missed three. That was a less than twenty percent margin of error, but in the world of espionage that may as well be one hundred.

      Veraldi was frowning thoughtfully, which didn’t seem like a good sign. “These results are roughly what I expected, but I want you to try one more.” He set up a fifth target at fifty meters, the maximum possible distance.

      I fired slowly and deliberately. I knew it wasn’t going to be easy at that range, but it was so far away that I couldn’t see the bullet holes. I didn’t know how I’d done until he brought the target back. I was feeling optimistic, but it turned out I had missed nearly half my shots. Missing so many with a sidearm at that distance is not unusual, but I’d done better in the past.

      Veraldi was still frowning. “As I thought. Slightly better, maybe.”

      I didn’t know what he meant by that, but he wasn’t exactly my biggest fan either, so it didn’t seem good.

      “What were you expecting?”

      “It’s the prosthetics. High-level marksmanship requires fine motor control and a delicate sense of the weapon in your hand. The augments have definitely made you stronger, but your brain hasn’t adapted to them completely yet. Your marksmanship has seen a statistically meaningful decline.”

      “Statistically meaningful? So what does that mean exactly?”

      Veraldi looked at me like he thought I was being deliberately obtuse.

      He shrugged. “Maybe nothing. You’re still better than an untrained civilian, but if you were surrounded, outnumbered, or facing trained soldiers, you might be out of luck. Unfortunately for us, those are not uncommon scenarios for a Section 9 agent.”

      He was right about that. Being desperately outnumbered was more the norm than the exception, and when we weren’t outnumbered it was usually because we were facing far superior opponents like cyborgs or Augmen. A small but “statistically meaningful” decline in my shooting performance could quite easily be fatal. Still…

      “It was hardly any difference at anything other than extreme range.”

      “The difference is more than meaningful, but it’s also not low enough to disqualify you for field duty. If we were recruiting someone with scores like this, we’d just put them down for extra range time to bring their skills up.”

      I found that mildly depressing, but I was determined to do as well as I could on every test, so I did my best to clear my head. “Okay, so I have improvements on strength and endurance, and a minor decline in my marksmanship. If I ace this next test, we should have nothing to worry about, right?”

      Veraldi put on a blandly cheerful expression. “Let’s find out. It’s time for room-clearing.”

      The scenario room was like a maze, with three-meter-tall physical barriers that could be rearranged in different ways to simulate the walls of any arbitrary layout. The Arbiter Academy had something similar. Years ago, I’d learned how to properly clear a space, how to communicate intent to squad members, and how to anticipate potential killboxes. I’d leaned on those skills time and again since, as both an Arbiter and an agent of Section 9. Any difficulty I faced in this wouldn’t come from a lack of training or skill; the only variables were my augments. It was exactly the sort of test to really challenge the “interface between my brain and my body,” as Veraldi would have it.

      Veraldi handed me a bullpup rifle refitted for AR and briefed me on the scenario I would clear. “This will be a residential building with a mix of noncombatants and hostiles. You are to clear the building and inflict no casualties unless fired on. If you kill someone aiming a weapon at you, you don’t lose any points. If you kill someone who isn’t aiming a weapon at you, you lose one point. If you kill someone with his hands up, you lose two points. If you kill a noncombatant, you lose three. As soon as you lose three points, the test is over.”

      “So, how do I win?”

      He pointed across the room. “Clear the building without losing three points and get through the door on the other side. You won’t though.”

      I didn’t understand what he meant by that right away. In fact, I interpreted it as more a put-down than anything else and became even more determined to prove myself.

      “I’ve got this, Veraldi.”

      He clapped me on the shoulder and then left the room. A few seconds later, my dataspike started running the program he was feeding me. The plasticrete barriers were now covered with gang graffiti, declaring them to be the territory of the Renegades. I found the gang name a little unconvincing, but that was about par for a training sim.

      I saw a man on the floor, clearly drunk and asleep. I stepped over him and cautiously proceeded into the apartment building. A long corridor stretched ahead in front of me with doorways on either side. A woman leaning against the wall noticed me and threw a flirtatious smile. She didn’t seem to be armed, so I assumed she was there as a distraction and scanned the area.

      The nature of the physical barriers supporting the simulation meant that the path to the end would have to be through a series of open doors. Grabbing a doorknob that wasn’t there to push open a heavy barrier wouldn’t make much sense. That meant the open door to my left was the correct way to go.

      I entered the common room of a small apartment. Three members of the Renegades were sitting at a table playing cards. They all wore leather jackets and had black bandanas, which once again struck me as a bit far-fetched. Their overall look, just like their name, was more typical of gang culture from twenty-five or thirty years ago.

      The one facing the door saw me as I came in. He threw his hands up in surrender immediately. The man next to him did nothing but stare at me stupidly from his seat. The third one went for his weapon, and I shot him through the chest before he could get it aimed at me. That was when the gang member who’d been staring at me threw his hands up, a tricky move in that situation because I could so easily have mistaken it for an attempt to draw on me. I didn’t doubt that was an intentional part of the simulation.

      All three men faded away, and I sighed with relief. I had cleared the first room successfully. If the others were similar, I judged my chances of completing the scenario to be fairly high.

      I stepped back out into the hallway and crossed over to the room further down the hall. Someone jumped out at me as I entered and I almost fired, but it turned out to be a small child running to hide behind his mother in a kitchen. Deeper into the apartment were two more civilians sitting on a couch. I turned to leave, but then a gang member burst out of hiding from the bedroom and opened fire on me. I shot him in the head, and he dropped right in front of me, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that I’d been too slow.

      When I went back out in the hallway, I nearly took a shot at a woman carrying a bag of groceries as she entered the building. I thought the timing of her entrance was suspect, and sure enough, I turned to see three gang members taking aim from a doorway behind me. They each fired. I took one of them in the chest, but the other two both hit me. The words TEST SUSPENDED appeared in the air in front of my face.

      The AR environment faded until I once again saw the plasticrete barriers of the room. I walked back toward the beginning and found Veraldi looking for me.

      “What happened,” I asked.

      “I stopped the test. You died.”

      “It wasn’t nearly that hard when I did it in training here.”

      “Which test did you take?”

      “It was a hostage scenario, and everyone in the building was either a hostage or a terrorist. I passed with no problem.”

      Veraldi held up two fingers. “Two things are different. First, that was before you had your prosthetics. Second, the difficulty level would have been set at standard. This one was set to advanced.”

      I paused for a moment and just took that in, trying to figure out if Veraldi was deliberately setting me up for failure. I didn’t come up with anything, so I decided to ask outright.

      “Why are you fucking with me, Vincenzo?”

      He gave me a look, then sighed. “I’m not fucking with you, Tycho. I’m trying to save your life, and mine.”

      “Are you telling me you could have passed that test?”

      “I don’t know that I could. It’s difficult, as it would be in the real scenario. Clearing a gang-controlled apartment building without any backup is an impossible task. But that isn’t the point.”

      “So, what is then? If you threw me into a test you knew I couldn’t pass, what did you expect to happen?”

      “It’s more about your reaction speed, and I don’t just mean that in the physical sense.”

      I just stared at him until he continued. He looked a little exasperated, like he didn’t think he should have to explain any of this.

      “In this exercise, you have to think quickly. Gang member or civilian, hostile or not hostile. It’s overwhelming, but the purpose of the test is to see how quickly you make the right decision. Even if you get overwhelmed and killed, you pass this test if you make the right decision quickly enough. And you did technically pass, Tycho.”

      I was a bit taken aback by that. “Technically?”

      “You got a passing score, a score that clears you for field work. You didn’t shoot any civilians, you didn’t shoot anyone who wasn’t trying to shoot at you, and you made your decisions within the required timeframe. You passed the tests.”

      That should have pleased me, but something told me he hadn’t told me everything. “I passed the tests,” I echoed.

      “Technically, yes, you passed. But it’s up to me who gets cleared for field work, and I’m not clearing you. Not yet.”

      “What is that? If I met the requirements—”

      “You came within one point of failing the room-clearing test, and your marksmanship score was lower than average. The composite score clears you for field duty, but only just. I’m not comfortable putting you back on the roster until you’ve had more time to acclimate to the prosthetics.”

      “Vincenzo, that doesn’t even make sense. Why categorize something as a passing score if it isn’t really a passing score? Why not just raise the standards to the level you’d actually be satisfied with?”

      He shook his head.

      “If you’d earned the same scores as a new recruit, I would have cleared you. We expect new recruits to improve over time, and the field is the best way to do it.”

      “So those same standards don’t apply to me because I’m not a new recruit.”

      “Exactly. You could die, and you could get others killed. Are you really willing to take that risk?”

      I handed him the rifle. “No. You’re making the right call.”

      “You just need more time. Once you meet those targets, I’ll clear you for the field again.”
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      I fell into a routine of going to bed early and sleeping in late. Sleep didn’t come easy, and when it finally did, I’d wake up throughout the night. The pleximesh skin over the prosthetics—my prosthetics, I reminded myself—was pins and needles at night. The first few days with the graft over my limbs were fine, but an intermittent sensation of equal measures pain and irritation had set in whenever I tried to sleep. Samara assured me it was normal and explained it as something to do with acetylcholine and deep rest, but she could offer nothing except encouragement as treatment.

      Waking for the fifth time since going to bed, I glanced at the clock and saw that it was half past ten in the morning. I felt more tired than I had when I lay down a dozen hours prior, and closed my eyes again. Then I heard the door, followed by Raven’s voice.

      “Tycho, she’s back!”

      I opened my eyes and rolled over. “What?”

      “Andrea just got back. Come on, get up.”

      With eyes wide open, I threw off my blankets and got dressed. Raven was waiting for me just outside the room and grabbed my arm as soon as I walked out. “I’m glad she’s back,” she said. “I was starting to get really worried.”

      “So was I. What was she doing?”

      “I don’t know, I haven’t seen her yet.”

      “So you haven’t heard anything?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “I was going to the range and ran into Andrew. He told me that Andrea was back, and she’d called for a meeting. I came up here to get you.”

      We entered the briefing room and my jaw dropped when I finally saw Andrea. Her face was pale, her cheeks mottled with bruising, her right eye ringed in black and purple. She had an open cut on her forehead, and her lower lip was spilt. She was sitting on the edge of the center table, dressed in uncharacteristically subdued military fatigues. She’d tied the jacket around her waist. Her undershirt was torn from one shoulder, and after a moment I realized she no longer had a left arm.

      I didn’t know what question to ask. “Andrea, are you okay?”

      Her voice was hoarse at first. “Far from, but I’ll deal with it after I get my prisoner where she belongs.” Andrew Jones looked absolutely stunned. His mouth was hanging open, and he just kept shaking his head.

      Andrea turned to face him. “Didn’t you think I could do it, Andrew?”

      “I didn’t think anyone could do it. Andrea, this is goddamn incredible.”

      Vincenzo gave Andrew a look. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I never doubted her for a second.”

      Thomas Young came in, glanced over at Andrea, and said, “You’re missing an arm.”

      “Thank you, Thomas, I’m aware.” She closed her eyes for a moment, as if trying to cope with either exhaustion or pain.

      “I can’t be the only one,” said Andrew. “Thomas, aren’t you as amazed as I am?”

      “I am rarely amazed by anything. You’ll need to be more specific about whatever has… captured your imagination.”

      “Really? I’m talking about Katerina.”

      “Katerina?” Thomas furrowed his brow.

      “Katerina Capanelli!”

      “Oh, yes. The old commander. What about her?” From the look on his face, anyone would have thought that Thomas was completely unconcerned.

      “Andrea captured her,” Vincenzo clarified. “That’s how she lost her arm.”

      Thomas shrugged. “That only makes sense, as Katerina was always an excellent fighter. Even so, Andrea’s skill set is essentially the same, but Andrea is younger and in her physical prime. Anyone would have guessed she would probably win.”

      “Wow.” Andrew shook his head. “This is one of the single greatest feats in the history of Section 9, and you two are taking it completely for granted.”

      “If you ask me, what she’s done here is simply amazing,” said Raven. “Andrea went out on her own and brought back someone we had all agreed was the most dangerous person in the system. I’m with Andrew.”

      “Ridiculous.” Thomas was looking at his fingernails, as if he found us all too embarrassing to look at directly.

      “How did you find her?” I asked.

      Andrea opened her eyes. “Hmm? Is someone asking me a question, instead of arguing about my skills right in front of me?”

      “I asked how you found her.”

      “The crew report submitted by a shipping vessel from Ganymede just after the crash mentioned bringing aboard a woman fitting Katerina’s description. It made a stop when it crossed into The Belt, and she boarded a commercial flight.”

      “She had to know she’d get pinged with facial recognition once she did that, didn’t she?” Given everything I’d heard about Katerina Capanelli, I found that slightly disappointing.

      “She did.” Andrea waved her hand as if to dismiss the thought. “She altered her appearance so much that I had to lower the filter threshold to twenty percent before I spotted her. I must have gone through hundreds of possible matches, but I know her face better than any AI ever could. The hard part came after I finally caught up with her on Venus.”

      “Hard seems like an understatement,” said Veraldi.

      Andrea shrugged, as much as she could.

      “Where is she now?” I asked.

      “Manacled in the secure car park, while the androids process her. I want to make sure she doesn’t have anything before we bring her into the facility.”

      “It makes me a little nervous to think that she’s still alive.” Andrew scratched his head, staring down at his feet. “After all, she’s known the location of this place the entire time.”

      “That’s an important point,” Vincenzo added. “We’ll need to discuss that.”

      “Yes, but first we need to get her secured. A safehouse would not be enough. She needs the highest level of security we can leverage.” Andrea was talking with her eyes closed, and occasionally gritting her teeth.

      “I’ll get it taken care of.” Veraldi left the room.

      “Do you need anything?” asked Raven.

      Andrea shook her head. “Let’s go out and watch the proxies bring Katerina in. That way I’ll know the job was done, and done right.” I was faintly impressed by the idea of a person so dangerous you couldn’t trust machines to bring them in even if they were already restrained.

      “I’ll help you up.” Raven offered Andrea her hand, and Andrea pulled herself up to stand. None of the rest of us stepped forward. We waited patiently as she made her way out of the room before quietly falling in line behind her.

      She was limping but still held her head high and her back straight. It almost looked like she still had something to prove, and allowing herself to appear as weak as she must have felt would only undo what she’d accomplished so far.

      We took the elevator down to the car park, where a few technicians and several android proxies stood guard around a black sedan. A proxy approached Andrea as we neared.

      “We have confirmed the subject does not possess explosives,” it said. “We have confirmed the subject does not possess transmission devices.”

      Andrea eyed the sedan. “Augments?”

      “The subject is not augmented.”

      “Form a semicircle around the door,” Andrea ordered. “Be ready for anything, and maintain a two meter distance at all times.”

      The technician by the car door asked, “Are you ready, ma’am?”

      She nodded. “Open it.”

      The door swung open, and the blonde woman from the Havisham stared right at me. Her mouth was gagged with a strip of cloth wrapped like a bandage around the lower half of her face and down to the nape of her neck. Her arms were restrained behind her back with a slip-tie above her elbows, another at her wrists, and a third binding her thumbs together. Her legs were restrained in a similar fashion. Despite all of this, she sat with her legs folded under her looking as relaxed and beatific as a statue of Maitreya.

      If Katerina was surprised to see that I was still alive, she didn’t show it. Her eyes narrowed in what I somehow knew was a smile beneath the gag.

      Andrea looked her up and down. “Take her away,” she ordered, and the proxies moved in. As they unstrapped one arm and secured it with a pair of handcuffs, Andrea drew her gun and aimed it at her mother’s head. This seemed to delight Katerina, who offered no resistance at all. The proxies cuffed her other hand, then carefully undid the restraints on her feet.

      As they stood her up, Katerina’s eyes sparkled as if she found the whole scene unbearably amusing. She’d been hunted down and dragged back to the unit she once commanded. Whatever plans she may have had were now dead in the void. And yet, there was that smile. A kind of arrogance that survived any situation she could ever find herself in.

      The proxies pushed her forward, and Katerina let them lead her away. It made me think of my own story—once an Arbiter, then hunted down by other Arbiters. If they’d caught me, I would have been interrogated in my own headquarters just as she was about to be.

      “You’re looking thoughtful.” Andrew’s voice was quiet, and oddly sincere.

      “I fought that woman on the Havisham. She’s a frightening person. Fearless. Practically a demon in combat, but it still seems sad.”

      “Trust me, Tycho, she made her own choices every step of the way.”

      “What was she like, before...” I gestured towards the elevator. “Everything.”

      “Extremely capable. Reckless, but so good at everything that it didn’t matter. High expectations no one could ever seem to meet. Ultimately, she’s just a narcissist. We all respected her skill, but she was a slave to her own ego.”

      Andrea turned and looked at us. “I’m not sure that’s true. There were moments on Venus when she could have killed me. There were moments when I’m sure she was trying to. She’s mercurial, but there’s also a kind of logic to her actions. I’m surprised she didn’t produce a hidden gun and come out of that car shooting.”

      “She’s good,” said Veraldi. “But no one’s that good.”

      Raven shrugged. “I don’t know. Remember that time in Ghent?”

      There were a few wry chuckles. I didn’t get the joke.

      Andrea straightened up and brushed her hair out of her face with her right hand. “Has Dr. Markov left yet?” Veraldi glanced in her direction as if he was trying to figure something out. “She’s still here,” he said. “She’s scheduled to leave in the morning.”

      “Let her know she’ll be needed for a few more days,” she said. I couldn’t read the expression on her face.

      Veraldi nodded. “I’ll take care of it, chief.”

      He left to talk to Samara, and I realized that Andrea was going to ask her mother to give her a new arm. To replace the arm her other mother had ripped off. It was an understandably awkward situation.

      When Andrea turned back to the rest of us, I noticed a clear fluid seeping down from the bare socket where her left arm had been. Neurorelay fluid, the same stuff that now flowed through all four of my limbs. There must have been a wound in her side as well. Blood was starting to seep through her shirt. The fist-sized stain was almost black against the drab blue uniform shirt. She was hardly standing, but her demeanor was one of total self-control.

      “No one is to contact the prisoner for any reason. Full quarantine.”

      Andrew nodded. “Of course, chief.”

      “The way she talks…” Raven shuddered suddenly.

      “I know,” said Andrea. “She’ll get inside your head. I want everyone to understand: no communication, not even security audio. Not even visual data.”

      “Your word is good enough for me.” Andrew’s jokey and sarcastic attitude was suddenly gone. He seemed completely sincere. “I’ll keep my distance. But…”

      “Yes?” She stared at him blankly, and he shifted uncomfortably beneath her gaze.

      “Who’s doing the interrogation? Are you sure you’re—”

      “I’m conducting the interrogation in the morning.” Her voice was flat. Andrew almost said something, then he seemed to think better of it. He just smiled and nodded. Andrea looked to each of us expectantly. No one said a word. She turned and made her way to the elevators, a trail of blood and neurorelay fluid marking her path.
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      I spent the rest of the day shooting targets and running AR exercises with Raven. She wouldn’t tell me my scores in any of the scenarios, she just kept having me repeat the drills over and over. She seemed obscurely pleased, although she wouldn’t say why. We had a late dinner in the briefing room and traded war stories. The hours fell away until fatigue finally caught up to me around two in the morning. I went back to my room and drifted off, and I slept through the night for the first time in what felt like years.

      The next morning I went downstairs to the holding area to meet Andrea for the interrogation. I was the first to arrive, so I leaned against the wall outside of the entrance to the cells and waited for the others. Out of curiosity, I pulled up the intake report on Katerina on my dataspike.

      The android’s response to Andrea’s question the other day seemed odd to me. I had a hard time believing that Katerina could do the things I’d seen her do without augments of some kind. I scanned through the report, pausing at the medical evaluation. It noted minor injuries likely sustained during her capture, some scar tissue and calcification consistent with a history of repeated combat stress, but no mention of augments.

      Was Katerina really that fast and that strong, or was there something special about her nanosuit? She wasn’t wearing it when Andrea brought her in. Had that been the crucial difference?

      I waved away the report and checked the time. Something must have come up, and for whatever reason I was out of the loop. I was on the verge of messaging someone when Raven came in. Her hair was wet.

      “Sorry I’m late, I slept through my alarm. Where are the others?”

      “I have no idea. Weren’t we supposed to meet Andrea here at nine?”

      “That’s definitely what I remember being told. Ah well, it’s for the best. Now Andrea won’t even know I slept in.”

      “Good point. Still, aren’t you a little bit concerned?”

      “Not really. Did you see the way she looked when she gave us our orders? She probably made it as far as the infirmary and then passed out. I’m sure everyone will turn up before too long.”

      “I suppose you’re right. Listen, I wanted to thank you for helping me train yesterday.”

      She shrugged. “Of course. I’m the unit’s sharpshooter, so it only makes sense for me to help. Not that you need much anyway. You’re on your way.”

      “I wasn’t sure. You wouldn’t tell me any of my scores yesterday.”

      “The scores weren’t what you needed to be thinking about. It’s more about breathing, letting your body settle, clearing your thoughts—”

      I chuckled. “The Zen of marksmanship?”

      “That’s the cliche, but there’s no nirvana at the end of this path. Shooting people is shooting people, after all.” She fell silent for a little while.

      It was kind of strange for me. I had started my professional life as an engineer and had only joined the Arbiter Force because of my wife’s death. Had none of that had happened, I would have lived my entire life without ever killing anyone. Now I was up to my neck in other people’s blood, just like Raven and Andrew and all the rest of us.

      Raven turned to me. “You know, I’m starting to think we did get the wrong time or something. Do you think we should check?”

      “I’ll call Andrew.”

      I placed the call on my dataspike, but he didn’t answer, so I sent him a message instead.

      With Raven at holding. Did we get the wrong time?

      “He isn’t there?” she asked me.

      I shook my head. “He’s not picking up, anyway. Should I try Veraldi?”

      She frowned and walked down to the end of the hall to see if anyone was approaching. When she came back, she had a slightly worried look on her face. “If we don’t hear back in a few minutes, I say we should go look for them.”

      “You look anxious.”

      “I guess I am. I’m sure Katerina’s in her cell, but still,” she trailed off.

      “You really seem spooked by her.”

      “She’s not a normal person. When she was the field commander, there was—” She shook her head, like she was trying to get rid of an unwanted thought.

      “There was what?” I asked.

      “I don’t know how to explain it. You fought her on that ship. Did she talk to you then?”

      “She did, but she was more arrogant than anything else. She did offer to let me get away.”

      “She offered to let you get away? Even though you were the one arresting her?”

      I laughed a little. “Yeah. I hadn’t really thought of it that way before, but yeah. She offered me the chance to escape. That’s when I threw the grenade at her, actually.”

      She started laughing too. “You may have been the first person to ever take Katerina Capanelli by surprise.”

      “She acted like it was a convenient opportunity to escape, but I’d like to think so.”

      “That’s definitely how she would handle it. She always had to make you believe she was the one in control of everything.”

      “I guess so, yeah. She had already beaten both of us by that point, anyway. She could have killed us if she wanted to. She told me she didn’t like to kill Section 9 agents.”

      “Huh. I’d like to think that’s loyalty, but I know her too well to really believe that. Since we’re waiting, do you want to hear a story?”

      “Sure.” I leaned back against the wall and closed my eyes.

      “Back when Katerina was field commander,” she went on. “We had intel that a Sol Federation fleet admiral was planning a coup.”

      “Holy shit.” I opened my eyes again. “That actually happened?”

      “Not many people outside of Section 9 know about it, so don’t tell anyone.”

      “I don’t know anyone who isn’t in Section 9.”

      “It should be easy then.” She smiled and gave me a disarming wink. “So one of our informants passed along the info and we had to decide how to deal with it. It’s not an easy problem to solve. If we had the admiral arrested, it made the Sol Federation look unstable. If we just shoot him, it’s big news for months with dozens of nation-states as potential suspects. Both scenarios were bad for the Federation, and our entire purpose is to prevent things that are bad for the Federation from happening in the first place. So what do we do?”

      I thought about it for a minute, but there only seemed to be one answer that made any sense. “Make it look like an accident?”

      She nodded. “That’s what I would have thought too. But Katerina called that an unimaginative solution. It was the only thing any of us could think of, but she wouldn’t do it because it bored her. Can you believe that?”

      “So what did you end up doing?”

      “We targeted one of the other conspirators, a fleet captain who was meant to seize control of the capital. We hacked his car and drove it into a wall so fast there wasn’t much of a body to recover. Then Katerina met the admiral in person and got him to ask her out. They met for dinner and she mentioned the accident, then she asked if he had considered retirement.”

      “That’s kind of disturbing, honestly.”

      She nodded. “She meant it to be. He submitted for retirement the following day and was relieved of command by the week’s end. A stupid move on his part.”

      “Why?”

      Her answer was simply, “Without a fleet, his potential to make headlines was reduced.” She curled her fingers around an imaginary sidearm and squeezed the trigger. The thought that Section 9 might have assassinated a retired SpaceFleet admiral had serious implications.

      “It sounds like this was a different unit under her.”

      “I don’t know.” Raven shrugged. “Our job is still the same. Protect the Sol Federation from all enemies, foreign and domestic. She just chose to do it with an approach that you could either call sadistic or pragmatic.”

      My dataspike beeped at me, indicating an incoming call.

      “This is Tycho,” I said.

      “Hey, Tycho, Andrew. Sorry about the delay, but Andrea’s just getting out of surgery now. She’s up here in medical.”

      “Okay, Andrew. We’re on our way,” I said and closed the call.

      “What’s up?” asked Raven.

      “Surgery took longer than anticipated. We’re supposed to go up to Medical.”

      “Oh, that’s a relief. I worried Katerina had already killed everyone.”

      We went back out into the corridor and headed for the elevator. “There don’t seem to be any checks and balances,” I pointed out. “We don’t answer to anyone, and we have endless resources. I could see us going to prison for some of the things we do if it ever got out.

      “Oh, they’d kill us well before that.”

      I stopped dead in my tracks, and she started laughing, one hand over her mouth.

      “Okay, you’re right,” I said. “You’re absolutely right.”

      We took the elevator two levels down and entered medical. As we walked through the antechamber door, we could hear raised voices. Through the glass doors ahead, I could see that no one else was in the room except Andrea and her mother. It dawned on me that Andrew hadn’t actually asked us to come down to medical.

      “It’s not safe, Yulia.” Dr. Markov sounded agitated, though it was clear she was still doing her best to project the calm bedside manner that had made such an impression on me.

      Andrea’s voice had a venom I’d never heard before. “That is not my name, Samara.”

      Dr. Markov tried to placate her. “I’m sorry, Andrea. I’m just trying to tell you that it isn’t safe. If you apply too much pressure before the nanites can fuse the bone, the pinning could unseat and your arm—”

      “It’s my body. What’s left of it, anyway.” Andrea was unstrapping herself from the operating table as she argued. Her new left arm was all exposed graphene and metal composites, with no pleximesh skin fitted over it yet. Its shiny black surface stood in sharp relief against her pale skin as she pulled at the straps.

      “Of course, I wasn’t implying otherwise. Here, if you’re going to do that, let me help. I don’t want you to hurt yourself.”

      “I don’t need—never mind. Just unstrap me.”

      Andrea looked away while she waited for her to unclasp the restraints. “I’m not telling you what to do,” Samara said. “As your doctor—”

      “You’re not my doctor. You’re an expert prosthetic surgeon. Stick to that.”

      “Andrea, you could damage the prosthetic interface if you don’t allow yourself to heal. Do you understand what I’m saying? That means heavy metals and neurorelay entering your bloodstream. You could die.”

      “I died a long time ago.”

      Dr. Markov seemed to shrink, like all the energy had been sucked right out of her. She didn’t say anything else, she just stood, grabbed a pill bottle, and handed it over to Andrea without a word.

      Andrea took it from her in equal silence, then swung her feet around to the floor. When she saw Raven and I through the glass she just glared. Raven gave her a sympathetic look, which if anything caused her scowl to deepen.

      I don’t know what I looked like, but I was doing everything I could to seem as impersonal as possible. Andrea came out the room, pouring out a small amount of red pills into her palm. She brought her hand to mouth and swallowed the medicine with a tilt of her chin. She spoke to us as she passed.

      “I thought I told you to meet at holding.”

      She continued without breaking stride. As we followed her toward the door, I glanced back. Samara Markov watched her daughter walk away, and the look on her face was pure heartbreak.
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      Veraldi and Jones were waiting at the door to holding. Jones had his hands in his pockets and a melancholy expression on his face. He shook his head as I approached.

      “I want to be clear before we go in,” Andrea began. “This is an unprecedented situation. No section of Sol Federation Intelligence has ever conducted an interrogation of such a high-ranking officer before today.”

      “Wouldn’t she be a former officer?” asked Andrew Jones.

      Veraldi shook his head. “She was never discharged from service, only missing. She’s still OF-6.”

      “I’m sure she won’t be for long,” continued Andrea. “It’s important for us to make sure that there are no questions later about what happened in this interview. We’ll be recording the whole thing, but I also want eyewitness accounts for prosecution. That’s why you’re all going to be observing the interrogation in one capacity or another. That doesn’t mean you’ll all be visible to Katerina, though.” She turned to Vincenzo Veraldi. “You’ll come in with me, but I’ll be asking all the questions. Understood?”

      He nodded. “Of course.”

      She looked to Jones. “Andrew, you’re strictly an observer for this one. You’ll be with Thomas Young in the observation post. You can help him run the recording equipment.”

      Andrew chuckled. “I’ll sit and watch him do it.”

      She ignored his comment and turned to me. “Tycho, you and Raven will be on overwatch. Do you have your sidearms?”

      I nodded and drew my handgun.

      “Up in the loft?” asked Raven as she did the same.

      “Yes,” Andrea said. “I know we have her, but don’t forget who we’re dealing with here. If she sees the slightest hint of an opportunity, she will use it. That’s why I’m going in there unarmed—same with you, Veraldi. We don’t want to give her anything she can use. If you have to fire, prioritize shooting to maim. We need her alive if possible.”

      You would never have guessed that she was talking about her mother.

      “You got it, chief,” said Raven.

      I didn’t know why Andrea was even attempting to do this herself, but it didn’t seem like a good idea to me. How many people can stay objective and professional while interrogating their own family? Was she trying to prove something to us, to Katerina, or to herself?

      She led the way through into holding and down a long corridor to Interrogation 01. It was something like a typical StateSec interview room, but with a mezzanine from which agents could observe the interview in progress. An adjacent room separated by half-meter thick ballistic glass contained the monitoring and recording equipment Thomas was likely already setting up.

      Raven and I climbed to the upper level through a narrow staircase beside the door to Interrogation 01. I looked down into the room and saw Katerina was already there, sitting on the floor in easy repose.

      She was wearing the standard all-white coverall given to Federal prisoners, but only up to her waist. She’d rolled the rest over itself and tied the sleeves together around her hips. Dried blood stained her undershirt. Her wrists and feet were manacled with carbon fiber tether secured to the floor. The room was spartan, even for its intended purpose. The only furnishings were two metal chairs just beyond Katerina’s shackled reach.

      When Andrea and Vincenzo came into the room, Katerina’s voice sounded so calm it was almost eerie. “Privet, dorogaya. And ciao to you as well, Vincenzo. You’re looking as sharp as ever.”

      Andrea sat down across from her. Vincenzo took the remaining chair and placed it a few feet behind him, opting to stand instead.

      “Katerina Capanelli, this is a formal interview conducted as part of an ongoing matter on behalf of Sol Federation Intelligence. Your responses to any questioning may be used in legal proceedings against you. Failure to answer may indefinitely prolong detention. Failure to provide factual responses may be considered an act of treason. Do you understand these terms?”

      Katerina laughed. “Of course I understand. I taught you.”

      Andrea wasn’t giving her anything. “Let the record show the subject understands the implications of formal interrogation.”

      Katerina didn’t seem at all thrown by her formal tone.

      “Maximization techniques don’t work on subjects with knowledge of organizational processes. It’s much better to use minimization for a case like this.” Katerina’s hands were steepled in front of her. “Make a deal. Convince me you’re my friend.”

      “The subject’s purpose is to answer questions, nothing else.”

      Katerina shook her head and sighed a little. “I’m not sure why you’re so determined to control the interaction. I’ve told you so many times, an interrogation is a dialogue—”

      “Who is he?” asked Andrea.

      I didn’t know who Andrea was referring to, but Katerina obviously did. There was a long silence, and when Katerina finally spoke her voice sounded much more careful, her words more deliberate. “That question has many answers, but none of them matter.”

      “When you start getting cryptic, I know I’m on the right vector.”

      “No, not in the slightest. You’re still asking the wrong questions.”

      “What should I be asking?”

      Raven glanced at me nervously when Andrea said that. It was a dangerous move, letting Katerina change the direction of the conversation.

      Katerina replied, “You should be asking why.”

      “Why what? Why did you disappear?” asked Andrea coldly. “Why did you assassinate Julian Huxley? Why did you kill two Arbiters and cripple a Section 9 agent?”

      “I didn’t cripple him, he crippled himself. I would have let him go, but he chose to—”

      “You’re dodging the question.”

      “That wasn’t one question, it was three. And all of them are beside the point. Think, Andrea. What is the real question? The essential question?”

      “This isn’t a class, and you have nothing to teach me. I graduated from your school a long time ago.”

      “Learning is a lifelong process. There is no graduation.”

      “You’re still not answering.”

      “Disappointing.” Katerina leaned to one side, propped up a leg, and rested her chin on her knee. “I disappeared because it was necessary. I destroyed Julian Huxley because that was likewise necessary. I had my androids delay your attack on the Havisham because that too was necessary. The question you should be asking is why were all of these things necessary.”

      “You’re suggesting that your actions were somehow justified?”

      Katerina shrugged. “Justification is a vague concept. It’s ethically weak. What’s the standard you’re applying?”

      “The same standard I always have. That you used to. The good of the human race. Or have you forgotten?”

      “Yes, exactly. The good of the human race. We’re finally getting somewhere.”

      It seemed to me that Katerina was trying to waste time, but I couldn’t guess her reason for doing it. What good was buying herself a few minutes when Section 9 could hold her indefinitely?

      “How can abandoning Section 9 and protecting those people possibly be for the good of the human race?”

      “Abandoning…” mused Katerina. “What was it like for you that day? When you finally realized I wasn’t coming back, what went through your mind?”

      “That’s not what we’re talking about. You deserted your post.”

      “I moved on from one position to another, yes. When you’re looking at the big picture, to do what’s best for humanity at the grandest scale, a certain amount of flexibility is necessary.”

      “Flexibility. That’s a hell of a way to say treason.”

      Katerina shrugged.

      Andrea took a deep breath and shook her head a little. “Why did you leave?”

      “Why are you so concerned with my motives,” replied Katerina.

      “I’m not concerned with you at all.” She circled back around to her first question. “Who is he?”

      Katerina laughed. “This is unfair of me. I’m making it difficult for you to do your job, and it must be incredibly frustrating for you. I don’t imagine this is usually how you conduct your interviews with—”

      “You know what it means to be interrogated by Section 9.” Andrea’s voice was cold, but the anger below the surface felt like it could burst out at any moment. “We can hold you without trial for the rest of your life. No one will know where you’ve gone. If you refuse food or appear suicidal, we have the authority to implant a somatic lock. Then you’ll be a prisoner in your own body, until you age beyond what even life support can sustain.”

      “Or I could just be killed.” Katerina seemed unfazed. “Section 9 is above the law, and I don’t think you’ll want me whispering secrets to a cellmate or screaming them out in the common room of wherever you decide to hide me. No, you don’t have much choice when it comes right down to it. You’ll have to kill me eventually.”

      I couldn’t tell what game she was playing, but it almost seemed intentionally cruel. It was like she wanted Andrea to have to face the contradiction, to own up to what Section 9 really did. If it was getting to Andrea, though, she didn’t show it. Instead, she just circled back around again. “Who is he?”

      “I can see it in your eyes. You feel lost.”

      Andrea blinked. “What?”

      “You heard me.” Katerina sat up straight and crossed her legs.

      “You’re dodging the question again.”

      “It’s so irrelevant it barely warrants my acknowledgement. You want to know who he is, but that simply does. Not. Matter. The real question is why, and you don’t seem willing to face that. It’s curious, and I suspect the only reason is because of the unresolved matter between us.”

      “There is nothing between us.”

      “You’re still a terrible liar. The corners of your eyes give it away. I taught you to serve without hesitation, without question, but I see now that I failed to teach you the most essential corollary: the only constant in this world is change. I wonder if you now feel lost, having discovered your mother is fighting against what you were taught to obey. What you’ve sacrificed so much for. What you were never prepared to one day fight.”

      There was a pause. Andrea stared at her mother in silence. Veraldi sent a dataspike message.

      Tycho and Raven, stay alert. Katerina is up to something.

      I think she’s just buying time, I replied.

      But why? Raven added.

      I don’t know. Vincenzo shifted uncomfortably. Just be ready.

      Andrea finally spoke. “People change, usually for the worse in my experience.” I was surprised to hear something so cynical from Andrea’s mouth.

      Katerina suddenly dropped the arrogance and lowered her head. With one hand covering her eyes, she spoke quietly. “Oh, Andrea. Is that really it? That binary thinking, that naïve cynicism?”

      Andrea, for her part, seemed to have given up on the interrogation. This was an outright argument with family. “You taught me values then turned your back on those same principles. You taught me service, and then you wouldn’t serve.”

      “I could accept that from a teenage girl. The reductionist viewpoint, the obtuse sense of right and wrong. You’re not a child anymore. I’d expect you to be better than that.”

      “I learned from the best. You only have yourself to blame.”

      “I suppose that’s true. Maybe that’s why you caught me. Maybe that’s why I let you bring me here.”

      Andrea’s face turned red. “You didn’t let me do anything. You tore my arm—”

      Katerina waved that detail away. “Regardless of how it happened. Maybe you need another lesson.”

      “The only thing I need from you is information. Who is he?”

      “So you’re really not interested in knowing why—”

      “No. I’m not,” said Andrea. “I don’t know what happened to you, and I don’t care. All I want is to do my job. Give me his name.”

      Katerina’s sudden change of tone had confused me at first, but I was beginning to think it was just another game. Another time-wasting maneuver designed to lead the interrogation off-track. Andrea wasn’t doing especially well, but at least she kept returning to her original question. At least she kept refusing to play whatever game Katerina was trying to play.

      Katerina sighed and slumped a little. “For years, I imagined explaining it to you, but reality is often disappointing, I suppose.”

      “Explain what? Your actions put billions at risk.”

      Based on Katerina’s body language, that was exactly the response she’d been hoping to get. “How is that, dear?”

      “You’re supporting a cabal of deathless immortals manipulating the entire system to unknown ends.”

      This response surprised me, because Andrea had always portrayed herself as a skeptic when it came to Huxley’s story. Either she had known more than she was letting on all along, or she had discovered something along the way.

      “And how exactly does that put anyone at risk?”

      I was equally startled by Katerina’s failure to deny the accusation. There was undoubtedly just as much unsaid as spoken aloud between them.

      The question seemed to stump Andrea. All she could do was to fall back on platitudes.

      “Immortality removes the one equalizing force in the universe. No one can have that kind of power.”

      “Is that so?” asked Katerina. “Mortals are immortals, immortals are mortals. One lives the others' death and dies the others' life.”

      “Heraclitus was full of shit. What are you trying to say?”

      “Yes, too obscure for you, too abstract. I’ll say it more plainly. Do you honestly believe you can understand the motives of a mind freed from the baneful corpse to which it was tethered?”

      “I don’t believe you understand the situation. I’m asking the questions. Who—”

      “How many people died in Hellas last year? Sloppy work there, Andrea.”

      She stopped short with a stunned look on her face. How did Katerina know that had been our job in the first place?

      “There’s no informant,” said Katerina smoothly. “Ares Terrestrial was involved, so the sudden explosion of chaos in the colony could only be the work of Section 9. Tower 7 was your doing as well, wasn’t it?”

      “That was August Marcenn. You already knew that.”

      “But you were there, weren’t you? What was the official death toll? My memory is a bit hazy…”

      Andrea’s voice was so quiet I could barely hear it. “Half of all the blood Section 9 has ever shed has been on your hands.”

      “That’s probably true. I’ve never taken pleasure in it, either.”

      Katerina was not an easy person to read under the best of circumstances, but I was starting to get a sense of who she was. She saw herself as an elite, better qualified to make the important decisions than the majority of other people. At the same time, she saw herself as a woman of principle, blind to her own sadism. The cruelty behind her smile was the real Katerina, even if she didn’t know that about herself.

      Andrea sat up, trying to rally against Katerina’s attacks. “You weren’t on Venus with us. You weren’t on Mars either. You don’t know what happened in either case, and you don’t know why. This is nothing more than another game of yours.”

      “How do you think I’ve always taught you?”

      “You can tell yourself you’re trying to teach me something, but we both know that’s a lie. You’re deep in it and grasping at anything to save yourself.”

      “I could say the same about you. You lost one in Hellas, didn’t you? The tall one. What was his name?”

      Andrea just stared at her with her teeth clenched and her eyes blazing. I sent a dataspike message to Veraldi.

      Shouldn’t you intervene?

      He glanced up at me and shook his head just slightly.

      We have to let them play it out.

      Then Andrea laughed. The atmosphere was so tense in that room that the sound almost made me jump.

      “You’re so full of it even you can’t tell when you’re being insincere.”

      Katerina, for once, did not reply.

      Andrea pushed her chair back, as if creating distance between herself and her mother. “You’re stalling for time. All you’ve done since I came in here is to try to talk circles around me and get under my skin, but it doesn’t really have anything to do with me, does it?”

      “Maybe you’re not as naive as I thought,” replied Katerina.

      Andrea sent us all a message.

      Someone’s coming for her. Thomas, check the perimeter. Everyone else, arm up.

      “This interview was a waste of time for me.” She looked over at Katerina like she was seeing her for the first time. “But for you, it was just another fight. Another chance for you to use those strategies and techniques you put so much effort into developing. When I come back, I’ll return the favor.”

      “What makes you think that will ever happen?” asked Katerina. “I gave you an opportunity to learn just as I did. A chance to understand why I’ve done what I’ve done. My ulterior motives don’t matter. I’m always doing more than one thing at a time. It’s a skill you’ll need to develop if you want to survive.”

      The door to the interrogation room opened and Thomas walked in. “I couldn’t reply to your message. Communications are under attack as we speak. We need to initiate lockdown.”

      Raven called out to him. “What’s going on?”

      He looked up in our direction. “A coordinated attack on our network. Messaging has gone down for the moment, but I’ll have that resolved shortly. It coincides with the arrival of four unregistered vehicles in the secure car park.”

      Andrea stood up immediately.

      “So they’re coming for her?” Veraldi asked.

      Thomas shook his head. “I doubt it. My guess is that her masters want to retrieve the Warwick node. The technology is beyond priceless.”

      “Hello, Thomas.” Katerina’s voice was as smooth as ever. “It’s been a long time.”

      He ignored her and turned to Andrea. “We must not lose that node.”

      “Agreed,” replied Andrea. “But we can’t let them take her either. If we break her, we can break the case. Get the building locked down and all defense systems active,” Andrea ordered.

      Thomas left the room, followed almost immediately by Vincenzo Veraldi. With one hand on the door, Andrea stopped and turned back to Katerina. “The source from which things derive their being is also that to which they return for their destruction.”

      “That’s apropos,” her mother replied, “but I’ve always found Anaximander a bit sophistic.” There was no stopping Katerina Capanelli from getting the last word.
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      The armory was a tight space with all five of us packed in and rushing to gear up. Andrea made her intent clear as she sealed her thermoptic camouflage. “They’re not leaving here with anything—not the Warwick node, not the prisoner, not their lives. This doesn’t end until we kill everyone.”

      “How many attackers can there really be?” asked Raven. “With four vehicles, I’m thinking sixteen to twenty at most.”

      “That seems likely,” Veraldi answered, “but we don’t know who or what they are yet. They could be Augmen, or androids.”

      “We have our own androids as well,” Andrew said as he slipped a fifth magazine into the webbing of his tactical vest. He clearly expected a long fight.

      “I’m not so sure about that,” said Andrea. “Thomas mentioned an attack on our network. He wouldn’t have brought it up if it was something trivial.”

      I didn’t like the implication. “Could someone have hacked our androids?”

      Andrea nodded. “Assume every proxy is hostile until proven otherwise. Is everyone ready? Move out.”

      She opened the door to a stream of gunfire. As suspected, there were in fact proxies waiting in ambush. Andrea pressed against the wall as she sidestepped back into the armory. I took a knee and aimed into the corridor, waiting for an android to walk into the frame of the doorway. The androids were likely thinking the same about us. We were trapped in a standoff before we’d even begun.

      Veraldi messaged Thomas. Our androids are compromised.

      Thomas replied immediately. Only some. Are you under attack?

      Yes, replied Andrea. They’re in front of the armory.

      I’ll send relief, stand by.

      “Did you see how many were out there?” I asked Andrea.

      “I’d say three or four, but they have the door covered.”

      “We don’t have the time to wait for backup,” Veraldi pointed out. “The attackers will breach our external defenses and overrun the building if we don’t get to the perimeter soon.”

      “I’ve got it.” Raven sidled up to the door, fired two shots, and then ducked back in as the androids responded with gunfire. “Two down, two remaining.”

      We heard another burst of shots, then received a message from Thomas.

      The hallway is clear. The proxies you see are fully functioning.

      Andrea cloaked. When she reappeared, she was standing outside of the armory, gesturing for the rest of us to join her. When I stepped out in the hallway, I saw three of our proxies standing silently next to four dead androids.

      Andrea sent out another message. I need an update, Thomas.

      A fraction of our security proxies were compromised by the electronic attack. I’ve forced all proxies into network isolation to stop it.

      So we can’t control them?

      They’ll respond to commands delivered in person. That’s part of their core programming. But no, we can’t exercise any remote operational control over them.

      Our proxies were staring at us. Raven eyed one cautiously. “I don’t know, Chief. This could get very confusing, very quickly.”

      Andrea started walking. “Shake it off. We need the tactical support. We can’t assume anything, so approach any proxy as potentially hostile until you have evidence that it isn’t.”

      “This is going to make response coordination difficult,” Veraldi commented.

      “You’re absolutely right,” Andrea replied. “We have no way of knowing in advance if an android is friend or foe, and we can’t communicate with them beyond line of sight. We’ll have to consider the whole facility as the battleground.”

      That was such a sobering thought that no one even replied. The loyal proxies fanned out around us like trained guards, but I don’t think any of us felt entirely comfortable to have them. Disconnected from the network, they were no longer vulnerable to malicious logic injection, but it was still difficult to ignore that only a few bytes of programming separated them from the proxies that had ambushed us.

      Not for the first time, it occurred to me that our reliance on android proxies was a weakness—not just for Section 9, but our whole society. A facility staffed with human beings would have been much easier to defend, and would have required a much larger force to successfully assault. With proxies, we were already overrun before the enemy even breached the facility.

      We passed the elevators, but Andrea didn’t break stride. “It’s not worth the risk,” she said, answering the unspoken question. “They could be hacked or boobytrapped. We’ll circle around to the stairs.”

      I fully expected the stairs to be held by enemy-controlled proxies, but there was nothing and no one. If the roles were reversed and I was the one attacking, the first thing I’d do was deploy proxies to stop movement between levels. Thomas’s response to cut the androids from the network was likely why such an obvious choke point was left open. It cost us the ability to coordinate our response, but it denied the enemy the same advantage.

      Andrea messaged Thomas. Any hostiles on level 4 near the south staircase?

      No, but there is a small group at the elevators. Be advised, attacking forces have now penetrated the facility at both entrances.

      Understood.

      Raven and I took position by the door and waited for Andrea to cloak. Andrew and Vincenzo each kept their attention on the stairs leading further up and down. Andrea faded out of sight, and moments later the door swung open onto a quiet hallway. I stepped through and went left, while Raven went right, both of us ready to fire at the first sign of trouble. Seconds passed, and there was no movement other than our own shadows, no sound beyond the low rumble of the environment control. The corridor was clear for the moment, just as Thomas had said.

      Andrea decloaked. “Vincenzo, Raven, I want you to secure the east side. Tycho and I will take the west. Andrew, rendezvous with Thomas and secure the lab. Your priority is defense. Everyone else is on offense. If it isn’t Section 9, destroy it.”

      Andrea turned to the loyal proxies. “Force protection condition gamma.”

      The androids obeyed, moving out to defend our facility with thoughtless obedience. Vincenzo, Andrew, and Raven formed up and headed off toward the east wing, and I followed Andrea as we headed west.

      She didn’t say anything at first, not that I expected her to. We were fighting for our lives, after all. When we reached the vault door demarcating the west wing tunnels, she turned and grinned at me. “It looks like you’ve got a handle on your prosthetics.”

      “Thanks, chief. It feels like I still have a long way to go, but I almost forget about them sometimes. Like they’re a part of me.”

      She slid her finger across the door’s lockpad—circle, triangle, square, circle. “They are a part of you,” she said. “The hardest challenge of living with augments isn’t the meds or the regular surgical maintenance, it’s understanding that the technology and your body are one and the same. They’re just a container for your mind, the real you.”

      The vault door’s locks disengaged. “I think I understand,” I said.

      Andrea nodded then cloaked, and I pulled the door open. She decloaked a few paces beyond the door and signaled me to follow, her attention and weapon trained on the corridor ahead the whole time. I stepped through the doorway and tapped on her shoulder. She then walked forward at a measured pace and I followed, turning to walk backward every few seconds to check for movement behind us.

      Ten meters down the hallway, we encountered a lone proxy. It’s back was to us and it seemed to be standing idle, but it was doing so over a body—a technician, judging from the uniform. Andrea gestured for me to hold my position. I took aim, expecting her to engage from where she stood, ready to provide overlapping fire. Instead, she cloaked.

      The android’s chest burst open moments later and its feet dangled as it was lifted from the ground. Andrea shimmered into view with her arm plunged through the proxy’s body to the elbow. Her hand was wrapped around its graphene spine, detached synthetic muscle dangling from the broken vertebrae. She placed her free hand on the android’s shoulder and wretched her arm back. Its head twisted free as the body fell to the floor, dangling from the broken spine in Andrea’s hand.

      I approached the technician’s body. “Looks like they were ordered to kill everyone they could.”

      “I wouldn’t expect any of Section 9’s enemies to have discretion. Would you?”

      I caught the oblique reference to Tower 7. “Do you think we rely on these things too much?” I asked her.

      “They’re just tools,” she replied. She raised the android’s head and looked into its lightless eyes. “A human is what caused this. Once this is over, she’ll answer for it.”

      We soon came upon another group of three proxies close to the west elevators. I looked to Andrea for how we’d handle them. Her silent approach was all well and good for a single android, but I couldn’t see leaving guns out of play when outnumbered.

      The androids perked up and moved as a group around a blind corner. We heard a burst of gunshots a moment later. Andrea leveled her weapon and pressed against the adjacent wall. She gestured for me to take a position on the opposite side.

      I settled against the right wall and cautiously moved up toward the corner. Something moved up ahead, and I crouched instinctively. Gunfire scored the black metal above my head, and Andrea returned fire. For brief moments—when stepping too hard or bumping against the wall—I could see our attackers. A faint ripple trailed in the air with their movements as they sought cover behind the corner.

      “Active camo!” I called out, falling back the way we’d come.

      “We need to—grenade!”

      She threw herself back down the corridor as a fist-sized white cube struck the right wall and clung. I was already flattening myself against the floor before the thought had occurred to me to do so. Years of training expressed in a single, lifesaving action.

      The Arbiter Academy referred to it as Maximal Life Affirmation—the greatest survivability possible in a shitty situation. At a good distance from the grenade, with a minimized cross-section, we’d have a 99% chance of escaping without injury if we did everything we were trained to do.

      Open your mouth to prevent burst eardrums, exhale as much as possible to keep your lungs in place when the pressure wave hits. Keep your eyes shut tight.

      The adhesive grenade exploded in a bright green flash, and my world became all heat and light. If I’d had a bit more time to act, I would have turned and flattened out with my feet toward the explosive instead of my head. Still, I was alive, and grenades usually traveled in pairs. I needed to get up and counterattack.

      In the moments after the blast, everything in my left eye was a white negative of the hallway, swimming with shadows and fireflies. I tasted sulfur on my tongue, and my lungs burned.

      I tried to blink my vision clear as I stood and slotted my weapon. I could see clearly through my right eye, so I closed my left and trusted the augment as I pressed forward. The corner at the end of the hall seemed clear, but that only meant our attackers were either taking cover or weren’t bumping into anything hard enough to disrupt their thermoptic fields. For all I knew, someone could be standing out in the open with a gun to my head.

      I fired short bursts blindly into the area, deciding that at best I’d kill someone and at worst I’d keep them pinned behind cover. Counting my shots as I sidled backward, I knew I’d need to reload soon. Andrea would have to keep up the suppressing fire soon.

      “Andrea,” I called out, afraid to take my eye off the corner. “Are you hurt?”

      No answer. The silence stretched into seconds and finally, I turned to where I’d seen her last. She was gone.

      I didn’t think she’d leave me to handle this on my own, but for her to cloak when I couldn’t was essentially turning me into bait. I pressed against the left wall and reloaded, hoping Andrea had some plan I couldn’t see.

      The fire suppression system activated as I racked my weapon. I wasn’t sure what had triggered it. Water poured down from the ceiling, and in that rain I saw a figure. A negative space where the water wasn’t, in the shape of a man. The shape made a quick movement then retreated behind the corner. A white cube shimmered into view and arced through the air. Another grenade, I realized, thrown directly at me.

      Maximal Life Affirmation for a situation like that would be to catch it and throw it back. A good idea for most explosives, but not for those white cubes. The white cubes were adhesive grenades, a weapon peculiar to Jovian military. Trying to catch a grenade like that would only result in an explosive bonded to my hand. I couldn’t cover more than fifteen feet in the time it would take for the fuse to burn out, so running wasn’t any better an option. Both fight and flight, in this case, led to the same ends.

      My solution was sacrifice. I swatted the grenade with my weapon, and the grenade clung to it as it was designed to do. I cocked back and tossed the rifle as hard as I could down the corridor, then I turned and flattened out on the floor once more. I felt the blast a second later, an instantaneous, all-over pressure like floating a hundred meters below the ocean. Then I felt the heat, searing and angry across my face. I rolled onto my back in the ensuing lull and, in the first moments after, felt a strange calm as the cool water from the fire suppression system rained on me.

      I’d been lucky enough to survive twice and knew there would not be a third time. I took a deep breath, rolled over my shoulders onto my feet, and sprinted as fast as my augments could take me to the corner at the end of the hall. If any of the attackers survived the explosion, my only prospect for survival was to overwhelm them before they could recover. I drew my sidearm and thumbed off the safety.

      I came around the corner and found two bodies on the floor. Both were torn apart from the waist up, but I could tell they had been very slender and tall people. They were wearing powered exoskeletons but didn’t seem to have any identifying patches or markings on their gray uniforms. The bodies were both so mangled that I didn’t notice at first how odd their positions were. I didn’t consider how strange it was that both were seated, nearly upright, on the floor. I didn’t see, until he was ready to fire, the third figure cloaked on the floor behind the bodies, outlined in falling water.

      I dropped immediately, throwing my back flat onto the floor. I heard the unmistakable report of a railgun as rounds streaked over my head. I craned my neck and fired between my knees, grouping my shots as best I could around the blue muzzle arc from the weapon. The shooter flashed into view as two shots struck him in the chest. He was another slim, tall person in gray with an exoskeleton. He seemed hurt but certainly wasn’t dead.

      He kicked one of the corpses onto me. A slurry of gore and water sloshed across my face. I pushed the body off of me and saw the man frantically trying to replace the rails on his weapon. That was the trouble with railguns; the power and simplicity comes at a hardware cost. The rails break down structurally from prolonged use and have to be swapped in combat. Not a big deal as part of a unit performing a raid, but a liability when everyone else in your fire team is dead.

      I raised my pistol to fire and saw the slide was locked back.

      I cursed the situation, myself, and God, and ejected the empty magazine. The man in front of me aligned his new rails to the body of his weapon. I pulled a fresh magazine from my pocket and slammed it into the pistol. The man locked his rails into place. I racked my slide.

      He leveled his rifle, and I heard gunfire.

      Loud and close, the staccato pops of black powder instead of the drawn-out crystalline ring of a railgun. The man shimmered into view as his head split open, a bloody flower blossoming in spring rain. I turned to my left to see a lithe form silently approaching, outlined in falling water.

      “Where were you,” I asked.

      Andrea rippled into view as she replied. “Who do you think triggered the fire suppression?” She seemed entirely unbothered. She walked over to the man she’d shot and went through his pockets.

      “A heads up would have been nice,” I said.

      She stopped and turned back to me. “You are saying this to me?”

      Fair enough. I took a knee and kept watch. “I think these are Jovian Alliance special forces. The adhesive grenades could have been black market, but the railguns are too expensive to be practical for anything but military forces.”

      “I think you’re right. They aren’t carrying heavy field gear, but they’re wearing exoskeletons. I think it’s to compensate for gravity. They definitely aren’t Terrans.”

      “I’m wondering how a Jovian military unit is involved in all of this.”

      “We’ll figure that out after they’re all dead.” Andrea stood and pulled her matted hair back from her face. “

      We’re making good progress with that,” I said. “Between these three, that’s maybe a tenth of them down.”

      I walked over and took the dead man’s railgun, and I was disappointed to find that he didn’t have more replacement rails.

      Andrea gave me a questioning look. “Where’s your rifle?”

      “It blew up.”

      The magazine was still half-full, and the rails were fresh. It could fail before long and I’d be back to relying on my sidearm, but stopping power was more important. I didn’t want to chance another Jovian surviving a hit long enough to shoot back.

      A message came in from Vincenzo Veraldi. Raven and I are pinned down. We need support.

      Andrea replied. Can you hold your position until we get there?

      Affirmative. We can’t advance, but we can hold this position.

      We’ll make our way to you, she told him.

      “Okay, Tycho. We need to help them, but we have to get Dr. Markov first.”

      I had no idea whether there were any personal feelings involved in that decision or not.  “So, we make our way to medical?”

      “You and I are the only patients here, so I doubt she’ll be there. We’ll head to her room.”

      “On you, chief,” I replied.

      We crossed the level, heading for the west stairwell. Andrea cloaked as we reached the door, and I took up a firing position a few steps behind her. I watched the impression of her figure in the falling water as she put a hand to the door and leaned to push, but then she paused and cocked her head. She reappeared, stepped back a few paces, and raised her weapon.

      Three seconds later, the door swung open and a Jovian stepped through. Andrea fired while he was still framed by the doorway. Her shots cut through his neck, and he fell forward onto the floor. Behind him, I saw three more.

      The right thing to do when entering a door is to always push forward. Regardless of what happens in those first moments after entry, the best course of action is to get clear of the doorway as quickly as possible. Even under fire, even if the first person goes down, maximal life affirmation is always to get out of that space. To get out of the fatal funnel.

      The three Jovians I saw did the wrong thing.

      As the first through the door fell, the next in line pulled back and leveled a weapon at Andrea. They’d failed to control the space, failed to exert pressure, and failed to observe all potential threats. They were hyper-focused on what was in front of them and oblivious to everything else. My window of opportunity was less than a second, but it felt like I had all the time in the world. I aimed down my railgun’s sights, exhaled, and fired.

      There was an audible snap of electricity. Blue lightning arced from the muzzle of the rifle, and through the weapon’s sight I watched the Jovian’s helmet and skull shatter like obsidian under the burst of hypervelocity slugs. Andrea overlapped my volley. Fireflies of red embers danced on the dying body as her gunfire raked across its chest.

      The two Jovians further back in the stairwell pressed against the walls for cover. The stairwell door swung back and came to rest widely ajar, propped open by the bodies on the floor. One of the Jovians blindly threw an adhesive grenade into the hall. It clung six feet up the far wall, a perfect throw to maximize lethality, but Andrea and I had anticipated their next move.

      They had thought to gain higher ground to escape the blast then use the doorway to the same advantage we had. They hadn’t considered that going quickly up a flight of stairs meant turning your back to an enemy, nor did they seem to realize that enemy was augmented humans. Andrea and I were halfway up the stairs when the grenade exploded. She pounced on the Jovian to the left while I gunned down the one to the right.

      Silhouetted by green fire, Andrea looked like some chthonic demon from a forgotten time as she ravaged the man. She clawed and tore at any purchase her fingers could find, ripping him apart with her not inconsiderable strength. Just as she’d done with the android.

      She whipped the blood and viscera from her skeletal left hand as she peered up the stairwell. “Looks like we’re clear to the next level, but stay sharp.”

      I stepped around the broken dead as I followed Andrea.
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      The fire suppression stopped halfway to the personnel quarters. I hadn’t noticed how loud the falling water had been, but every slosh of our boots in the ankle-deep water echoed in the still corridors. I’d expected to run into more Jovians alerted by the explosions and gunfire, but our path was eerily clear. Whether that meant we were lucky or walking into a trap was still an open question when we reached Samara’s room.

      Andrea listened at the door for a minute, then cloaked and tried the lock. To both our surprise, the door opened. I waited a few seconds and then stepped over to the doorway. I leaned left and right to get a view inside but saw nothing out of the ordinary. The lights were on, but aside from some waterlogged bedding and personal effects, the room was undisturbed.

      Andrea decloaked, already on her way back out of the room. “It looks like we’re going to medical after all.”

      “What if she isn’t there either?”

      “Do you have a better plan?”

      The answer was so obvious, I hesitated before answering. “You could call her.”

      Andrea brushed her hair out of her eyes. “She’s not in my contacts.”

      I didn’t know quite what to do with that, so I let it be. We wound back the way we’d come and made our way down three levels. The only trouble we encountered was a pair of hacked proxies just outside the antechamber leading to medical. Since my railgun was essentially a soundless weapon, Andrea signaled for me to shoot them at range. I still had doubts about my ability to shoot at an appreciable distance, but I managed to destroy both androids with only three bursts of fire.

      The door was locked, which I took to be a good sign, though it seemed to rouse Andrea’s suspicions. She motioned for me to take position off to the side and cloaked. She opened the door onto an empty antechamber. Shallow, standing water filled the room just as it had the halls leading here, but in that water were bits of medical supplies—bandages, swabs, graft lattice—and bullet casings.

      Andrea shimmered into view and signaled for a sweep. I entered the antechamber with my weapon raised, stepping as quietly as I could through the water. The lights were off beyond the glass doors on the other end. It didn’t look like anyone was in there, but someone could be crouched behind any of the beds or privacy curtains.

      Andrea opened the door to the main room slowly. The backlight from the hallway made our shadows dance across the room beyond. She entered first and went to the left, quickly moving to cover the space and get clear of the doorway. I followed suit and went right, almost immediately stepping on an android collapsed on the floor.

      I glanced at it long enough to decide it wasn’t a threat and continued into the room. The darkness made everything melt into everything else and all I could really see were black masses shifting in gray. I closed my left eye, hoping my augmented right could do better. After one second, the room seemed to brighten with violet light. After three seconds, it was as if I were standing under the open sky at midday.

      Andrea called out, “Samara, are you in here?”

      There was a movement then, and we heard a response. “Yes, I’m here.” Samara stood up from behind a bed at the back of the room. She looked unharmed, but her shirt collar was stretched and slightly torn.

      Andrea approached her. “You need to come with us.”

      I noticed another downed proxy next to the bed. “What happened here, Dr. Markov?”

      “I was hoping you could explain that. The security androids attacked me.”

      I looked back to the proxy by the door. “Was anyone else here?”

      “No, it was just me. I was synthesizing Yulia’s pleximesh when—”

      Andrea interrupted. “We can save the war stories for after the war. Let’s move.” She readied her weapon and walked back to the door. She cloaked as she crossed the antechamber.

      I stepped closer to Samara and motioned her forward. “The facility is under attack,” I said. “We’re going to get you somewhere safe.”

      Samara nodded, and together we walked out into the antechamber. Andrea decloaked in the hall outside. “It looks like we’re clear. Come on.” Andrea took the lead, with Dr. Markov behind her and me in the rear.

      Now that we had her mother, Andrea was moving with a bit more caution. When we reached the west stairwell, Andrea didn’t cloak. She stood to the side and motioned for me to open the door. I pulled it open quickly, and she rushed into the stairwell. Seconds later, she quietly called back, “Clear.”

      Samara and I entered the stairwell. Andrea spoke while scanning the stairs leading up. “We’ll take Dr. Markov to holding. After that we head east to help Vincenzo and Raven.”

      She started down the steps to the lower level, pausing at the landing for a few moments and holding up a hand to signal “stop.” She stood still and stared ahead, then waved us forward again. As we passed the bodies of the Jovians, Samara remarked, “those wounds don’t look like gunshots.”

      “They aren’t,” I whispered.

      As we moved through the hallway, we came upon the aftermath of a sizable engagement. Broken android proxies were scattered across the floor. As far as I could tell, the fight had been entirely between two squads of proxies, with no humans involved. I couldn’t tell who had won.

      “There may be survivors. Watch your step,” said Andrea.

      The idea of a battle between squads of androids seemed oddly melancholy. No one had seen them fight, and no one even knew what they were trying to accomplish. They’d just met and wiped each other out on sight. The scenario was so absurdly pointless.

      We continued, winding through the corridors leading back to the east wing, and received a message from Andrew just as we reached the blind corner where we’d first encountered the Jovian forces.

      The enemy has entered the laboratory. Requesting immediate assistance.

      Andrea threw her hands up. “We can’t ignore that.”

      “Change of orders?” I asked.

      “Yes. Get Samara down to holding, then make your way over to the east side and support Veraldi and Sommer. I’ll head to the lab to help Jones and Young.”

      “Understood. Come with me, Dr. Markov.”

      “Yulia…” Samara started to say something, but Andrea was already cloaked and running down the corridor.

      The doctor sighed. “I really wish she wouldn’t do that.”

      “Run off without saying goodbye? She does that all the time.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      I nodded. “Let’s keep moving.”

      “Yes, of course,” she answered. “Lead the way.”

      As we came to the west wing door, I saw a group of five proxies standing guard. I couldn’t remember if Andrea and I had sealed the door behind us. If we hadn’t, that was a tactical error I was now going to have to pay for, assuming these proxies were hostile.

      I put my hand on Samara’s shoulder and pulled her down as I took a knee. I spoke softly and explained. “There’s a group of androids ahead, and I don’t know if they’re friendly. There’s no cover in this hallway, so I want you to go back around the bend. If they start shooting, get as flat on the floor as you can and wait for me to come get you.”

      “Do you have another gun,” she asked.

      She’d said it with confidence. There was no fear in her voice. It was the casual, honest inquiry of someone familiar with weapons and violence. I drew my sidearm and offered it to her. “Have you used a handgun before?”

      She took it by the grip, index finger resting on the trigger guard. She pointed it to the floor and pulled the slide back halfway, enough to see that I’d left a round chambered. “In my younger days, my work often came with an element of danger.”

      I was somewhat impressed and felt a little foolish for assuming otherwise. Of course a black market prosthetics surgeon knew how to use a weapon.

      “Stay low and move slow,” I said, and turned my attention back to the group of proxies. They were spread out for the most part, making it difficult to target them all from the same vantage point. If I moved further from the wall and shot from the center of the corridor, I’d have a better line of fire. The opposite would be true as well, though, and they’d have an easy time gunning me down. Assuming they didn’t notice me move into position in the first place.

      No, I’d have to make it work from where I was. I’d shoot the two on the left of the door, wait for the third and fourth to move to return fire and take them down, then reposition and fire on the fifth.

      I aligned my sights on the left-most android, exhaled, and fired. The burst of slugs ripped through the proxy’s chest and threw it against the vault door. It spun and collapsed on the floor as the android next to it raised its weapon and walked into the hall, searching for the source of the gunfire. I swiveled my aim and fired again. My rounds cut through the android’s head, and its body stumbled three paces before also collapsing to the floor.

      I wasn’t sure how effective the proxies would be in offline combat. They couldn’t share experience data, but with two rounds of gunfire it wouldn’t be too difficult for the remaining proxies to guess where I was. Still, I kept to my plan and waited for the other androids to show themselves.

      A third proxy came into view, weapon raised. I fired even as I started moving, running toward the other side of the hall. I dove prone near the wall and took aim again. I squeezed the trigger, but the railgun only buzzed. That’s when I noticed the android had been hit but wasn’t returning fire despite being able to do so.

      A synthesized voice called out, “Aimicide warning.”

      Aimicide warning, the alert issued under friendly fire. The proxy wasn’t hostile. I stood and identified myself. “Personnel Barrett, SFI-4143.”

      The android lowered its weapon. The other two walked into view, likewise relaxed. I doubled back down the corridor until I could see Samara and waved her over. Checking over my railgun without duress, I could now plainly see the rails were spent. A slug was contact-welded midway down the length. As Samara approached, I held out my hand. “I’ll need that pistol back.”

      She handed it over. “I’m almost disappointed I didn’t have to use it.”

      I laughed at the joke. “Holding is one level down. We can take the stairwell just past that door and we’ll be right there.” I threw the railgun down and walked up to the proxies with Samara.

      The proxy I’d hit but failed to kill didn’t seem too damaged. The slugs had gone through its waist, but it still seemed functional. If it had been hostile a few minutes ago, if it hadn’t recognized me as an authorized individual, it might have got me.

      “Current action report,” I ordered.

      “This unit is defending level 4 junction. This unit is 2 of a 3-unit fire team. This unit is status bravo.”

      “Engagement history.”

      “Contact three minutes prior. Resolution: aimicide warning. End of engagement history.”

      So the only combat these proxies had seen was against me. That meant the junction was probably clear and the enemy had only succeeded in reaching the lab. It made sense; if the goal was to recapture the Warwick node, there was no reason to spread their forces thin. That must have been why we’d run into such small fire teams. The goal was to split us up through misdirection.

      I gave the proxy new orders. “Go to the lab on level 2. Force protection condition delta.”

      The androids moved as one, forming up and heading for the stairwell. Samara and I had to jog to keep up. The proxies cleared the doorway into the stairs just as Andrea and I had done, only much faster. Their coordination even without network support was impressive. If they ever developed sentience, they’d be monsters on the battlefield. Was that what had bothered me so much about Huxley?

      I pushed the thought from my head and refocused on the task in front of me. As the proxies filed up the stairwell, I led Samara down. We moved faster than before, owing largely to the pressure I felt to support Raven and Vincenzo. The attackers may have prioritized the lab, but they had used explosives against me in an underground complex; they were clearly willing to go to extreme lengths even in a diversionary encounter.

      The halls were quiet when we reached holding. “These are prison cells, but you’ll be safer in there than anywhere else,” I said as I unlocked the door. “I don’t know how long it’ll be, but the enemy can’t keep this up.”

      “Prison cells? Are there prisoners?”

      “Just one, but she’s locked up. Don’t worry.”

      The maglock disengaged, and I pushed the door open. As I turned to hold the door for Samara, I caught a glimpse of a figure in motion. It had been pressed against the wall by the door and was now twisting through the air toward me. In an instant, my jaw clapped shut and bursts of light flooded my vision. Heat radiated from the side of my face and I came damn close to blacking out as I spun and the floor rose to meet me.

      I felt a weight pressed on the back of my neck. My arm was wrenched back, and I realized that someone was trying to get control of my gun. They were applying pressure and torque in all the right ways, but a prosthetic doesn’t have pressure points or nerve bundles to exploit. I kept a grip on my weapon and steadied my arm against their efforts. I flexed my wrist and fired three shots toward what I guessed would be their head.

      The weight on my neck fell away and my arm came free. I scrambled to my feet and watched Katerina Capanelli roll into a fighting stance. I raised my weapon and in the moment of pause before it all went to hell, I sent Andrea a message.

      Katerina free

      To tell the truth, I’m not really sure that’s how the message read on Andrea’s end. Dataspike messaging depends on subvocalization, not the most reliable or efficient way to send a message. I’d been getting better and better at it, but with the near-concussion I’d just experienced, there was every possibility that the message Andrea received was nothing but gibberish.

      I could almost see the calculation in Katerina’s eyes. She had a choice: fight or flight. She could run through the open door, maybe find support from the Jovians, and escape the building, or she could attack me, take my weapon, and finish what she’d started over Europa. Would she be fast enough to do either with my gun in play? Her eyes darted to the door, then back to me.

      She smiled and said, “who’s your friend, Tycho?” Then she ducked and took the first step toward the door.

      I realized what she was thinking. Katerina knew her value to Section 9. She was going to use Samara as a hostage, and was counting on my hesitation to use lethal force. I thought about how arrogant that was as I fired. I didn’t immediately understand what happened next.

      I’d shot twice, leading her movement and expecting to hit somewhere in her chest. Instead, my shots were wide to the left and she had closed half the distance to me on the right. I adjusted and fired twice more, this time aiming for her head, but the shots went over high as she slipped low and clipped my knee with a sweep of her legs.

      The attack would have left me crumpled in pain had she hit flesh and bone. As it was, the force staggered me and I stumble-stepped back to regain my footing. It may not have been the result Katerina had expected, but it was enough. She sprang up, grabbed my right arm with one hand, and stepped in with a barrage of uppercuts to my armpit.

      Electric pain surged down the length of my arm. My hand went slack, and the gun fell from my grip. She kicked the weapon away, pulled me down with her into a wide, deep stance, and used her hips to flip me over her shoulder onto the floor.

      She didn’t release her grip, instead wrapping one leg around my arm and locking it in place with the other. She pulled my wrist into her chest and arched her back to hyperextend my elbow. Compared to the feeling of those punches against my prosthetic interface, this was just a dull ache like winter on old bones.

      “You survived the crash,” she said. “I’m impressed.”

      I planted my feet on the floor and braced myself. I’d managed to lift 700 kilograms with my augments. A 60-kilo woman should be no problem regardless of the disadvantage in leverage. I drew a breath, twisted my shoulders, and curled my arm.

      Katerina came off of the floor as my arm swung around. I’d tried to drive her head-first into the metal, but she anticipated and countered by releasing her grip. She was flung toward the door instead and landed on her shoulder. She gracefully rolled onto the balls of her feet, and I followed her eyes as she took notice of my sidearm, less than eight feet away.

      I realized my error just as Katerina seized on it.

      She moved for the gun and I reacted, pushing off into a sprint as hard and as fast as I could. I knew I couldn’t get to it before she would, but I thought that if I could bowl into her, I could buy a chance to get it away from her. Katerina was only flesh and blood after all; I could do with my augments what Andrea had done.

      She was impossibly fast. I’d never seen anyone like her before or since. Katerina had my pistol in hand before my third step. I ducked my head and crossed my arms, tensing for the impact and entertaining the faint hope that the hit would knock her unconscious. I threw my weight forward, then nothing. The hit never came.

      I felt myself pulled from side to side as the room spun around me in a blur of shapes and color. Lights streaked across my vision until the view suddenly locked into place. I was sailing through the air, further into holding, as I watched a receding snapshot of Katerina, the open door, and Dr. Markov.

      I hit the floor hard on my back. I rode the momentum and slid onto my feet, ready to engage, but what I saw made me stop in my tracks. Katerina had Samara at gunpoint.

      “It’s over, boy,” Katerina said quietly. “You did well.”

      “This won’t end the way you think.”

      “I know your kind, Tycho Barrett. I’m sure this will go exactly how I imagine.” I watched in horror as Katerina pressed the gun into the nape of Samara’s neck and fired. Samara went limp, and Katerina threw her toward me.

      I rushed forward and caught her as Katerina disappeared into the corridor. Samara’s neck was scorched around the entry wound and bleeding freely. She was coughing frothing blood. I spotted the exit wound as I laid her on the floor on her side, blood soaking her clothes just beneath her ribcage. I ran through the checklist as I unclipped the first aid pack from my vest.

      Stop the bleeding with pressure and dressing. Keep the victim still in the recovery position. Apply nanite lattice and administer clotting agent if possible.

      I took a packet of lattice from the first aid kit and ripped it to size. I pressed it to her neck and wrapped gauze to keep it in place. I pulled my hands away to get the dermal injector to give her the clotting agent, but as soon as I did blood seeped out from beneath the dressing. I quickly pressed my hand against the wound.

      It was awkward and difficult to treat. The gauze wasn’t applying enough pressure alone.

      Think, Tycho.

      I pulled away and reached into the kit again, this time for the scissors. I cut into Samara’s shirt down the length of her sleeve to make a pair of long cloth strips. I looped the cloth around her neck and under her arm and then tied the ends together across her chest. It seemed to hold, so I loaded the dermal injector with the clotting agent. I pressed the injector to her shoulder and pushed the button with my thumb, and the nanites were delivered with an audible hiss.

      I took up the scissors again, this time cutting Samara’s shirt down her chest. I pulled the flaps of cloth away and searched for the exit wound. There was so much blood I couldn’t actually see it. I ran my fingers across her side and eventually found it. Her body tensed when I touched it, and she made a sound and spat bloody drool.

      “You’re okay, Samara,” I lied. “You’ll be okay.”

      The exit wound was small, barely the size of a fingernail. That meant the round had fractured inside of her and only a single piece had left her body. There was likely serious internal damage I couldn’t do anything about. She needed immediate help, or she was going to die.

      I messaged Andrea.
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      Katerina escaped from holding, currently armed, whereabouts unknown. She shot Dr. Markov. I’ve done what I can, but she has internal bleeding and bullet fragmentation. I need medical assistance here ASAP.

      I paused for a few seconds, then sent another message.

      I’m sorry, Andrea.

      How had Katerina escaped the interrogation room? Could she have hacked it somehow without Thomas knowing? Or was Thomas too busy trying to stay alive to have even noticed? How was that even possible when she had no dataspike and there was no access terminal?

      There was every possibility she had already succeeded in getting out of the building. If that was the case, the special forces soldiers attacking our building had already achieved one of their probable objectives.

      I wanted to do something. I sat cradling Samara’s head, clearing her mouth when the blood choked her. She’d fallen unconscious, her breathing no longer panicked and ragged, but slow and, worryingly, shallow. I’d heard nothing from Raven or Vincenzo, and I thought of them lying on their backs in a growing pool of blood, staring up with vacant eyes at the ghostly off-worlders that killed them.

      At last, a message came in. Understood, Tycho. Pursue Katerina. Capture or kill.

      So there it was, I had my orders. Despite how little sense it made, my task was now to hunt down Katerina. I gently lowered Samara’s head, propping up the first aid kit as a kind of pillow for her. I stood and walked through the door into the corridor, entrusting Dr. Markov to whatever help Andrea might be able to arrange for her.

      The Jovian soldiers had entered the complex from two directions, the east and west elevators. If Katerina wanted to rendezvous with them, she’d pick one of those two entrances. Then again, doing so would mean she’d run into Section 9 or our android proxies long before her own allies. If she wanted to avoid that, was there any other way to get out of the building? The south elevator and stairwell didn’t have ground level access, but the north elevator—

      “Of course.”

      The Swan Rooms, our suite within the hotel itself. She could use the north stairwell to enter the Hotel du Lac through the Swan Rooms and then make her way down to the street from there.

      I took off running, ignoring any concerns about hostile proxies or Jovian soldiers. If she was moving cautiously to avoid recapture, I could only catch up by being reckless. If I was lucky, there was even a chance that something could have delayed her along the way, and that she might not have made it into the hotel yet.

      As I approached the north elevator, I saw the car was already in operation. I repeatedly punched the call button anyway, knowing it would make no difference. I ran further down the corridor to the stairwell, preparing for the long climb, when an uneasy thought stopped me at the door.

      What if Katerina expected me to come this way?

      It was a paranoid thought, barely rational, but I was never one to ignore my instincts. Katerina could have set an ambush at any number of points, but she could have easily sent the elevator up knowing I would follow via the stairs. She’d then have a single point of entry to monitor, a guaranteed fatal funnel, and the high ground.

      I stepped back from the door and looked around for anything useful. I was entering a narrow space, possibly into a trap, and I was unarmed. I had my augments, sure, but I wasn’t confident I could control my prosthetics with enough precision to avoid lethal force in combat. My orders were capture or kill; the priority was to bring Katerina back alive.

      The standing water at my feet gave me the idea to look up. The fire suppression piping ran exposed along the ceiling. Now that the system had discharged, there wouldn’t be any internal pressure. I bent deep and jumped, then I grabbed hold of the piping fifteen feet overhead. It didn’t immediately come free under my weight, so I placed a hand against the ceiling, took a breath, and pushed. The pipe groaned, strained, and finally broke. I landed on my feet in a splash of water, holding a three-foot-long section of metal in my hand.

      It would have to be enough.

      I wrapped my fingers around the handle of the door and crouched low. If Katerina was waiting on the other side, she could only react to it opening. Moving fast enough, I could get through before she fired, then it would just be a matter of getting close. Speed at the start was critical. I shifted my weight between my feet and planted myself, visualizing the path I’d take just beyond the door. I played through the next five seconds again and again in my mind. When I was sure, I turned the handle.

      I tore the door open and sprinted past the threshold. I was as alert as I’d ever been in my life then. My vision was a sequence of hyper-detailed still images flashing, one after another at the center of a dark tunnel. My first step beyond the door was on the second stair directly ahead. I bounded up, three steps at a time, scanning for movement.

      I came around the first landing and paused for a split second. It could have cost me my life, but so could blindly running through a tripwire or IR field. The stairwell ahead, as far as I could see, looked clear.

      I kept still and listened. The door below swung shut, and the sound echoed up the stairwell. There was the steady drip of water as it lightly cascaded down the steps, and the sound of my own breathing. I was alone. There was no trap, no Jovian fire team waiting in ambush, no proximity mine or rogue agent.

      I climbed the next flight of steps. Then the one after, and the one after that. My pace picked up as I rose higher and higher, my caution giving way once again to the pressure I’d felt before. Katerina had a six-minute lead on me, and it was growing by the second. My hesitance entering the stairwell couldn’t be helped—it would have been the perfect killbox had anyone been so inclined—but the time I took to reach the Swan Rooms was entirely within my control.

      I raced up those winding steps with all the speed an augmented human possibly could, which is to say it was less than a fifth of the time it should have taken. I never grew winded. The pump where my heart used to be kept an even, quiet flow. My legs pushed off the 800th step as easily as the 8th.

      The door to the Swan Rooms was locked with a pattern code. The elevator would have let Katerina out into a living room, but the stairwell entrance was behind a faux closet in an adjacent room. Unless she had taken the time to search for it, it was unlikely Katerina had even noticed. It was an aesthetic choice that was now serving a practical use.

      I swiped in the pattern on the lock. Triangle, triangle, circle. The hinges quietly groaned under the weight as the maglock depolarized. I then pushed the two-foot-thick door open and stepped through into the Swan Rooms.

      At a glance, there was no doubt that she had come this way. Clothes were strewn on the floor, and the sink in the kitchen was wet. The hotel staff were barred from entry and didn’t have keys to the room. No one from Section 9 ever used the suite either, although we sometimes did allow visiting dignitaries to use the room if only so we could record them for possible kompromat.

      It looked like Katerina had quickly swapped clothes and washed up. Changing one’s appearance is standard spycraft when trying to evade pursuit, and in retrospect I should have done the same, but at the time all I could think about was her slipping through my fingers because I was too slow. I hurriedly crossed the suite and walked out into the hotel.

      There were two different ways to get down to the hotel lobby. Katerina could have gone either right or left, and I had no way of knowing which route she had chosen. Facing two equal options, I arbitrarily decided to head right.

      If she was already outside, she would have disappeared into the city by now. As I jogged through the hotel corridor, I passed a couple who stared at me as I went by. I didn’t know what to make of it at first, but then I remembered I was covered in Dr. Markov’s blood and carrying a length of pipe.

      When I reached the ground floor, I was confronted by a member of the hotel’s staff. He was yelling at me in what I assumed was Flemish. I shook my head and pointed at my ear, which only seemed to confuse him. I pushed past him and continued into the lobby.

      I scanned the room, looking for anything that didn’t fit. A group of young men stood in a circle off to one side, talking. An old man reclined in a chair, nursing a coffee and gesturing through something on his dataspike. A tired woman led an obstinate child to the elevators. A well-dressed man sat on his luggage and argued with someone on a call.

      Heads turned as I crossed the lobby. My eyes jumped from face to face, searching for Katerina’s features. It was likely she was already out there somewhere in the city, but if she wasn’t, she’d be the one person not reacting to the blood-soaked man with a weapon stalking through the hotel.

      A trio of young women by the front entrance caught my eye. Two were staring and had slowed to a stop, but the third hadn’t. She was tall, with narrow shoulders and a lean build. She was wearing water-stained mesh upper shoes.

      “YOU!” I shouted. The woman didn’t flinch.

      I took off in a sprint, and the woman did the same. As she did, the shawl hiding her blonde hair fell away and she glanced back. We caught eyes, and Katerina smiled.

      She burst out onto the street, slipping around two men trying to enter the hotel. I bowled through them, closing the gap to Katerina with every step of my prosthetics. She was absurdly, inhumanly fast in short bursts of action, but she was in fact still human. Her strength was fading. Her body was tiring. For all her speed, like the dark of an eclipse, I would eventually overtake her.

      She veered off the sidewalk and into the road, then she moved with the flow of traffic. The cars did what they were supposed to and tried to avoid her. Vehicles swerved and slid to a stop in organized chaos, the onboard AIs coordinating a best-outcome response between each other. Katerina leapt on top of a coupe then jumped onto a utility van as it skidded to a stop. She continued down the street, hopping from one vehicle to the next as they weaved through and past one another.

      I tried to follow her path, but the variables were different for me. By the time I’d reached one, the vehicle had come to a stop or was trapped in a tangle behind others. Katerina was using the traffic as a way to mitigate the advantage of my augments. I leaned on every bit of freerun training I had, but the distance between us only grew as I maneuvered around the jumble of vehicles while she coasted on top of them.

      I knew it couldn’t last, and she was likely thinking the same. Eventually, the best-outcome response for every vehicle in the area would be to stop, and she would be back where she started with me right on her tail. I tried to anticipate what her plan would be then, but nothing made sense. She was stalling for time, that much was clear, but to what end? She couldn’t be leading me into a trap. Her path was too haphazard and left too much to chance. Was the plan simply no plan?

      That’s when I heard the shouting. StateSec response units and officers on foot closed in on me from all sides. From their perspective, I was an armed man chasing a woman through the streets of Bruges after assaulting an employee of the Hotel du Lac. I dodged between two of the approaching officers and kept running after her, although at that point I wasn’t sure what I could really achieve. Even if I caught her, it wasn’t as if I could detain Katerina right in front of them. I’d have to kill her on the spot.

      There was a cacophony of voices, all shouting something different. The only thing I heard clearly was an officer yelling, “Arrêtez! Arrêtez!”

      It was probably for the best that I was only armed with a blunt weapon. If I’d had a firearm, I’m sure StateSec would have opened fire as soon as they had a clear shot. As it was, they were only trying to arrest me. I could outrun the officers behind me, but there were others closing in from the other side. The only real chance I had was to elude them without losing Katerina. With two uniformed officers up ahead of me, there was a solid chance that I could still get past them. I bent deep at the knees, took a breath, and jumped.

      I sailed over the heads of the two officers, landed on my shoulder, and popped up into a sprint. Up ahead, I saw Katerina running on foot. The traffic had come to a standstill just as I thought it would. As long as I didn’t lose sight of her, I could still—

      No. Two more StateSec vehicles pulled up on the street ahead between us, and officers piled out. This was no longer a question of catching Katerina, but of avoiding capture myself. I slowed and took stock of the threat surrounding me. I counted twelve officers approaching, armed with shock knuckles and metal alloy batons. Four officers on the periphery acting as interference and overwatch had guns out, held at low ready.

      The advancing twelve all stopped just beyond arm’s reach. There always seems to be a moment just before a fight where everyone involved hesitates and must commit themselves to this thing that will almost certainly bring them harm. That moment usually ends when courage overcomes reason, and so it was that the bravest of the officers acted first and swung his baton at the back of my head.

      I moved into the attack and wheeled around with a spinning elbow, hitting him square in the face. I felt the bridge of his nose give way. He went limp and folded over himself onto the ground. Another rushed me on the right, swinging an uppercut to catch me with his shock knuckles. I slipped the punch and parried the follow-up, then countered by stepping in with an elbow to his neck. The man choked and stumbled back as two others came charging in. I kicked the first in the stomach, and he doubled over, vomiting onto the street. The second one barreled into me and knocked me sideways a few steps. I raised the pipe in my hand to take a swing, but someone grabbed hold of it from behind. Rather than wrestle for control, I let it go and focused on the man with his arms wrapped around my ribs.

      I clapped his ears with open palms, and I was surprised to see blood run from his nose and an eye flood with red. I grabbed him by the neck and arm, then threw him into the officers to my left. In the space that cleared, I found the footing to turn my hips over and back kick another officer in the chest. I heard ribs snap like dry brush even above the din of combat.

      The attacks slowed, and the uninjured officers broke off. I knew this meant the tactics were shifting to lethal force, so I found an opening and took off running again. I weaved between the stopped cars on the road, knowing it would force StateSec to hold their fire.

      I ran down an alley to break line of sight, then climbed up the side of a building until I reached the roof. Moments later, I saw three officers running down the same alley. They never even looked up. Still, I knew I’d be found soon if I didn’t move, so I ran along the roof and jumped to the next building. I crossed a few more rooftops until I reached an apartment building at the end of the block, then I broke the stairwell lock to gain access inside. As quietly and quickly as I could, I made my way down the staircase to the basement and hid down there.

      Andrea finally messaged me. Tycho, sitrep.

      I messaged back. Katerina escaped. I was confronted by StateSec officers and had to fight my way out. They’re still looking for me now. Currently in hiding.

      There was a short pause. Understood. Make your way back when safe.

      I lay back against the wall, knowing that I’d be down here for quite a while. I closed my eyes and reviewed the events of the day in my mind. With such a major assault on our headquarters, we were lucky to be alive at all—assuming all of us were in fact alive. I had no way to know.

      My mind went to an image of Raven Sommer with a bullet wound in her forehead, but I shied away from the thought. I knew it could happen—Jonathan Bray had died in combat on our mission to East Hellas, and if it could happen to him it could happen to anyone—but it just didn’t bear thinking about.

      Katerina would probably try to get off-world. The surveillance networks were too pervasive for her to risk staying on Earth. Better for her to disappear into the outer worlds or hide among the Pallas Flotilla. If I flagged her biometrics, it would at least make it harder for her to pass through spaceport security. I closed my eyes and tried connecting to the system but couldn’t do it. Our network was still as isolated as it had been since the attack began.

      The sun eventually set, and the basement became totally dark to my left eye. I closed it and stared at the ceiling with my right, watching faint shadows play across the brickwork. I waited down there for a few more hours, wanting to give StateSec as much time to give up on the search as I possibly could. They wouldn’t forget, of course, and in all likelihood it would make the news. Once I started moving, every person I passed could be a possible informant. That meant I had to make my move when there were as few people as possible on the streets of Bruges.

      I waited until after midnight and then decided my odds were about as good as they were going to get. I went up the basement staircase and listened at the door, decided there was no one out there, and slipped out into the hallway. A moment later I was back out on the street.

      I’d have to circle around, avoiding the main roads as much as possible. In many ways, it reminded me of Tower 7. I held back in the shadows as a car drove by. I passed through an alleyway where a prostitute was meeting up with a well-dressed businessman. I crossed through a small park where ragged-looking street kids built a makeshift camp. It took some time, but I reached the Hotel du Lac and returned to the nest just before dawn.
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      Headquarters was a ruin. I smelled a hint of smoke and wondered what might have caught on fire. I passed a dead technician lying face-up in the standing water just outside of the stairwell on level 2. I couldn’t remember her name, but I recognized her. She had helped me with a scheduling problem once when I was still in training. She had a Welsh accent she tried to hide, but it came through when she laughed. Someone had shot her in the head, and now she was lying here with her face frozen in fear and confusion.

      I wasn’t sure if we could recover from the staff we’d lost, let alone any of the field team. No one ever spoke of it, but we felt Bray’s absence every day. Losing anyone else was almost unthinkable. I looked around in amazement, wondering how the hell this had happened to us. From the physical damage alone, it would be months at a minimum before this complex was whole again.

      On the other hand, I wasn’t sure Andrea would want to stay. We’d been attacked once, and it stood to reason that it would happen again. Katerina knew everything about this place. She could strike where it hurt most.

      As I walked through the bullet-scarred halls in ankle-deep water, I tried connecting to the network again. Flagging her on the no-fly database wouldn’t present an insurmountable challenge, but I wanted to give her at least some resistance. Katerina may have already escaped into space, but on the chance that was still on Earth, I wanted to make her work for it. I entered in my security key and got the exact same message as before.

      
        
        CONNECTION TIMED OUT.

        

      

      I wanted a change of clothes, a shower, and sleep, but for our network to still be unavailable seemed odd to me. I was already on the floor, so I decided to find Thomas and ask him what was up. It occurred to me that I had yet to see another living member of Section 9. I sent him a message to make sure I wasn’t alone.

      Thomas, are you in here somewhere?

      He answered right away. In my lab.

      I felt a sense of relief when I saw that the lights were on in Thomas’s laboratory. I pushed the door open and went in, only to find him in the midst of methodically disassembling the Warwick node.

      “So, they didn’t get it.”

      “They did not. We did have to kill quite a few of them to make it so.”

      He removed a panel and placed it carefully in an armored packing case.

      “Katerina escaped,” I told him.

      Thomas shrugged and removed a section of circuit boards. “I’m aware. I never expected you to catch her. Her skill level is far beyond yours.”

      I thought I had done a reasonable job in the chase despite its eventual failure. Thomas was never the sort of guy to coddle anyone else’s ego, though.

      “Our system is still network isolated, so I can’t flag Katerina’s biometrics with spaceport security. Do you have any way to do it?”

      He paused and looked at me with a raised eyebrow, like he was trying to decide if I was really as stupid as I seemed or if I was intentionally messing with his head. He must have decided it was the former because he finally replied, “I’ve already done that, Tycho. I did it as soon as she escaped.”

      “Oh. I guess that makes sense, I just assumed it was something I would have to do.”

      “Why, because you’re the one who let her escape?”

      “I didn’t let her do anything, Young. She had to fight her way through me!”

      “Right. And were you physically capable of stopping her in a one-on-one fight?”

      “It was close, that’s why she shot Dr. Markov.”

      He nodded. “If it was close, then you weren’t able to stop her. That’s not surprising, because Katerina Capanelli is highly skilled. So if you did everything you could to keep her from escaping, then how could it be your fault that she escaped?”

      He was standing there staring at me, holding a piece of the Warwick node in his hand. Knowing how much it irritated Thomas to have his work interrupted, I could only assume this was somehow important to him.

      “I never said it was my fault.”

      “No, you didn’t say it. You’re just behaving as if you blame yourself for what happened. You are not responsible for Katerina’s escape, and flagging her biometrics is not your sole responsibility. Now come here and assist me, since you seem to be determined to waste my time tonight.”

      He was trying to help, in his own esoteric and unfriendly way. I went over to him and held my hand out, and he handed me the piece he was holding.

      “Just hold on to that for a moment. Do not attempt to pack it yourself.”

      “How much have you been able to figure out about this device so far?”

      “Quite a bit.” He was gently tugging on a silicate wafer inside the device, carefully detaching it so it could be packed away. “It’s essentially a device for linking one consciousness to another, then stimulating neuroplasticity in the object of the procedure.”

      “The object of the procedure? You mean the person…” I searched for the right word. “The one receiving the other person’s mind?”

      “Yes.” He placed the wafer in the case. When it was packed away, he turned and reached his hand out. I handed him the piece I’d been holding, and he packed that as well. “With their neuroplasticity highly stimulated, they become receptive to having their consciousness rewritten. It can be done the hard way, of course—a forced reprogramming via dataspike, like what August Marcenn attempted on Venus.”

      Thomas removed another panel from the Warwick node, then he handed it to me and went on talking. “In theory, you could create a working device of this type with much more primitive components than this one. This device is the product of centuries of development.”

      “More primitive? In what way?”

      “Much of what this device does is suppress external stimuli prior to the transfer. The same could be done with a sensory deprivation pool and a proper environment.”

      He took the panel from my hands and packed it in the case, then he closed the lid and set a security key. “Would you carry that over to the other cases and bring back an empty one?”

      I looked over where he was pointing and saw that he had already stacked up several of the armored packing cases in the corner of the room. “Yeah, sure.” I picked it up and found it to be much lighter than I expected. I carried it across the room and stacked it in the pile with the others. He was already removing another panel when I returned with an empty case.

      “Take this. So, once the device stimulates neuroplasticity in the object, a subsystem performs the task of matching the brainwaves of the object with those of the subject. It then rewrites the neural pathways of the object, matching the subject’s pathways as closely as possible. The end result is a qualitative copy of the original mind.”

      “A qualitative copy?”

      “Yes. Biology is inherently noisy. There is always some measure of error, but the Warwick node appears to perform a sort of error-correction to the data it transcribes.”

      “How could that work in principle? If you change something, by definition it’s not a copy.”

      Thomas whistled a melody. I recognized it after the second measure.

      “That’s Jieshi Diao Youlan.”

      He stopped and asked, “How did you know that?”

      “It’s a unique melody.”

      “Yes, and you recognized it despite the subtle differences in key and tempo. The same holds true for the copy of a consciousness imprinted on the object. Four plus three or five plus two, the end result is identical. Given everything we’ve encountered, it clearly seems to have worked for centuries.”

      When I thought about what Thomas was saying, I felt a vague sense of terror. For eight hundred years, the ones who controlled this technology had stolen bodies and erased lives. People with friends and family, their own history and dreams for the future completely gone. Every use of the Warwick node meant eliminating a person’s existence in the purest sense.

      “What do you think would have led Katerina to work for these people?” I asked. “Is it money?”

      “No. Katerina enjoys her comforts as much as the next person, but she’s not motivated by wealth. She’s an idealist.” He said the word with some distaste.

      “What do you mean? How could any idealist possibly work for these… vampires?”

      He pursed his lips disapprovingly. “That’s hardly an apt analogy. If you insist on using a folklore analogy, this is much closer to demonic possession than vampirism. To your question, I don’t ever claim to know what another person is thinking. People don’t make enough sense for that. All I can really say is that based on Katerina’s personality, if she has decided to work for the Eleven, it’s because she has convinced herself that they are somehow acting for the benefit of the entire human race.”

      “I don’t see how a murder to prolong their own lifespan benefits the species.”

      He waved one hand dismissively. “How many people is that really? A hundred and fifty or so over a few centuries? The first day of the Eight Year War killed ten thousand times that.”

      “That doesn’t justify it. Whether you kill one or a million, it’s still ethically the same.”

      “I’m not trying to justify it, I’m merely saying that’s the perspective that makes it possible. Individual lives mean almost nothing when weighed on the scale of eons.”

      “If that’s what you mean by Katerina’s idealism, I’m glad I don’t have it.”

      “Make no mistake, Tycho, you’re an idealist as well. Nearly as dangerous as Katerina, in a different way.”

      I didn’t particularly want to hear where he was going with that one, so I changed the topic. “Speaking of, how the hell did she escape? That room was secure, and she was tethered.”

      “Ah, yes. That.” He wiggled another silica wafer free and stared at it for a second, muttering in a distracted way. Then he went on. “I’ve been down to Interrogation 01, and it seems she had a dead drop in the room itself. The space is barely thirty cubic centimeters, but that’s more than enough to accommodate a lockpicking kit. A panel on the floor acted as the gesture lock and was fed by an isolated circuit connected to a ten-year fuel cell. It does not appear on any record and was likely added by Katerina herself years ago.”

      “She had that installed before she disappeared?”

      “So it would seem, yes.” He nodded.

      “I had a closer look at our network endpoints once I realized what she’d done.” Thomas disconnected a large section of the Warwick Node’s central wheel and pulled it out to have a closer look. “It appears we had a number of endpoints I cannot account for.”

      “Our system was compromised even before the attack?” The thought was troubling. What if our enemies had owned our system all along? What had Katerina been up to?

      “I can’t be sure, honestly. It would take a detailed, long-term analysis of our system just to establish the full extent of the damage. This is a classic insider threat situation, and the most difficult to counter.”

      “So this facility is compromised both physically and electronically.”

      He frowned slightly. “Well, yes. But that hardly matters. No one was supposed to know we were here in the first place.”

      “So what are we doing about it?”

      “We’re already doing it. We’re abandoning this facility and destroying any evidence that we were ever here. That’s why I’m dismantling this Warwick node, Tycho.”

      “Okay. So what are my orders?”

      “That’s the single most relevant question you’ve asked me since you walked into this laboratory. Andrea has ordered a full relocation. As soon as I have this node disassembled, I’ll be making my way to a rendezvous point in Zeebrugge. You’ll report to another location, though you’ll need to speak with Andrea to find out where.”

      “I’ll do that.” I stood to leave but stopped and looked around the lab. Blood stained the floor near the door, and six bodies were stacked neatly against the wall. “Thomas, you’re not alone here, are you? What if there’s another attack before you get the node out of here?”

      “Just because you can’t see my defenses doesn’t mean I don’t have them. They caught me napping last time, but that won’t happen again.”

      He didn’t elaborate, but he sounded confident. I took it at face value and went back out into the hall. A broken proxy was slumped against the wall. Half of its head was missing, and beneath the shattered polymer faceplate I could see the metal latticework of its skull. I knelt and tilted its chin up with my knuckle. Only one of its seven eyes still had a lens in the socket. It reflected a dim red glow where the light hit it at just the right angle.

      I called Andrea on my dataspike.

      “Tycho.” She sounded relieved. “Thank you for helping my mother. She’s alive, thanks to you.” It was the only time I heard her refer to Samara Markov that way.

      “Of course. I’m just sorry Katerina got away from me.”

      “That can’t be helped now. The mistake was mine for underestimating her.”

      “Did Thomas tell you about her dead drop?”

      “Yes, and that’s one of the reasons we’re abandoning this facility. There’s no way to know what else she installed here. Anyway, give me your sitrep. What do we need to clean up topside?”

      “Well, I spotted Katerina in the hotel lobby and gave chase. We entered the street and she veered into the road. StateSec intervened and tried to arrest me.”

      “You didn’t kill any officers, did you?”

      “No, I didn’t have a gun. I just—”

      “You went after Katerina without a weapon?”

      “No, I had a pipe.”

      “Do you realize you’re mortal? How many officers were on scene?”

      “Not too many. Sixteen or so.”

      “Oh, only sixteen?”

      “Yeah. They tried to arrest me, and that’s when Katerina got away.”

      “Alright. You need to get out of Bruges sooner than later. We’ll get any warrants closed, but you’ll need to avoid public travel. They’ll be watching for you everywhere.”

      “Where am I going?”

      “Lambda site, but I want you to make your way out of Bruges tonight. Pack a five-day bag and take a car from upstairs. Understood?”

      “Copy. I have one more question, though. Did we take any casualties?”

      “Nine of our support staff, yes, but you mean the field team? No, no one from the field team. We wiped out the attacking force to the last man, but the Eleven won’t give up. For all we know, they may have another unit in place already or assets within law enforcement, so don’t get stopped on your way out of Bruges.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “And Tycho?”

      “Yes?”

      “Destroy this dataspike. I’ll contact you again at the rendezvous.”
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      Lambda Site was the designation for the port of Dunkirk, on the northern coast of France. Despite the dark, I kept the viewscreens inside the car on streetview during the entire drive, watching for StateSec or any signs of a tail. For the most part, I was alone on the road, and the car sped through the night passing only the occasional late-night traveler.

      I entered Dunkirk an hour after leaving Bruges. I rerouted the car when it neared the port, directing it to take me a kilometer down the road to park in a charging station. The fuel cells were barely drained, but if anyone checked the tags, a vehicle registered in a city some distance away wouldn’t seem out of place there.

      I walked the rest of the way to Lambda Site. The early-morning air carried the bite of approaching winter, and I turned up my collar against the chill wind. Dunkirk was a fairly typical port city, active at all hours of the day to process the endless flow of goods from the north. As I approached the port, I saw dozens of crews operating articulated loaders and towering androids processing shipment inspections. Drones gilded silently overhead, feeding data to dockmasters in the control tower. Autonomous vehicles of all sizes weaved around and through shipping containers and dockworkers to retrieve or deliver payloads of shipments and supplies.

      Though it meant more eyes to see me—both human and synthetic—the chaos would serve my purposes well. I was just another figure among the many.

      I entered Warehouse 03 and approached the service kiosk. It presented a spartan interface with just two fields—one for a company name and one for a tracking code. The company was always the same for terrestrial caches like this. I pulled off a glove and typed PYRPHOROS INC. then the twenty-eight-digit ID. It’d been a struggle to commit that to memory, but thankfully my tired mind hadn’t made a mistake and the kiosk beeped with a message to Please Wait.

      A mechanized arm suspended from a system of rails along the ceiling descended a few moments later, placing a shipping case less than a foot wide in any dimension on the floor in front of me. It was sealed, the tamper indicator across the seams still whole. I took the box and walked back outside, deciding it would be best to check the contents somewhere busy than not. Obfuscation through visibility, as it was explained to me.

      An android lumbered past as I walked to one side of the warehouse. Close up, I was able to truly appreciate the size of the thing. It was six meters tall, spindly, and carrying two shipping containers on its shoulders as though they were nothing. Its footfalls barely made a sound. Though there wasn’t any reason to, I waited until the thing was a good distance away before opening the case in my hands.

      Inside was a metal cylinder and a flat rectangular card with a faint seam running across the short length of its face. Looking closer at the card, it appeared to be wax, but the seam struck me as odd. I gave it a tentative flex, and the wax broke away to reveal a thin polymer chit with numbered instructions printed on it. I brushed away the remnants of the wax and ran through the list.

      
        
        1) Destroy all electronic devices. Remove all identifiable clothing and pocket litter.

        2) Board ship in Berth 9.

        3) Proceed to 65°45'00"N 1°42'08"E. Activate beacon on arrival.

        4) Dive to 30m upon clearance.

        

      

      It stood to reason the metal cylinder was the beacon it mentioned. One end was rounded, and the other flat. I could make out small ridges around the flat end and a fine, hairline seam all the way around. I placed the card and beacon in my coat pocket, latched the case shut, and walked back to my car.

      The coordinates were in the middle of the Norwegian Sea. That was likely why Dunkirk was designated as Lambda Site in the first place; there was no shortage of seafaring craft. I left the box in the car and set it to return to Bruges. I watched the car pull away and disappear into the city, then walked to the marina in search of Berth 9.

      There was a reasonably modest yacht waiting for me. On board, I found two android crewmen packed in long-term stasis in the mid cabin. They were lying in what I supposed would be a fetal position for a human, but much more compact and angular. If not for the bright paint and reflective metal, they could almost be mistaken for supply cases. I activated one and, after it’d unfurled itself and completed a self-diagnostic, ordered it to launch the ship. Amusingly enough, it activated the other android to help complete the task. I left them to it and took a seat above deck. Ten minutes later, we were sailing into the English Channel.

      The ship had enough provisions to last a crew of three two weeks. The galley was stocked with Peacekeeper combat rations and bags of distilled water. I’d never eaten a military ration before, but I tried one and convinced myself I could live with it for the two days the voyage would take me.

      The sunny weather through the North Sea ensured the ship’s fuel cells never dropped below half capacity the first day. The weather turned further north, and I spent most of the second day below deck to escape the frigid spray of the swelling waves. By the time I entered the Norwegian Sea, the sky and water were equal shades of dark gray. Only the frothing waves gave me any sense of space.

      I slipped into a drysuit and strapped on the rebreather once I reached the coordinates for rendezvous. I twisted the flat cap of the beacon, and it came free to expose a small contact plate and an LED. I pressed on the plate. The LED blinked twice and then held steady red. It was fairly anticlimactic. I checked the card again to make sure I hadn’t missed a step. One of the androids returned from above deck and folded itself into a corner of the space to recharge. It was soaked, and water seeped through the gaps in its fascia even fully collapsed.

      The light on the beacon turned green. I assumed that had to be the clearance I was waiting for. I pulled my mask down over my face and checked the airflow. Satisfied, I stepped out onto the deck and was greeted by the sea as wave after wave battered the ship. I was relieved to feel nothing beneath the drysuit. The seas even this far north didn’t ice, but the waters here were nothing close to warm.

      Timing my entry between swells, I exhaled then jumped from the ship. Slipping below the water, I realized how loud the surface had been by the contrast; it was suddenly calm and quiet, without even a heartbeat to break the silence. The light from above, weak as it was, fell away to nothing as I rapidly descended. I knew my augments were heavy, but watching the depth increase so quickly brought the abstract notion into crystal clarity. I was sinking like a stone. Like the Augmen that had once tried to kill me.

      Below, I could see a green light within a massive silhouette of dark gray. So that was my target, a submarine. I’d expected an offshore facility or artificial island, but a sub made a certain kind of sense. The mobility gave it defensibility and a clandestine quality that couldn’t otherwise be achieved. It was the same rationale that drove the Arbiter Force to use small teams based on patrolling ships.

      A few minutes later, I was standing in the airlock with water streaming down my body. The inner door opened as I pulled off my diving mask, and Raven Sommer was standing there with Andrew Jones.

      “Tycho Barrett!” Raven beamed. “What took you so long?”

      I unclipped the rebreather. “I thought I made good time. Nine hundred nautical miles in two days is slow?”

      “You took a boat the whole way here?” asked Andrew.

      I answered with a question. “How did you two get here?”

      “We took a flight to Oslo,” said Raven.

      I immediately understood. “Well, that wasn’t an option for me. I had an issue with StateSec after the attack, so there was no way I was going to get through port security.”

      Andrew laughed, and Raven shook her head. “Well, I’m happy to see you in one piece,” she said. “Follow us. We’ve got a briefing with Andrea. I’ll show you where you can stow the dive gear.”

      I shrugged off the rebreather and stepped out of the drysuit. The sub had more open space than I would have expected. There was room to stand, but equipment covered every bit of available space around us. There were placards and readouts in Chinese, with the occasional annotation in Cyrillic.

      “What is this submarine,” I asked. “Peacekeeper fleet?”

      Andrew answered over his shoulder, sidestepping a passing android crewman. “It is Federation, but no, not part of the terran fleet. It was a gift courtesy of the Russo-Sino Territories sixty years ago. Changed hands a few times before that. Now it’s a signals post for Sol Federation Intelligence.”

      That seemed wasteful. “This ship looked massive from the outside, but you’re telling me it’s just a listening station?”

      “Section 6 convinced the world this ship was decommissioned for parts ages ago. If anyone knew the Federation had a Kusanagi-class warship still in operation, they’d probably take offense. Maybe even want to start the arms race all over again, right?”

      That was more in line with Sol Federation policy as I understood it. Offer the olive branch while clutching the knife. “Fair point,” I said.

      We passed multiple bulkheads and went down a short flight of stairs, and we finally stopped at a rectangular room with a long, narrow table in the center. Thomas and Vincenzo were already seated. Andrea was leaning with her back against the wall. She wasted no time when she saw us, launching straight into the briefing. Raven closed the door behind us.

      “Right.” Andrea stood up, took a deep breath, and looked at each of us. “We’ve just taken a serious hit. Our primary terran headquarters is burnt and off-limits from this point on to everyone on the field team. Over the next few weeks our support staff will sanitize the site, but there’s no going back. That’s the bad news. The good news is that we survived, and the Operator is working to cap the fallout as we speak.”

      She turned to me. “Tycho, it won’t be hard to get the case against you closed in Bruges, but avoid going there at all for the next six months unless absolutely necessary.”

      I nodded to show her I understood. Whether there were formal charges against me or not, it’s never a good thing to be known by StateSec. I was only too happy to stay away from Bruges.

      “Before we go on, let’s run through what happened after the armory so we’re all clear. Raven and Vincenzo?”

      “We got pinned down.” Raven’s voice was troubled, like it bothered her on a personal level to have been in that position. “The team we were fighting brought up a squad assault weapon, and we weren’t able to get a line of fire on them. They had adhesive grenades, but those were useless for the positioning.”

      Vincenzo continued the story. “It was a stalemate, and it remained that way for a long time. If they had standard fragmentaries, they could have bounced around our cover, but instead they were trapped just like us.”

      Andrea was pacing slowly as they talked, a sign of how much nervous energy was still coursing through her body. “I had a hell of a time clearing them out of the nest they’d established. Andrew and Thomas?”

      Andrew replied, “We were guarding the Warwick node. But that’s a fairly fragile piece of equipment, so they couldn’t use anything heavy when they came for us. Just small-arms fire, mostly. Still, they threw a lot of guys against us. Our proxies were pretty much wiped out by the end of it. I think we had maybe two left by the time you got to us.”

      Andrea confirmed. “I came in cloaked and took them by surprise, but by that point there were only three of them left alive. Tycho, bring them up to speed on what happened after we split up.”

      “I took Dr. Markov down to Holding, but Katerina attacked us. She had escaped her cell and was trying to leave the building. I held her off for a while, but she injured the doctor. After stabilizing her, I went after Katerina and caught up in the lobby of the hotel. She ran into the city, and I was on her tail until StateSec intervened.”

      Andrea nodded. “So, that brings us to now. There are a few conclusions we can draw. One is that the Eleven have managed to compromise the Jovian military, although it’s likely they had no idea who they were really fighting. Conclusion two is David Kote’s affiliation. We’ve considered the possibility that he is one of the Eleven, but his life history is too well-established, and the expectation is that one of the Eleven would have a vague early history.”

      Vincenzo spoke up. “So, if he’s not one of the Eleven, who is he to them?”

      “My guess is that he’s working on the behalf of one or more of the Eleven. The only problem with that is we can’t do anything with it. So far there’s been no intelligence leading back from Kote toward any of them. None of his known affiliations are strong candidates to be one of the Eleven. It’s possible that not even Kote has direct contact with them.”

      “So, what would that mean?” asked Andrew. “They’re communicating with him by proxy?”

      “That seems plausible, though it’s still just an educated guess. But yes, he could be taking his orders from a cutout intended to shield the Eleven from potential exposure.”

      “What about Katerina?” I suggested. “She was piloting Kote’s ship. She could even be the one who first contacted Kote on their behalf.”

      “It’s just as possible that he was the one who originally contacted her,” Thomas pointed out. “The fact is, we just don’t know how the circuitry works on this.”

      I could see what he was saying, but only Thomas would have used circuitry as a metaphor for a network of relationships between human beings.

      Raven had been staring at her feet for the past few minutes, listening to what everyone else was saying. Now she looked up. “The one thing we do know is that Katerina is at the heart of it.”

      “That’s an excellent point,” said Andrea. “She is at the heart of it. She must have been the one who transferred the Warwick node from wherever it previously was to Llyr Station. And even if those special forces troops were there to retrieve the node, they provided an excellent distraction for her to pull off her escape.”

      Vincenzo smiled ruefully. “I used to love her escape stories, but being on the other end is not so pleasant.”

      “You can say that again.” Andrea stopped pacing and looked around the room. “I owe you all an apology. I underestimated the amount of security that would have been needed to effectively hold her.”

      “I don’t think anything short of killing her would have been enough,” Vincenzo replied grimly. “Who can say how many other secret mechanisms and backdoors she had?”

      Andrea’s jaw clenched in anger. “That demonstrates how shitty of a person she always was. Loyalty meant nothing to her. Family meant nothing to her.”

      I wasn’t so sure. Katerina was an unusual person. Given her personality, she could have installed those systems purely as an intellectual exercise—however useful they eventually turned out to be.

      Andrea continued. “The strongest lead we have is still Katerina, and recapturing her is our highest priority. That’s our next mission.”

      “That reminds me,” said Veraldi. “Tycho, you’re officially cleared for field duty.”

      I chuckled quietly, thinking about how upset I’d been just a few days before when I’d been told the opposite. After everything we’d just been through, I was no longer quite so focused on getting back in the action.

      “Katerina knows who Kote is working for,” Andrea went on. “I’m sure of that much. We’re going to capture her again, we’re going to shackle her this time, and we’re going to do everything to make her talk.”

      I didn’t want to ask Andrea what she meant by that. In my experience, Section 9 did not use torture as a means of information gathering, but I couldn’t be sure we wouldn’t make an exception. Maybe Katerina’s assault on Andrea’s birth mother had changed the equation. I’d known Andrea for a while now, but I never felt like I had less insight into her inner thoughts than I did when we were dealing with her family.

      Andrea turned in my direction. “Tycho, you are cleared for field duty, but you won’t be joining us on the hunt for Katerina.”

      I tried to mask my incredulity. “Why’s that?”

      “It’s nothing bad,” she went on. “I have another task, but I can’t spare more than one body for it. It’s less urgent, but it could turn out to be more important than we realize. You work well alone, so I’ve picked you for this.”

      “We all get these solo missions,” Andrew pointed out. “We’ve all had them. Andrea’s had them. I’ve had them. Raven has had, like, a hundred of them—”

      “One hundred forty-six,” she corrected.

      He was right, but that didn’t change how I felt about being sent off on my own just then. There was nothing I could do about it, though. An order is an order, and even if Andrea was my friend in some sense of the word, she was also my commanding officer.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to react that way. I’ll do it, of course. What are the details?”

      “Good man,” said Andrea. “Thomas, maybe you’d better fill Tycho in on the background for this assignment.”

      “Of course. Using the circuitry map of the Warwick node, I have recovered imagery from the device just as I did with Huxley.”

      “Imagery?” asked Raven. “You mean you can see people’s memories?”

      Thomas nodded. “Yes. That’s one reason this data is so difficult to recover. Human memories are incredibly information-rich. I can capture a seemingly huge amount of data and it turns out to be nothing more than a memory of walking through a park and feeding the ducks.”

      “Is that what we have here?” asked Vincenzo, grinning slightly. “An afternoon stroll?”

      “Hardly. The data is primarily fragmented sensory experience, but there is indeed an image of a man’s face reflected in water. The face was relatively clear, but as you might imagine, a face reflected in a fluid is not a clear image for identification purposes.”

      Unless Thomas could boast about all the obstacles he had overcome, you couldn’t get him to tell you anything at all. Not that it wasn’t impressive, of course.

      “Were you able to get the face ID’d anyway?” asked Vincenzo. He was only feeding Thomas the reply he needed, but without that we might have been there all night.

      “Of course I was. I ran the image through my own analysis algorithm and then fed the result through a variety of sampling filters to make it as clear as possible. When I fed it into our database to search for a match, the image did return a known individual.”

      We all just stared at him for a minute, but then Andrew picked up the task of getting him to keep talking. “What was the confidence rating?”

      “A shade above eighty percent likelihood that the image is of Ivan Solovyov.”

      “Ivan Solovyov?” I asked. “You mean the Arbiter of Shaanxi?”

      This was a respectful epithet, not an indication that Solovyov had ever been a member of the Arbiter Force. He was far too important to have ever had such a role, having held many positions in both the public and private sector over his long and influential career.

      “Yes, the very same.” Thomas nodded.

      “So you want me to track him down,” I asked Andrea. “To question him about the Warwick node?”

      “Yes,” she replied. “But it has to be discreet, both for his safety and the sake of the investigation. The last thing we want is for the Eleven to know who we’ve spoken with and about what. They could anticipate our next move and cut the lead out from under us.”

      “I will endeavor to do my best. Where do I find this guy?”

      “His home is on Callisto,” replied Thomas. “In Valhalla.”

      “That seems a bit too significant, don’t you think?” asked Raven. “I mean, considering that we were attacked by Jovian special forces. And that we found the Warwick node on Llyr Station.” I could see her point. A lot of little connections to Jupiter. It didn’t amount to evidence, though—just a vague possibility.

      “I wouldn’t jump to any conclusions,” Andrea cautioned. “We’re still far better off tracking down Katerina. Are you suggesting Solovyov is one of the Eleven?”

      Raven shrugged. “I mean, he fits. He’s wealthy and powerful, has all kinds of influence. What do we know about his childhood? His younger days?”

      “Not much,” admitted Thomas. “His family origins are fairly obscure, and all I could find of his childhood was a list of private boarding schools he’d attended.”

      “They might have been obscure, but they certainly weren’t poor,” I commented.

      “See what I’m saying?” said Raven. “He fits the profile. Does he have any connection to David Kote?”

      “Other than appearing in the memory banks of a Warwick node connected to David Kote?” countered Thomas.

      “Well, any connection other than that.”

      “No. They don’t really move in the same circles,” Thomas admitted.

      “I think Ivan Solovyov is our best candidate yet for a member of the Eleven,” Raven insisted. “And I think we should focus more resources on him.”

      Veraldi held a hand up as if to stop her. “Hold on there. If you ask me, Solovyov doesn’t really fit the profile as well as you think he does.”

      “Why is that?”

      “He’s too much of a public figure.”

      I had to agree. “I’ve been hearing about that guy my whole life. He’s not just a public figure, but one of the most respected diplomats in the history of the solar system. He’s renowned as a peacemaker because of what happened in Shaanxi, and he’s been heavily involved in both the Jovian and Sol Federation governments at different points in his life. I think he’s retired now, or semi-retired, but his public profile is just too wide for him to be one of the Eleven.”

      Veraldi agreed. “That’s what I’m saying. If you ask me, the Eleven would keep out of the public eye as much as possible. They’d operate from behind the scenes, not right out in plain view.”

      “I don’t know.” Raven shook her head. “I just have the feeling we’re sending Tycho into the lion’s mouth here.”

      “Tycho’s not green anymore,” said Andrea. “Do you think you can handle this, Tycho?”

      “Yeah, of course.” I wasn’t really as sure as all that, but I didn’t want to be seen as a novice anymore either.

      “What do we know about the Eleven anyway?” asked Andrew. “I mean, what do we really know? We’ve been chasing this thread for a while now, and it always seems to recede into the distance.”

      “That’s exactly it,” replied Veraldi. “The power of these individuals comes from operating in secrecy. No small group, no matter how extensive their resources, can stand against the rest of humanity in an open fight.”

      “I agree with Vincenzo,” said Andrea firmly. “Ivan Solovyov’s image was in the Warwick node, so he is connected somehow, but for all we know he was just given a demonstration of the technology on a visit to Llyr Station. We don’t have any real evidence that he’s one of the Eleven, and even if he is, we have to remember that he’s an old man. I’m confident that Tycho can handle Solovyov’s private security. Once he asks the right questions, we’ll know more.”

      “Any thought on how we’re going to find Katerina?” asked Andrew.

      Thomas replied, “Her biometrics have been given to the security agency of every Aperture in the solar system through our Section 3 cover. Someone will see her at some point, probably sooner rather than later. I told them not to try to pick her up—she would just kill whoever tries to stop her and escape again—but once she’s spotted, we can close in and track her down.”

      “One question about Solovyov just occurred to me,” I added. “This guy was high up in the state. Does he know about Section 9?”

      “No.” Andrea shook her head. “Not many people do know about Section 9, even at the highest levels of government. The heads of Sol Federation Intelligence know, and a handful of others. But someone like Solovyov, involved in diplomacy? No.”

      “He would know if Katerina told him,” Raven pointed out.

      Andrea shrugged. “I suppose that’s true. She could have told any number of people though. We can’t do much about it.”

      An android opened the door then and glanced around the room. It approached Andrea. “Agent Capanelli, we have a priority one message from Section 3 for you.”

      “Show me.”

      The android turned up a palm and projected a hologram. It was a stationary view of a crowd at a spaceport terminal. A woman walking through the crowd wearing a shawl and glasses was outlined with a green rectangle. A line of text below the image read:

      
        
        The individual was seen boarding a passenger vessel bound for Mars through the Timaeus Aperture. 85% confidence it is Katerina Capanelli.

        

      

      “What do you think, Andrea?” asked Vincenzo. “The way she’s dressed seems like a disguise. I can’t honestly tell whether that’s her or not.”

      “How old is this,” Andrea asked the android.

      “Four hours.”

      Andrea leaned in, eyeing the holo closely. The room was quiet while she stared at the image. The expression on her face was too intense to interpret.

      “It’s her,” she said, waving away the android. “We’re heading to Mars, and we’re not coming back without her.”

      Andrea’s expression was no longer so ambiguous. Now she just looked fierce, almost excited. As everyone stood to leave, she added, “I need all of you to understand something.” She brushed the hair out of her eyes and looked around the room. “Katerina knows how to hurt us. She’s done it once, and she will not hesitate to use that knowledge again. If you have any reason to believe she presents an active threat at any time, you are authorized to use every means available to subdue her. Let me be clear: I want any resistance she presents to be met with maximal force. As long as the tissue is viable, I don’t care if all we bring back is a brain. Understood?”

      I was silent as the chorus of voices answered.
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      The city of Valhalla was essentially an inverted tower plunging into the surface of Callisto. Rather than being composed of isolated floors like the vertical cities of Venus, Valhalla was an organic mix of arbitrary landings and hanging buildings connected by a network of layered skyways like strands of spider’s silk. This structure presented the first problem I faced in getting near Ivan Solovyov. A skyway is highly defensible, with a single point of entry and no meaningful cover. Unless I wanted to storm his home by frontal assault, I would need to be clever.

      I took a maglev from the spaceport to Solovyov’s neighborhood and had a look around. Not surprisingly, it was the kind of neighborhood I’d associate with old money. Every building was set back from the neighborhood’s central hub, the skyway entrances framed by real trees and hanging vines.

      I found that Solovyov himself didn’t live in a freestanding home, but in the bottom penthouse of a hanging tower overlooking the entire subdivision. I wondered if that said anything about the man. I stared up at the opaque glass windows high overhead and imagined him looking back down at me. Even here, among some of the wealthiest Jovians, he’d chosen to physically isolate himself as much as possible.

      But the fact that the building wasn’t his alone meant I could gain access to it without force. The first issue I needed to resolve was making sure I didn’t look out of place. I took another train into one of the shopping districts and made a walking tour of all the retail shops, while watching everyone around me closely to figure out the local tastes. Once I had a sense of it, I bought myself several sets of clothing, a haircut from an expensive salon, a top of the line dataspike, and real leather shoes.

      I used my new dataspike to find a real estate agent who could help me buy an apartment in Solovyov’s building. In less than five minutes, I was scheduled for an appointment the next day. With nothing else I could do until then, I went out for dinner in Solovyov’s neighborhood to learn the area, hoping I might be lucky enough to catch sight of him out in the open.

      I had no such luck, but the steak was excellent. Not many people could afford to eat real meat on an outer world. A passing observer would find at least that much evidence I was the man of means I pretended to be. I slept that night in a lavish hotel and went to meet my real estate agent the following morning, dressed in my expensive natural-fiber suit.

      The realtor was a short man with drooping jowls and a lisp. He spoke at length about all the luxurious amenities the property had to offer.

      “You’ll never lack for anything in Windsor on Highfall, sir, I assure you of that. From the on-site fitness center to the unit’s private theater, everything is top of the line by even terran standards. Beyond top of the line. To everyone who meets you, your choice of living space will speak of your good taste.”

      I tuned him out, responding with the occasional sound of vague agreement. He talked the entire way over from his office to the property, pausing only to greet the young receptionist in the Windsor’s lobby. I caught her eye and gave her a smile.

      Downstairs, the realtor took me through the apartment he wanted to sell, explaining every last nuance of what made the place so special and unique. I heard all about the storage solutions, the integrated media system, and even about the architect who designed the building. He touched on the local politics in Valhalla, and which organizations wanted to do what about the real estate industry.

      I told him I was certainly interested and that I would give it some thought. He walked me out, and we took the elevator back up to the ground floor. As we walked out of the building and down the skyway, he reiterated his selling points with minor variations of what was clearly a practiced script. I thanked him for his time at the train station and wished him a good day.

      “It was a pleasure talking with you, Mr. Bartlett,” he insisted. “I mean that.”

      He clasped my hand with both of his own, desperately trying to convince me of his sincerity. I smiled warmly and assured him that the pleasure was all mine, and that it was a rare treat to speak with an agent so knowledgeable about not only the property but the area as well. That seemed to do the trick, and the man finally let go of my hand.

      He boarded a maglev, and I waved to him through the window as it departed. Once it was out of sight, I left the station and walked back up the skyway. I returned to the Windsor on Highfall and approached the front desk where the pretty receptionist looked up and smiled.

      “You’re back.”

      “I am.” I grinned, leaning close and mirroring her body language. “And I have a small problem—ah sorry, I know my agent said it, but I didn’t catch your name.”

      “It’s Lera.”

      “Lera, I’m Tim.”

      “What can I help you with, Tim?”

      “Well, my agent offered to show me the gym, and I turned him down. Now that I think about it, I’ve changed my mind, but he’s already heading back to his office and it’d be embarrassing to have to call him back. I’d really like to get a look at that gym before I make my decision on the property. Could I—”

      She nodded helpfully. “Oh yeah, of course. It’s just down the hall there. I’ll key you in.”

      “Thank you, love, I appreciate it.” I gave her a wink and passed through the security door, then I turned toward the elevators as soon as I was out of sight.

      I called the elevator and selected the penthouse level, reaching for my skeleton key in anticipation of an access code. Surprisingly, the selection flashed green and the elevator began its descent. The lack of a passive security layer told me there was going to be an active security layer when I arrived. I doubted it would be automated. A proxy security force in a semi-private space like an apartment complex was a legal quagmire waiting to happen, and the Arbiter of Shaanxi was no fool, so I prepared myself to encounter human security. By the time the car came to a stop, I had a reasonable cover story to explain why I was there.

      The doors opened on a long, white hallway. A purple carpet split the passage down the center and ended at a tall, ornate door where a pair of identically dressed men in black suits kept guard. One leaned against the wall, swiping through something on his dataspike. The other eyed me suspiciously as I exited the elevator.

      As I got closer, I could see that one of the men was much older than the other. Deep wrinkles lined his features and his black hair had a hint of gray at the root. The man stepped forward to meet me. “Can I help you, sir,” he said with a combination of deference and muted aggression.

      “I’m here for a meeting with Ivan Solovyov.”

      “Mr. Solovyov is not expecting anyone.”

      “Is that right? I wonder if there was some mistake. My assistant said—”

      “What’s your name, sir?”

      “Tim Bartlett. Of Bartlett Industries?”

      “Wait right there, please.”

      He turned away and gestured in the air to make a dataspike call. That was my opportunity.

      I took two steps forward and hooked a punch into his ribcage. His flesh gave way around my fist like water as the bones splintered. A hoarse gasp escaped his lips and his legs gave out. I caught him by the collar and stepped around his body, placing my other hand in the small of his back to take his dead weight across my shoulders.

      The younger guard had reacted by then and was reaching for his weapon. I pivoted and threw the older man at him. Maybe it was Callisto’s gravity, my unfamiliarity with the physical limits of my prosthetics, or a combination of the two, but his body went farther and faster than I’d intended. He hit the younger man, knocked him off his feet, and drove the both of them into the wall beside the door.

      They landed in a tangle on the floor. The older man was fighting just to breathe and had a leg bent in the wrong direction, but the younger was still in the fight. I was already moving in as he unholstered his weapon. I grabbed his forearm with one hand and pushed against his knuckles with the other, twisting his wrist inward.

      It was a standard disarming technique but, like the throw, but I put too much behind it. His wrist made a sound like gravel underfoot and the skin split like nylon fabric. As blood streamed from the jagged wound, he screamed. I reflexively bladed my hand and struck him in the throat. As he gagged and clutched at his neck with one hand, I shifted my balance and slipped behind him. I wrapped my legs around his waist and my arm under his chin.

      Carefully and deliberately, I applied pressure until he went limp. I then rolled him off of me and turned my attention to the older man. He’d fallen unconscious, though I wasn’t sure if it was from trauma or shock. I rolled him onto his side and pulled his jaw open to ease his breathing. I didn’t have to search to find his dataspike. It was in plain view behind his right ear. I pulled it off and crushed it with my heel.

      I looked up at the lock on Solovyov’s door. It was a proximity-based card reader, nothing too difficult for my skeleton key, but exposing the physical port to use it would be tedious. I turned back to the unconscious man in front of me and rifled through his pockets. Sure enough, I found a key card to the apartment. His dataspike was tucked into the collar of his shirt, a clever tactic that almost convinced me he didn’t have one. It was an ultrathin design from this year, too flat to crush, but it was long enough to snap in half with my fingers.

      I considered taking his weapon as well, but the objective here was to talk to Solovyov. If things went bad I could easily adapt, but bringing a gun to the meeting would be a guaranteed escalation of violence. It suggested a malign intent, more so than what I’d done to his security. At the very least, these men were still alive.

      I stood and waved the card in front of the lock. It played a short tone, and I heard the magnets disengage. I slid the key into my pocket, entered Solovyov’s home, and locked the door behind me.

      I was in a kind of foyer, a large oval-shaped room with halls to the left and right. Arranged in a semicircle along the walls were a series of portraits, one of which I recognized as Solovyov himself. They all seemed to be actual paints on panel. Faint hints of relief accompanied some of the thicker strokes of color. Something like that wasn’t particularly rare among the wealthy—the Black Kuei syndicate used art as a form of untraceable currency—but who the paintings depicted seemed out of place.

      They were each of one subject and included men and women of varying ethnicities. I didn’t recognize any of the people except Solovyov. On the far right was his portrait, looking like he did in most photos of the Russo-Sino Armistice decades ago, but on the far left was an image of a child. The only one of the series, it was an image of a young boy sitting in a street among brightly colored plasticrete-block buildings. There was a deep cut along his cheek, and dried blood stained his face and clothing. His dark brown eyes stared out of the canvas with a look that was either the beginnings of a scowl or wince.

      The boy’s portrait was subtly menacing and was probably why I went right instead of left. The hall led to a guest room with a collection of historic artwork. Small jade Buddhist statues and wooden topeng masks were locked inside minimalist display cases tastefully arranged around the space almost like a gallery.

      This room had a view, looking out over the neighborhood. I took a moment to glance outside, checking for any sign of StateSec. It wasn’t likely, but Lera the receptionist could have noticed that I hadn’t yet returned and alerted someone. I saw nothing but quiet streets and tree-lined skyways in the perpetual violet twilight.

      I heard voices from around the far corner. I put a hand on my pocket and checked my posture, repeating my cover to myself. I crossed the room and rounded the corner into an open kitchen. There were three men in black suits gathered around the center island. The empty plates told me why I had encountered these men so far into the penthouse. One of the men was in the middle of a story.

      “She said she’s married, but she’s always sticking those tits out when I walk in the building, and I’m thinking ‘how married are you?’ One day I’m gonna—”

      One saw me then and motioned to the others. The man who was speaking paused in mid-sentence, arm still raised with a glass of water in his hand. As far as they knew, they hadn’t heard anything about a trespasser, and I didn’t look the part, so who was I and what was I doing here?

      “Excuse me…sir? I wasn’t told—”

      “It’s fine. That’s alright, really. Don’t worry about it.” I flashed a smile at them, as I approached. I leaned against the island countertop in an open posture. “Should I be waiting somewhere else?”

      The man with the drink looked at his buddies, then he set his drink down on the countertop and turned back toward me. “Do you have a meeting with Mr. Solovyov, sir?”

      “I do. The guys at the door told me to go on in, but I seem to have gotten lost along the way somehow.”

      The man to his left closed his eyes. It was something people often did when making dataspike calls as a way to see the AR more clearly. I knew he was calling the men at the door, but I wasn’t sure how he would react when neither picked up. I could wait for him to walk away and check on them, leaving me with just two people to deal with instead of three, but that would also mean I’d eventually have one man on alert out of sight.

      “What was your name again, sir,” he asked. I decided the risk of taking on three at once was justified.

      I snapped my arm up into a punch, then I rotated at the hip and twisted my upper body to strike through the man standing in front of me. My fist caught the storyteller just under the cheekbone. His head whipped back, and his body folded backward over the countertop. I didn’t fight the momentum, pushing off to jump over the island as I continued to twist in the air.

      The man behind him shouted something, the beginning of a threat or some exclamation of shock maybe. I couldn’t be sure. I snapped my head to look over my shoulder as I spun, and as soon as I could see him, I drove my heel into his mouth. The kick knocked him off his feet and slammed his head against the floor. Teeth skittered across the white marble, and blood seeped from his ears as I landed.

      The man on the call had his eyes open by then. I pivoted on my heel, stepping into a hammerfist at his head. To his credit, the man reacted fast enough to cross his arms to block, but it was a poor choice against an augmented human. His arms gave way like matchsticks and the back of my hand met his face. He stumbled back and tripped over the second man as blood poured freely from his nose and bubbled from his mouth through gritted teeth. I lay on top of him and pressed my arm against his throat. I couldn’t imagine the pain as he fought feebly to push me off with hands dangling at odd angles from his elbows. After a few seconds, his eyes rolled back under fluttering lids and I felt his racing heart slow.

      I rolled him onto his side and listened for approaching footsteps. The fight hadn’t been as clean or quiet as I would have liked, and there was every chance someone in another room had been alerted. I remained silently crouched behind the island in the kitchen while I counted off thirty seconds. Satisfied that no one was coming, I finally stood.

      I took off my bloodstained coat and left it on the countertop. Five men down. For a retired diplomat and beloved public figure, Solovyov was certainly security-conscious. I went through the kitchen into a large open living room with a sweeping view of the city of Valhalla. I glanced through the windows again for any sign of StateSec, and it seemed my luck was holding. The thought crossed my mind that StateSec may not come into the neighborhood at all and every resident had their own private security.

      On the other end of the living room, past the intricately carved real wood furniture and the sealed bookshelves filled with aged paper manuscripts, was a purple door. The bedroom, I was sure of it.

      I gripped the door’s handle and listened. I could hear movement in the room, but it was slow and deliberate, not the rapid patter of someone rushing into position. There was a quiet voice, followed by a woman’s reply. So there were at least two people in the room. I checked my posture and made a conscious effort to relax my expression. I was just a lost executive here for a meeting with Mr. Solovyov.

      I knocked as I opened the door, feigning confusion. The affectation quickly became real.

      I saw the Arbiter of Shaanxi, Ivan Solovyov himself, sitting at the edge of a shallow pool of water in the center of the room. Kneeling next to him was Katerina Capanelli, looking at me with a warm smile.

      “Oh, Tycho,” she said, her voice perfectly friendly. “It’s only you.”
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      Finding Katerina was not a contingency I’d prepared for.

      I took a furtive glance around the room. I didn’t want to take my eyes off of her, but I needed to know the space before the situation turned and she attacked. In contrast to the rest of the penthouse, the room was nearly empty. Near the floor-to-ceiling windows was a bed with silk sheets piled on top. An ornately carved wooden bureau stood next to it. Hanging on the opposite wall was a woven tapestry depicting golden crowns above twelve genderless figures.

      The only other feature in the otherwise barren room was the circular recession in the floor at its center, filled with water. Ivan Solovyov sat nude at its edge, the old man quietly staring at me with what I took as an inquisitive expression. Katerina put her hands under Solovyov’s armpits and gingerly lowered him into the shallow water. He closed his eyes as he floated.

      Katerina looked up at me and asked, “What did you think of the security team?”

      “They weren’t exceptionally difficult.”

      “No, I suppose they wouldn’t be. Are any of them still alive?”

      “All of them, as far as I know.”

      There was a neatly folded linen towel and silk robe on the floor next to her, with two small black devices sitting on top. Katerina took the devices in one hand and held them up to the light, as if inspecting them. They looked like dataspikes, but larger.

      “Do you think that was mercy on your part,” she asked.

      “Alive is better than dead. I only came here to talk to him.”

      “And you injured—likely crippled—at least five people to do it. What do you think will happen to them tomorrow? Or the day after? Do you think everyone in the system has access to prosthetics like you and Andrea?”

      That coming from her. It was narcissism unbound. “I don’t care to be lectured on ethics,” I said. “Least of all by you.”

      She smiled and raised an eyebrow dismissively. “Fair enough. I’ll take your dataspike now,” she said and held out her empty hand palm-up. I glanced at it, then looked her in the eye again. I didn’t feel the need to say any of the myriad reasons why what she’d just said was inane. And yet she was staring at me as if I’d missed something.

      “You went to a lot of trouble to speak with the man in front of you,” she said. “It’s a simple thing to just do what’s needed to make that happen.” She motioned with her extended hand. “Let’s not waste time with the trivial.”

      She was right about that of course. I needed answers. Against my better judgment, I pulled off my dataspike and tossed it to Katerina. She dropped it into her shirt pocket with an appreciative grin. She then placed the small devices in her other hand on Solovyov’s temples and he took a deep breath.

      When he spoke at last, his voice was a deep bass, metallic like the synthesized voice of a proxy but with the verve and soul of a human. “Why have you come to see me, Mr. Barrett?”

      Solovyov was a living legend known throughout the system. He’d negotiated an end to the Russo-Sino war. His philanthropic foundations were credited for bringing stability to the Pallas Flotilla and tripling the Antarctic crop yields. Yet here he was, in the company of a rogue Section 9 agent. There was only one question that mattered.

      “Are you one of them?”

      He smiled faintly and breathed deep before answering. “I am. You don’t truly understand yet what that means, Mr. Barrett, but I believe I can help you.” He turned his head slightly to Katerina. “Start the procedure, my dear.”

      Katerina stood quietly and walked to the far wall. She pushed open a door I hadn’t noticed, so flush it had been nearly invisible, and disappeared into a brightly lit room beyond. I didn’t know what she was doing, but Solovyov seemed willing to answer me with complete candor, and I couldn’t waste that.

      “You’re right,” I said. “I don’t understand. Julian Huxley claimed that he’d lived dozens of lives. He said he’d transferred his consciousness from one body to another, for hundreds of years, and that there were others. Are you telling me that was all true? That the Arbiter of Shaanxi is one of these monsters?”

      His smile dropped. “Monsters exist in children’s stories and ancient legends. Creatures that live simply to visit calamity upon the innocent. But we both know the true nature of reality. Consequence follows action, and consequence is what defines good and evil, not the action. That’s why I’ve been looking forward to meeting you for some time.”

      “You’ve been looking forward to meeting me?”

      “In my vast experience, it is rare to find someone of your disposition.”

      “What does that mean,” I asked.

      “You are an agent of the State. You’ve killed quite a few people, and I have no doubt you will kill many more in the years to come. And yet, you take care to ensure that violence is visited only on those whom it absolutely must.”

      “What could have given you that idea?” I asked him. “I didn’t kill your security team because that wasn’t my mission.”

      He looked at me with a furrowed brow. The deep lines around his eyes made his expression seem almost melancholy. “I know more about you than you realize, Mr. Barrett. You didn’t kill those men for the same reason you chose to face the Erinyes in Hellas.”

      Katerina returned, closing the door behind her, and walked over to stand by Solovyov’s side once more. I eyed her the entire time, expecting an attack of some kind. She met my eyes and slowly spread her hands to either side at the waist. They were empty. She raised an eyebrow and mouthed the words “you see” before clasping them together in front of her.

      Solovyov continued. “That mentality is what interests me about you, Mr. Barrett. It’s something I believe we have in common. A capacity for empathy while engaged in cruel, yet necessary action. But I’m getting ahead of myself.”

      He paused, as if searching for the right words. “I know you’re an educated man—exceptional marks, top 90th percentile of your class. Top 95th percentile at the Arbiter Academy. Tell me, what do you know of the Eight Year War?”

      It was an odd change of subject, but I humored him. “The same as anyone else,” I answered. “It was a global war with the highest death toll of any conflict in human history.”

      I was listening to the old man, but I was watching Katerina. I suspected the reason he was so forthcoming was to get me to drop my guard. I had no doubt that if my attention wandered, Katerina would make her move. It wasn’t very different from our first encounter, only this time the third party was in league with her instead of me. Solovyov looked too frail to help her in any physical sense, but there was no way to know what electronic systems he could command. From a unit of combat proxies to a fleet of drones, anything was possible when money was no object.

      Soloyvov nodded. “The war began with overpopulation, dwindling access to water, and economic collapse. How did it end?”

      “There was no winner,” I said. “The Thanatos Impact stopped the war.”

      Solovyov closed his eyes and nodded again. “On the night of June 9, 2088, object K87P12K struck the Earth. Hot ash rained on us as we watched the sky burn. The wall of fire stretched across the entire horizon and pierced the clouds.”

      I understood the implication of what he was saying, hard as it was to accept. “The portraits in the foyer. The boy.”

      “Yes. Some eight hundred years ago, crawling through the ruins of a city already ravaged by famine and destroyed by war. When the sky blackened and the year of night began, thousands died from starvation. As I would have, had I lacked the strength of will to do what was necessary.”

      Solovyov arched his back and spread his arms. He floated on the water as lightly as a fallen leaf. Even in Callisto’s gravity, it looked wrong, like he was just a hollow shell.

      “Drinking water was a matter of desalination,” he continued. “Simple enough for a child, but food had been scarce for years before the night. It was only on the edge of starvation that I realized my mistake. The bodies of the dead were everywhere, you see. Imagine that. Weeks of food there for the taking while all around people died of hunger. I quickly learned the proper way to butcher a corpse, how best to cleave the meat to reduce waste. What to eat and what to discard. And when the supply on-hand turned, there was always more to be found. All it took was a change of perspective to transform a problem into a solution.”

      From the portrait, I would have guessed he was no more than fourteen years old then.

      “Tell me, Mr. Barrett, what does history teach of the years following the Thanatos Impact?”

      “That it began the Humanist Age,” I replied, trying to connect the strand of logic. “It led to mankind working together on an unprecedented scale. Is that your point? That tragedy unites people? Is that why Marcenn caused 2/77?”

      “No, Mr. Barrett.” Solovyov laughed, a rasping, choking sound that made the synthesized quality of his voice even more inhuman. “August Marcenn wanted to stop our great work by becoming what we are. His reasoning was sound. Our absence would be a void that would collapse the solar system, but if he could supplant us, he could undo our efforts in time. The error was in his execution, though his end was already assured from the—”

      A fit of coughing overcame him, and he made a deliberate effort to stifle it. He took another deep breath, then continued.

      “I digress. The obvious conclusion after Thanatos was to settle the cosmos. Not in half-measures on Luna but with permanent, sustainable colonies across the solar system. Yet this inarguable truth was met with resistance. Some believed humanity’s efforts should instead focus entirely on terran affairs. Though willing to acknowledge the danger posed by another impact event, they believed observatories and deep space imaging would be enough. That another Eight Year War could never happen again. Hardly a plurality, and yet these individuals were enough to prove detrimental.”

      His voice was bitter, as if those events from so many centuries ago had happened just yesterday. Julian Huxley had said he could no longer clearly remember events from the distant past. That they felt as if they had happened to a different person entirely. Clearly Ivan Solovyov was a different sort of man.

      “The year of night ended, and before long the new war began,” he said wearily. “I studied philosophy, religion, biology, anything that might give me some insight into what had happened. Why it had happened. The conclusion I reached then still holds true today. Simply, that when given the freedom to choose, many will invariably choose poorly.”

      I’d heard that same sentiment from other narcissists. “You’re saying you know what’s best for people more than they do.”

      “Precisely. Yet even knowing this, some sought their own destruction rather than accept that simple truth. They acted, not out of reason, but out of emotion.”

      “Some people hate to be told what to do.”

      “Yes, unfortunately,” replied Solovyov. “It wasn’t until nearly the end of my first life that I devised a solution to that problem. I simply needed to change my perspective. I had to recognize that contrarians will always rise to oppose the currents of history, but that opposition can be controlled. The effects of resistance ameliorated.”

      It was a strategy Federation Intelligence occasionally used. Placing loyal assets in leadership roles within insurgent groups had allowed the Sol Federation to dismantle the Medina rebellion from the inside without firing a shot. Gradually shifting a group’s values over time was enough to make people think the idea was theirs from the start, even if it was the antithesis of what they originally stood for. Solovyov was implying the Eleven had done this on an interplanetary scale for nearly a thousand years.

      “Why are you telling me all of this?”

      He was silent for a moment, but his mouth opened and closed like he was trying to say something. Katerina knelt to check the devices at his temples. The old man inhaled sharply and blinked. His eyes darted around the room before fixing on me once again.

      “What’s wrong with him,” I asked Katerina.

      “He’s dying,” she answered plainly. “I’m sure the experience is very unpleasant. A proper Warwick node would have been ideal, but this is an old process and there are ways to improvise.”

      “You’re saying that this is—”

      “Yes. Very few people ever witness a Continuity event, Tycho. You should be honored.”

      If this pool was part of a Warwick node, then there was another somewhere with a person in it. Someone I could save. I started toward the door at the far end of the room. Katerina put up a hand to stop me.

      “It’s too late to stop it, Tycho. If you try to go in there, we’d just have to fight again. I’d kill you, and you would have only delayed me from giving Solovyov the help he needs.”

      The old man had been relaxed as he floated in the water, but there had been a passive tension as he held his head level. Now he was dead weight, his face turned and half-submerged. He’d stopped breathing, his body still except for the slight motion on the water’s surface.

      “Solovyov is dead,” I said.

      “He is. And he isn’t. Stay right there and you’ll see.”

      Katerina took the folded linen and robe and walked back to the far door. She slowly pushed it open, calling out as she did so.

      “I have your towel.”

      A girl stepped out and took the cloth. She was Cavadora, no older than the boy in the portrait in the foyer. She didn’t take the robe, seemingly unconcerned with her nakedness. She turned to me as she dried her long black hair.

      Her eyes had a weary, burdened look that belied her youthful features. “To answer your question,” she said, “I tell you these things because I want your help, Mr. Barrett.”

      The evidence was there in front of me, and I’d seen it with my own eyes. Marcenn had warned us, in his own way. Huxley too, until Katerina shot him dead. Rationally, objectively, I knew the truth. Though my eyes saw a slender girl and my ears heard a light and airy voice, my mind understood that the person before me had eight centuries of memories behind those intense, dark eyes.

      “Ivan Solovyov,” I said. Not a question, but a statement.

      The girl shook her head. “New life, new name.”

      “It’s not your life, is it? This girl, her life. Her family, her future. You stole that.”

      “I assure you, Mr. Barrett, this is better than the life she had. This girl was taken from a brothel in the Flotilla. She may have died young, but it spared her many years of suffering.”

      “You could have just as easily saved her from that life and given her something better.”

      She shrugged. “Could I do that for every Cavadora? For every poor, starving girl across the solar system?”

      I stepped around the pool and came closer. “It doesn’t matter,” I said, aware but unable to stop the anger creeping into my voice. “Whether you save one or a thousand, you do whatever you can.”

      Katerina moved between us.

      The girl dropped her towel and took the robe from Katerina. “Not yet, my dear,” she said. “He hasn’t decided. You know his temperament. This shouldn’t come as a surprise.”

      Katerina stepped aside but never broke eye contact. I let her have her small victory and looked away first, turning to Solovyov.

      “You wanted my help,” I said. “My help with what? I’m not betraying Section 9 for you.”

      “That’s beside the point.” she replied, tying the robe closed. She tugged her hair from beneath the collar as she continued. “When you joined the Arbiters, you didn’t know that Section 9 existed. How could you? Yet the unit’s actions may have undermined or even run contrary to your own objectives as an Arbiter, as I’m sure you now understand.”

      She was right about that. Andrea was prepared to let me run headlong into my death on Venus because warning any Arbiters on site of the real danger wasn’t part of her mission. One year later I’d done the same.

      Solovyov continued. “Section 9 has access to information the Arbiters do not, and because of that the former can draw conclusions the latter would never reach. Actions the Arbiters would not, or could not, undertake. The gulf of contextual understanding between the two is staggering, wouldn’t you agree? Now consider an organization with an even greater reach, with access to even more data, such that the difference between Section 9 and the Arbiters is rendered inconsequential by comparison. That is what I represent. That is what I invite you to be a part of.”

      “You keep hinting at it, but you still haven’t told me what that really is. What do the Eleven want?”

      She knitted her brow and looked down as if lost in thought, then she nodded and walked to the stand in front of the windows. She looked out at the city as she replied. “Of all the agents with Section 9—of the billions of people in the solar system—you alone present a rare intersectionality. A former Arbiter, you are now part of an organization with nearly boundless authority and limited only by cursory oversight.”

      She turned back to face me. “Mr. Barrett, I truly believe that your deepest values are more similar to my own than you realize. The only difference between us is vantage. You are limited by your own mortality, unable to see beyond the horizon of your lifetime. You have the perspective of a man tethered in history, able to see only so far into the past and future. But if you could live the lives I have, if you could see the universe as I do, I have no doubt we would be of the same mind.”

      “Vague platitudes don’t tell me anything,” I said. “If you want me to join you, you need to speak plainly.”

      The Cavadora girl walked to the shallow pool in the center of the room. She sat down on the floor and turned her former body’s head to stare up at the ceiling. She shook the water from her hands and gestured at the corpse.

      “Death is what gives life structure and purpose. Because a life is finite, this gives meaning to each day. Yet this also gives rise to the eternal recurrence of human folly. Children repeat the mistakes of their elders. They grow and have children of their own, only for those children to repeat the cycle. Over and over, for eternity.”

      She stood and slowly circled the shallow pool. “The Eleven are an escape from this madness; a group outside the host of mankind. Each of us sacrificing our personal desires for the Great Work. Despite what you may think, Mr. Barrett, we are not your enemy. The singular purpose of the Eleven has always been to prevent another self-imposed extinction-level event like the Eight Year War from ever happening again.”

      That wasn’t what I expected her to say. I suppose I expected something about mankind fulfilling its destiny in the stars, creating a galaxy-spanning empire. The kind of grandiose vision the powerful tend to indulge in. Instead Solovyov was trying to convince me that the Eleven were peacekeepers, and everything they had done was solely to prevent another apocalyptic war from ending the human race.

      If the Warwick node had been created by survivors of the Eight Year War, it was plausible that they could have made a pact and kept the technology for themselves, working in secret to prevent the horrors they’d witnessed from repeating.

      They’d succeeded in a sense. In the centuries that followed, the human race had recovered from the 6th mass extinction, established agriculture and sustainable cities across a radically altered Earth, and settled the entire solar system. Could that have been the work of the Eleven?

      “I see you’re thinking about it,” said Solovyov. “I admire that, Mr. Barrett. The ability to pause, to simply stop and consider before acting or speaking. An understated skill, indeed.” She’d walked all the way around the shallow pool and had returned to where she started. She stood there, hands clasped behind her back and watching me with her head tilted inquisitively.

      I had to admit, it was a reasonable vision. If Solovyov was telling me the truth.

      “August Marcenn’s Eleven,” I said.

      “What of them,” asked Solovyov, with a faintly disdainful curl of her lip.

      “They spoke of Insidious powers, old and dispassionate. Those were their exact words. They said their goal was the unification of all mankind. If that’s what they wanted, what are your Eleven working for?”

      “His actions speak for themselves, do they not? I’m sure you understand that I can’t detail every nuance of our efforts, but rest assured, Mr. Barrett, August Marcenn was a madman—the consequence of misplaced trust in an unworthy ally. It would be an error to place any faith in his words.”

      She took a few steps toward me and offered her hand. “Will you join us?”
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      “No,” I replied.

      Solovyov sighed and dropped her hand. She stepped back and looked past me.

      “Make it painless,” she said. “He deserves that much.”

      I turned to see a blur rushing toward me, then I saw a flash of light as she swung her fist at my gut. The attack looked odd, her arm angled wrong for a punch. I caught her wrist rather than block the hit, and it proved to be the wise choice. She was holding a hooked blade nearly the size of my hand. She raised her other arm, unsurprisingly holding a similar blade, and stabbed down at my neck.

      Against a knife, the safest thing you can do is close in. The natural urge to back off only gives the opponent space and opportunity, meaning the best place to be is paradoxically as close as you can get. I turned into the attack and pressed myself against her cheek-to-cheek. I hooked my free arm around the small of her back, lifted with my knees, and leaned backward. Inertia took care of the rest, and Katerina tumbled over my head as we fell to the floor.

      On Earth, that might have been the end of it. Katerina’s skull would have smashed against the marble tile and she would either die or be rendered unconscious from brain trauma. But Callisto’s gravity undercut the throw, and she had ample time to prepare a breakfall. She instead landed three meters away on the flat of her back, her feet absorbing what little impact there was. She was back up and ready to fight in a fraction of a second.

      Solovyov was still standing by his body in the pool, placidly watching us fight with her hands clasped behind her back. Despite the intelligence behind those dark eyes, it was still the frail body of a young girl. There was every possibility Solovyov could get hurt if this continued, whether through accident or Katerina’s intentional malice. If I wanted to end this cleanly, I needed a weapon. The men in the kitchen were my best option.

      As I started to back toward the door, Katerina mockingly warned, “Don’t make me chase you, Tycho.”

      She was fast, but so was I.

      I spun and kicked off into a sprint. Taking my eyes off of her was a risk, but he who dares, wins, as they say. If any of the men outside had recovered, my plan would become magnitudes more complicated, but now that I knew the stakes we were playing for I wasn’t so concerned with avoiding casualties. Everything was on the table, and I was fully prepared for me and Solovyov to be the only people walking out of this alive.

      Katerina caught up to me as I entered the living room. The patter of her feet against the wooden flooring gave her away, and I was able to parry what would have been a backstab. She went with the momentum and turned her back to me, bringing a knife around in an overhand slash. It came slow and obvious, and I stopped it with a high block. Katerina then followed up with a low overhand stab with her other arm that was much faster and far more subtle. I responded with a clumsy knee block more on instinct than thought. If not for my prosthetics, that would have meant a potentially lethal wound.

      Instead her blade cut through my clothing, punched through my pleximesh skin, and skipped across the graphene shell of my augmented leg. I’d felt none of it. Her wrist twisted as the knife bounced off and she nearly lost her grip. She hopped forward into a low roll rather than press the attack and came back up two meters away in a fighting stance.

      “How much of you did they need to rebuild after Europa,” she asked. “If I cut that handsome face off, will I find an android staring back at me?”

      When she came in for the attack this time, it was with a rapid series of double slashes—left high and right low at the exact same moment, or right high and left low, or one stabbing and the other slashing. It was all I could do to defend, taking cuts across my arms but feeling nothing. I wasn’t gaining any momentum in the fight, but then neither was she. At best, she was dulling her weapons as they struck against my augments.

      Frowning, she changed her strategy. Instead of launching two attacks at the same time, she reverted to her pattern of attacking with one knife and then the other. She’d seen it provoke a response to her first attack and leave me exposed for an opportunistic follow up with her second. Why she would think I was so easy was a mystery, but if she was willing to underestimate me, I was willing to take advantage of it.

      I only missed my block once, but this time it cost her the knife in her off hand. She stabbed at my chest with her left hand and I went to block it, but instead of landing on her wrist as I’d intended, I caught the blade hard with my forearm. Her hand slipped down the handle on impact and, with no guard or quillon to stop it, ran across the blade.

      She half-gasped, half-growled, and her eyes went wide as she dropped the knife and pulled her hand back. I used the pause in the fight to clear some space. Looking back, that was probably the one choice that led to everything that followed. If I’d pressed the attack instead and ended it then, maybe things would have gone differently. That’s the trouble with hindsight: it’s only easy to be wise in the after.

      Her hand bled freely from the deep cut, and in the seconds that followed she stared straight at me and did nothing to stop it. When she finally moved, it was slower than I’d expected from Katerina.

      Slower, but that’s not to say it was slow.

      She whipped her hand toward me and her blood spattered across my face. I shut my eyes and turned away before I could even think of what a mistake that was. I tried to blink my vision clear, but only my right eye would stay open. I saw Katerina within arm’s reach, her left hand pulled back for a punch, and was too late to do anything about it.

      Her knuckles sank into the bridge of my nose. I smelled water and saw lighting. I felt myself fall backward and tried to take a step to catch my balance, but as I did my stomach exploded in pain. White-hot fire welled up from just below my ribs and my knees gave way. Then I felt it again, just to the left of the first. And again.

      I fell to my knees on the floor. Katerina stood over me, saying something that didn’t register over the searing pain of the stab wounds in my gut. She kicked me in the face, and the world went dark for an instant. It came back when my back hit the floor, and as I looked up at the ceiling the lights were suddenly almost blinding.

      “We found the part of you still human after all,” she said, stepping over to straddle me. She got on her knees and pressed the tip of her knife against my chest, then placed her still bleeding left hand on the end of the handle. “I want to thank you. You made me work for it, Tycho. Service to the Eleven is usually less...interesting.”

      She was sure it was over, and all that was left was to push the blade through my heart, but she still had to get the last word in. That arrogance is what gave me the opening I needed. I cupped both hands and clapped her sides as hard as I could. I heard a muffled, wet pop and felt her body give way like water. She screamed, fell to the right, and lay on her back on the floor, clutching her chest.

      We both kept like that for what felt like hours. Me, trying to find the strength to stand despite the stabbing, her struggling to breathe through shattered ribs. Eventually, I rolled onto my good side and pushed up onto my knees. I wiped the blood from my left eye with the back of my hand and looked to my right to see Katerina on her hands and knees, vomiting blood and watery bile.

      I stood, holding my side and feeling light-headed, but not in as much pain as I had been. A part of me knew that was not a good sign, but I pushed the thought from my head and staggered toward the kitchen to find a weapon. I could die after Katerina did, not one minute before.

      I was halfway across the room, leaning against a bookshelf to catch my breath, when she called out from behind me. “We’re not done, boy.”

      I turned to face her. She was on her feet again and hugging herself with one arm, no doubt applying pressure to keep her ribcage from moving very much with each breath. She held her other hand up in front of her in a ready stance.

      “You’ve lost. If you keep this up, you’ll die from those injuries.”

      “Victory and defeat are the temporary forces of circumstance.” She choked and coughed, spitting a mouthful of blood onto the floor before continuing. “The way of avoiding shame is different. It lies in death.”

      A moment later she rushed at me, launching one attack after another with a desperate ferocity. The strikes were wild and loose, less precise and controlled than before. Big, arcing slashes and deliberate kicks driven more by rage than technique. To her credit, she was still absurdly fast, but having faced her at her best, I could see the difference. Where I could do nothing but defend before, I now found openings to counter.

      She slashed in an upward swing at my throat that I weaved back to avoid. She countered by bending at the elbow, stepping forward, and hammering down to stab. That might have worked if she were faster—there was no way to shift my balance in time—but her attack seemed so slow that her surprise when I caught her wrist was odd to me. I pushed her arm to my left, stepped back, then pulled it down to the right and twisted.

      Katerina had the presence of mind to know what I was doing, and instead of fighting it, she went with the movement. She was already kicking off into a standing frontflip by the time I twisted her wrist. She had a tortured expression when she landed, but the movement had saved her from a broken arm.

      Still, the pain had distracted her, and that split second of delay was more than enough. I pulled her wrist up over her head. Our difference in height meant she was essentially hanging by the wrist, her toes barely scraping the floor, too close to kick at me and too injured to knee me. I balled my fist and punched her in the side. She cried out, her face twisting in agony. I pulled back and hit her again. She turned her body to face me, for all the good it would do. I punched again, closer to her armpit, then again in the kidney, each blow eliciting another shriek.

      She managed to fight through the pain and reached out with her bloody hand to claw at my face. I brought my elbow down to block, keeping a tight grip on her wrist, and realized too late what she was doing. Lowering my arm had allowed her to get her footing back. She kicked off the floor and drove both heels into my face.

      The blow drove me back and I stumbled into a bookshelf. It toppled and I went with it, the glass shattering as it hit the floor. The pressure in my sinuses told me my nose was bleeding long before the blood trailing down my shirt did. I inhaled through my mouth and blew my nose clear as I stood. The room was spinning, but I could see that Katerina had vanished.

      I knew it wasn’t in her to walk away. Wherever she was, she was doing something to tip the fight in her favor. That was enough to give me the strength to get across the room to the kitchen. The men I’d taken down were still where I’d left them. I turned the storyteller over and opened his coat. The straps of a holster were visible around his left shoulder, so I turned him onto the other side to get at his weapon. That was when I noticed he wasn’t breathing.

      I took his sidearm with a mixture of regret and indifference. I ejected the magazine to find it topped off with all twenty-one rounds and press checked the chamber to discover a round ready to be fired. The storyteller had been the cautious, overprepared type. Now he was dead without having fired a single round when it mattered. More proof that fate had a sense of humor.

      I loaded the magazine into the gun and started to back away from the body. No sooner had I taken my first steps than the corpse was shredded by a single blast of gunfire. I scrambled behind the kitchen island as another shot tore through the countertop. My expensive coat hung in tatters above my head.

      From the damage inflicted by those gunshots, it was obviously a shotgun of some kind, but the pause between shots meant it was probably pump-action. That was rare luck; an automatic would have meant my death.

      “Come out, Tycho,” Katerina called out. Her voice was strained and broke as she said my name. “You’re pinned, and you know that.”

      The door was down a narrow hall and beyond a foyer. The entire path was a killbox, and even past that there was only the elevator to get off of the level. Any attempt to run would mean getting shot in the back, but staying where I was meant getting gunned down at point-blank range. She was right; I was pinned.

      “Come out so we...can get this...over with.” She was raspy. “I’ll shoot you in the head and blow your goddamn brain out all over this nice pinewood.”

      Her calm demeanor had fallen away. The lectures, the esoteric references to philosophers, and quotes from ancient texts were gone. Beneath her cultured veneer was the same narcissistic sadist as Solovyov and Marcenn. That was why they were drawn to each other. They reveled in their own sense of superiority and only found value in the artificial constructs that made them different.

      I couldn’t hear footsteps, but she had to be moving. I needed to keep her talking. “I’d ask you to do the same,” I said, “but we both know that won’t happen. The fox that can never be caught, chased by the dog that never fails.”

      “The Teumessian fox? That’s more...than I’d expected from you, Tycho.”

      I slowly pulled my tattered coat down from the countertop. “Yeah, I get that a lot. People think Arbiters are dumb machines.”

      “And they’re right. You’re not...an Arbiter. You never really were.”

      “Yet you keep underestimating me,” I said. She was somewhere to my left, maybe five meters away. I balled the coat with one hand.

      Katerina coughed. “Because you’re an idealist. You can’t see...what’s in front of you.”

      I took a breath and steadied my footing. “Yeah, you could be right.” I threw the coat to my right and dove left, bringing my gun up even before I could see her. Katerina fired at the first sign of movement, her shot tearing through the remnants of my expensive, tailored coat. She didn’t have the chance to even register her mistake.

      I fired six rounds before I hit the floor. Three hit Katerina in the head. Her blonde hair twisted into spirals tracing the bullets’ path as they exited her skull in the Callistan gravity. She fell to her knees and her head slumped forward, before finally toppling softly to the white tile.

      I stood and fired nine more rounds into her back; not out of spite, but because I had to be sure she was dead. I approached her body in a wide, curving path to keep myself behind her as much as possible. Once close enough, I kicked away her shotgun and rolled her over with my foot.

      Her right eye was missing and her nose had collapsed into her skull, but her mouth was still turned up in the same faintly amused smile. The exposed bone of her cheek peeked out from beneath lacerated skin and torn muscle, shining slick beneath the dim accent lighting. Her left eye stared up at me accusingly.

      I reached into her pocket and took back my dataspike. I felt behind her ears with my fingers but couldn’t find hers. I checked her collar and ran my fingers through her hair, but it seemed like she simply didn’t have one. It made a certain kind of sense; the old spy had made sure whatever secrets she carried went with her to the grave.

      I still had to capture Ivan Solovyov. Getting her out of Windsor on Highfall was going to be difficult—I doubted she would go willingly—and I couldn’t think of any scenario where it didn’t look like a kidnapping. Then again, that’s exactly what it would be, so why fight the impression? Solovyov’s new body was small. I could subdue her and put her in a travel bag. First thing was first, though, and I returned to Solovyov’s bedroom.

      There was no sign of her anywhere. Solovyov’s old body was still floating in the center of the room. The devices at his temples were smoking, and I plucked one from his head. Its casing crumbled like ash in my hand, and the internal components had burned away to a lump of blackened metal and graphene.

      I entered the hidden room behind the far wall and saw it was just a bathroom. All I found was a bathtub filled with lukewarm salt water and two more of the devices Katerina had placed on Solovyov’s head, also destroyed. I did a perfunctory search of the rest of the penthouse and verified what I already knew. The young girl hosting an ancient consciousness was already out there somewhere in the streets of Valhalla.
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      A light rain was falling on Calais when I arrived at the train station. I closed my umbrella and shook the water from it before heading inside the ticket office. I bought my pass and sat on a bench by the platform to wait for my contact.

      The holo overhead was streaming the regional news. Like most dispatches in the last day, the stream was dominated by news of the shocking murder of retired diplomat Ivan Solovyov in his home on Callisto. For some reason StateSec couldn’t understand, all the surveillance video from within the building seemed to have been erased, and the receptionist who had seen the killer wasn’t cooperating with the authorities. I wondered if that was Section 9 or Solovyov’s doing.

      “You know, that really wasn’t what I would call discreet.” Andrew Jones was standing next to me, dressed like a businessman in a plain blue suit. I hadn’t heard him approach.

      “I ran into complications,” I replied.

      “You don’t say. Did you really kill her?”

      “If she were here, she’d have half a mind to tell you.”

      He sat down next to me. “You got lucky, right?”

      I shrugged. “Maybe.”

      We sat there in silence for a minute, watching the rain fall.

      “I’m sending you a dataspike transfer,” he said.

      “What is it?” I asked as the file was coming through.

      “It’s a decryption cypher. For this.”

      He opened up his briefcase and pulled out a book. “Light reading for the trip.”

      I followed Andrew back to his car and started leafing through the pages as soon as I was sitting inside. It was all garbled nonsense, page after page of glyphs and shapes.

      “What language is this?” I asked.

      “Keep looking at it. Sometimes it takes a minute.”

      I looked at a page, searching for something I might have missed. The shapes suddenly cleared in my vision and formed into legible text. As I flipped through the pages, I noticed multiple references to Whitehall and the North Atlantic States Interior Office.

      “That’s interesting,” I commented. “I’ve never seen it done that way before.”

      “Fun, isn’t it? The book is useless without the app, and the app is useless without the book. Thank the R and D people.”

      As our car pulled into a train carriage for the trip beneath the English Channel, Andrew turned off the screens so we couldn’t see what was going on outside the car. “Going through the Chunnel makes me nervous, honestly. I’d rather not see it.”

      “Where are we headed?” I asked.

      “London. After the attack on our HQ, Andrea threw out everything.”

      I found this a little hard to wrap my head around. “What do you mean she threw out everything?”

      “I mean exactly everything—all bug-out protocols, all safehouses, our entire infrastructure. Katerina may have compromised any or all of it, so all we can do is burn it down and start over.”

      “It’s incredible how much damage she did. What do we have left?”

      “Nothing at all.” He didn’t seem too worried. In fact, Andrew Jones seemed positively cheerful. He was drumming his fingers on his leg as if making music.

      “So what is there in England for us?”

      “You really worry too much, Tycho. It’s all been arranged, and the only thing we need to do is turn up where and when they tell us to turn up.”

      “So you do know.”

      “Yes.”

      “Andrew, could you just answer my question? As a favor?”

      “Alright, sure, why not? Anything legacy had to be scrapped, so while the groundwork for new infrastructure is being built, Section 9 are going to be guests of the North Atlantic States.”

      “What kind of sense does that make?” I asked. “Aren’t there bad feelings between the NAS and the Sol Federation?”

      In my experience, the North Atlantic States was far from friendly to the Sol Federation, which logically implied they would be even less friendly to its intelligence agencies. There had been rumors of war for a long time now, although no one in the North Atlantic States government seemed to want to provoke it. Were we heading straight into the lion’s mouth here?

      “Like I said, you worry too much. Anything they’re sending us into has been set up ahead of time, and we won’t have any more trouble than we usually have.”

      “Andrew, the amount of trouble we usually have is a lot.”

      He shrugged. “So nothing to worry about then. It’s just a day at the office, right?”
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      Light afternoon rain pattered on our car as we waited, parked in a charging station across the street from the restaurant where our targets were having drinks. I adjusted the cropping on the interior display and set it to record. Documenting an arrest was more useful than not in my experience.

      Andrea Capanelli sat to my left. She had her blonde hair in a less practical style than I’d ever seen. The bangs were cut straight just above her eyebrows, the rest shoulder-length with subtle curls that she must have deliberately set in her naturally straight hair. She gave off the impression of an ingenue, looking more like the kind of young professional you’d meet in a classy nightclub after work than a seasoned field operative trained in espionage. Her tailored, charcoal gray suit, black tie, and Marcus Guo heels only added to the idea.

      Across from us sat Andrew Jones. He wore a similar suit but tended to dress well as a habit, so it didn’t seem as uncharacteristic to me. His was a darker gray, and with a silver tie. His hair was short on the sides and a bit longer on top, and it swept to the left in the intentionally tousled style that was becoming popular again. He had the look of a man you might notice in a room but would just as easily forget. A gray man. Fitting for an infiltration specialist.

      “You ready, Tycho?” he asked me.

      “Absolutely. This is my kind of work.”

      It’d felt like decades since we first met. I was an Arbiter then, an officer of the most elite law enforcement organization in the Sol system. I’d jumped down from orbit to infiltrate a Venusian living tower and prevent a mass murder orchestrated by Nightwatch commander August Marcenn. That single mission would lead me from one revelation to another, one life-changing event after another, until I became a spy for a unit that didn’t exist, fighting monsters nearly a thousand years old.

      The sheer magnitude of what lay hidden beneath the surface of everything I thought I knew was almost incomprehensible. Maybe that’s why I was so thankful for days like this. Days with a simple, tractable problem to solve.

      Andrea chambered a round into her sidearm. “I guess police work is your area of expertise, isn’t it?” she commented and slipped the weapon into the holster under her coat.

      “Well, Inspectors General are hardly Arbiters,” I replied with a shrug. “But they do make arrests, so yeah. This is something I’m definitely familiar with.”

      Jones smirked a little. “You sound excited.”

      “I’m relieved we aren’t going up against black ops cyborgs or offworld special forces this time.”

      “What, you didn’t enjoy any of that?”

      “Not every day, no.”

      “Well, a smart lady once said, ‘Life is either a daring adventure or nothing at all.’”

      “To that lady I would say doing the same thing over and over is to be controlled by, rather than to control, what one does.”

      “In any case,” Andrea said, “we need time to rebuild Section 9. We also need cover, and to maintain that cover as Inspectors General, we have to do everything Inspectors General would normally do. That includes low-level arrests of white collar suspects.”

      I nodded. “You don’t have to convince me. Like you said, it’s just like police work.”

      A voice came in over our dataspikes. “They’re all in place now. Pierce just went in.”

      “Understood,” replied Andrea. “Get your team in place and be ready to move.”

      The arrest team were exactly what they seemed to be—local MetSec believing that they were serving an arrest warrant under the supervision of the North Atlantic States Inspector General office. Factually true, if not the complete story.

      “Stay sharp,” she said to Andrew and me. “We’re heading in.”

      I tapped the release and the car doors popped open. We stepped out and crossed the street. The holo in the restaurant’s window showed rolling hills of wheat in the Russo-Sino countryside that were backlit by the setting sun. Above us, recessed speakers built into the facade projected a tasteful interpretation of Rachmaninoff’s Symphony Number 2.

      The bouncer noticed us as soon as we walked in. He was broad-shouldered, the buttons of his white shirt straining with every breath he took. I could see the curling serifs of tattooed lettering peeking out from below his collar. His posture told me he was armed and likely left-handed. I moved to the right to get clear of Andrea’s line of fire, disguising the movement by shaking the rain from my coat.

      He raised a hand to stop us in the entryway. “You have reservation?” His accent was heavy.

      Andrea held up her badge. “NAS Inspector General.” The bouncer looked intently at it then was still for a few seconds, no doubt running the badge fiducial through the official registration with his dataspike.

      “You go,” he replied at last and stepped aside to let the three of us pass.

      At tables scattered throughout the restaurant, small groups were chatting quietly. Men and women conducted business meetings, tried to interest potential lovers, or simply shared an after-work drink or two with co-workers. At the bar in the back of the room, Lyndon Pierce sat with the four other targets. Lyndon was a skinny blond man, not physically imposing in any way, but he was clearly the leader of this particular group. Reclined comfortably in his seat, he spoke with exaggerated, sweeping gestures as the others hung onto every word he said.

      I checked to make sure we had the whole group as we crossed the room. There was Karl Jensen to Lyndon’s right, with Nisha Coulter beside him. The two were close and had had an on and off relationship. Securing one would almost guarantee taking the other. Next to Nisha was Arnold Klepp, a possible flight risk. Beside Arnold was Jeff Bloom, who was laughing along with Lyndon’s anecdote. He would likely follow Arnold’s lead, whether that meant complying or putting up a fight.

      Lyndon was so caught up in what he was saying that he didn’t notice us until we were almost on top of him. When he finally did, his mouth hung open in mid sentence and his eyes froze on the three of us.

      “His brain’s rebooting,” Andrew said, stifling a laugh.

      I kept my eyes on the group’s hands. I didn’t expect any of them to produce a weapon, but seeing Andrea swap her sidearm to condition 1 in the car had put me on edge.

      Lyndon closed his mouth and blinked. He visibly collected himself and consciously returned to the relaxed, open stance he’d had before, then he leaned against the bar and addressed Andrew.

      “What the fuck is this about?” he asked, his voice more than a little tinged with contempt.

      “We’re NAS Inspectors General,” replied Andrea. “But you already knew that. What you’re really asking is how much we know, isn’t that right?” She looked at each of them in turn.

      “There must be some mistake,” offered Nisha in a feeble voice.

      Andrea walked closer to her as she replied. “Are you Nisha Coulter?”

      “Yes. What—”

      “On June 5th you received payment from a Levantine terrorist group through an offworld account under the name Natalie Hart. You received another payment on July 9th, then again on July 23rd, August 8th, and August 21st, for a cumulative sum of 415.6 million credits.”

      No one spoke.

      “We know everything,” Andrea said. “You are all under arrest for treason against the North Atlantic States.”

      Network credentials for NAS classified systems rotated on a bi-weekly basis. What these people had done was sell fresh network credentials at the start of each of these periods to foreign buyers. White-collar crime, but potentially devastating geopolitically. Done right, it was hard to trace.

      Unfortunately for these people, Lyndon was neither as intelligent as he wanted people to think nor as skilled as he believed himself to be.

      When he finally decided to run, he jumped to his feet so quickly that his chair tipped to the floor with a loud clatter. He probably thought he could make for the rear exit and disappear into the crowd on the street before we caught up to him. Again, he’d overestimated his intelligence and skill.

      A smarter man would have considered that the arrest team was more than just the three people immediately in front of him. A smarter man might have noticed the odd number of patrons sitting near him that hadn’t ordered anything. And, of course, a smarter man wouldn’t have tried to sell state secrets in the first place. As Lyndon came running by, one of our plain-clothes MetSec tackled him to the floor. He landed face-first, stunned too senseless to resist as he was cuffed.

      Arnold Klepp kept repeating “what” over and over, like he just couldn’t wrap his mind around whatever strange thing was happening. Jeff Bloom shook his head. “I should never have listened to that guy. I knew this was stupid.”

      Tears welled in Nisha Coulter’s eyes, and her voice was strained. “It was his idea. It was all his idea, the whole thing!”

      “Shut up,” snapped Karl Jensen. “They don't have anything. This is a bluff.”

      “Are you sure about that?” Andrea smiled at him, like this was all nothing more than a friendly conversation. “Besides the bank records, we have your dataspike activity, location services records, and office network logons.”

      “That miserable asshole,” Jeff Bloom muttered.

      “I’ll testify,” offered the openly weeping Nisha. “I’ll testify for immunity!”

      “You unbelievable bitch…” Karl Jensen started, but Andrew raised a finger.

      “Take your own advice, Jensen. Keep your mouth shut.”

      Karl sunk down into his seat did as he was advised. I tapped Arnold Klepp on the shoulder. “Time to get up, Arnold.”

      He was visibly trembling as he stood up from the chair. He didn’t resist as I cuffed his wrists behind his back. Andrew Jones did the same with Nisha Coulter, who didn’t stop pleading for us to let her testify. Jeff Bloom kept muttering obscenities to himself while he waited for his turn, but Karl Jensen turned out to be the troublemaker.

      As I pulled Jeff to his feet, Karl suddenly stood and swung a pint glass at Andrea’s head. My first instinct was to reach for my weapon, but Andrea had already caught his arm before I could draw.

      We might have had similar prosthetics, but Andrea’s speed was still leagues ahead of mine. She fluidly cradled the back of Karl’s head with her free hand and slammed his face into the bar in less than a second. She then twisted his arm back and dragged him to the floor.

      Andrea had her heel on his back a moment later. “That stunt cost you the bridge of your nose. Would you like a broken arm too?”

      I shook my head and helped Jeff Bloom take a seat. He seemed as shocked by Karl’s attempt as I was. For his part, Karl wasn’t resisting anymore. He just exhaled foamy blood through a crooked nose as I cuffed his wrists together.

      Another voice came in over my dataspike. “The transport’s out front. We’re ready to receive the prisoners.”

      “We’re bringing them out now,” Andrea replied.

      Lyndon Pierce was on his feet, looking more angry than anything else. Considering that the whole scheme was his idea in the first place, I would have thought his friends had more of a right to be angry with him.

      “Bag their heads?” asked the officer who’d cuffed Lyndon.

      Andrea nodded. “I’m sure they don’t want their faces on the news streams.”

      This wasn’t much of a consideration, honestly. The media wouldn’t have any problem finding pictures of these people once their names were released. To say nothing of the video the patrons no doubt recorded. I understood the fascination; it isn’t every day you see feds arresting people.

      We escorted them out to the waiting van past dozens of staring eyes. The rain had picked up and was quickly becoming a shower. Once all of our targets were in MetSec custody, we quickly went through the inter-agency formalities, then hurried back to our car on the other side of the street.

      Andrew set our destination and its self-driving AI pulled us out into traffic to start the ride back to the Inspector General’s Office. After a few minutes, Andrea turned to me. “So. A welcome return to police work?”

      “Mostly. I don’t love it when they cry,” I replied. “That’s the nature of the work, though.”

      “Our pretend work, anyway.”

      “It might be cover, but that arrest was certainly real.”

      “Granted,” she acknowledged. “That crew deserved it. Nisha Coulter can cry all she wants, but she was a traitor. She can face the consequences.”

      “She’s willing to testify. That would probably earn her a reduced sentence.”

      Andrea didn’t seem convinced. “As the Romans said, no wise man ever thought that a traitor should be trusted.”
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      We were given a few days off by the Regional Commandant after the arrest of Lyndon Pierce and his crew in recognition of our “exemplary investigatory performance.” The case hadn’t been difficult in the slightest, but perception is relative by definition. I accepted with gracious thanks and went back to my condo in the city center with vague instructions to relax.

      That was when I realized I didn’t know how. I was restless, anxious, always expecting word of some emergency or imminent threat. Every notification from my dataspike made my chest tighten and my blood run cold. It wasn’t a sense of fear, it was something deeper, something primal I didn’t have a name for. It was like sitting alone by a fire in the wilderness at night. I was warm and physically comfortable, but I kept staring at the shadows in the dark, trying to spot the wolf before it was too late.

      From an abandoned city choked with radiation to labyrinthine Martian streets, I’d spent most of my time in places where I was risking my life. I didn’t even know how many days I’d spent simply doing nothing since I joined Section 9, but it was few enough that I couldn’t quite remember the last one.

      I was aware that my thoughts were racing. Since I didn’t have anything I needed to think about, my mind just went around in circles. Orbiting topics I wanted to avoid.

      Gabriel and Sophie.

      Daphne.

      Jonathan Bray.

      I tried to go to bed, but sleep never came. Night faded into dawn as I stared at the ceiling to avoid the ghosts in my periphery.

      It didn’t work, so I got dressed and headed out for a while.

      When I stepped outside into the streets of the city, I realized I didn’t know the first thing about the neighborhood I lived in. I’d never spent any time here, and even the view across the street from my condo didn’t look all that familiar.

      I wandered into a smoke shop—not that I smoked anything—and glanced around at the products they offered. They seemed to specialize in long-stemmed pipes made of colored glass. There were entire rows of shelves filled with them.

      After a few minutes, I decided I’d move on. On my way out of the store, I noticed a young man with Asian features watching me from across the street. He was standing as if on a dataspike call, gesturing absently as he presumably subvocalized a message, but I could see through the subterfuge. It was an act, feigned when he noticed me noticing him. I stopped where I was and waited to see what he would do. He gestured in the air as if closing a call, then stretched and entered a convenience store a few meters down the block.

      I was certain of what I’d seen, but I’d also been awake for some time. It was possible fatigue was setting in. Combined with the anxiousness I was feeling, it could have just been nothing. Another shadow in the dark.

      I went into the store that sold Martian imports and bought a spiced red dumpling. I half-expected to see a tail when I came out again, but I found nothing and walked through the neighborhood as I ate.

      I saw the man again about ten minutes later when I was on my way out the door of an antique bookstore. He was walking down the street a short distance behind me, occasionally stopping to look in a store window. Was he only exploring the neighborhood like me, or was he actually following me?

      As far as anyone in this hemisphere knew, I wasn’t former Arbiter Tycho Barrett, I was Inspector General Jean-Paul Baudri. Who would be tailing an internal affairs officer other than someone from inside the organization? Was he hired by someone with a connection to Lyndon Pierce’s ring?

      When you suspect a tail, there are ways to confirm it. I decided to try them, reasoning that the man might turn out to be nothing more than a curious civilian wandering around the neighborhood.

      I stopped and looked in a window for a long time, hoping to leave him in the awkward position of having to do the same. He walked past me instead, which made me doubt my instincts about him for a moment, but I still had to know.

      I walked up the block to an intersection and then suddenly turned, weaving left and right through several streets. And then I saw him again in the reflection of a window in a shop a few doors down.

      There was no longer any doubt about it. The only lingering question was why.

      I took off, walking rapidly toward the nearest maglev stop. He matched my pace, no longer being all that discreet. When I reached the station, I paid for my ride and got on a departing train, unsure of whether I’d left him behind or not. I took the train for two stops, got off at another station, then took a train going back in the other direction for one stop.

      When I left the station this time, I headed into a Russo-Sino restaurant for lunch. I could call Andrea with a full stomach and a clear head.

      I sat down at a table in a booth at the back of the restaurant, where I wasn’t likely to be noticed by anyone. The holo on the table had a sizable menu, and I ordered some fried pierogies. Then the door to the restaurant swung open as the holo confirmed my request, and the young man with Asian features walked in.

      He was dogged, I’d give him that, but now it seemed like he was making the choice to confront me directly. I slowly dropped one hand below the table and wrapped my fingers around the sidearm beneath my coat.

      The adjacent tables were empty, so with tight grouping there wouldn’t be a significant risk of civilian casualties. Two rear exits, both without ground-level visibility to one another, meant he’d have to make a blind choice if I decided to run. This was as ideal as the situation could get.

      The man spoke briefly with the hostess, pointing in my direction. Then he walked over to me at a relaxed pace, keeping his hands where I could see them.

      “Jean-Paul Baudri?” he asked, his voice quiet and polite.

      “You skipped a line,” I replied. “I have no idea who you are.”

      “Then why have you been dodging me all morning? Your escape and evasion skills are pretty well developed for an IG.”

      “Not developed enough, considering that you caught up with me. Why don’t you sit down.”

      He took a seat across from me. “My name is Edward Yeun. I have been following you, but it probably isn’t what you think it is.”

      “I don’t think anything yet. Not enough information.”

      “Let me be clear, then. I’m not recruiting you. That isn’t my area in the first place, and I don’t have any training in it.”

      “You’re an agent of some kind?”

      “I’m not really an agent. I work for Section 5 of Sol Federation Intelligence. I’m an analyst.”

      That was interesting. If this man could be believed, we worked for different departments of the same intelligence service. Did he know that, or did he really believe me to be a North Atlantic States Inspector General?

      “Section 5 has a lot of intelligence analysts, right?”

      He nodded. “Other sections collect the data, and we look for patterns. My job is to correlate bits of information gathered here and there and draw connections between the different pieces to find the bigger picture.”

      “Okay. I’ll bite, Mr. Yeun. The NAS is officially a member state of the Sol Federation, but we both know that’s largely fictional. In fact, most people seem to think a war is coming. Approaching me at all is a shaky move, one that could easily get both of us in a lot of trouble. So why would you do it?”

      “Believe me, I wouldn’t unless I had a damn good reason. The question I’m asking myself right now is whether you are who I think you are. Whether I can trust you to do what needs to be done.”

      “Who do you think I am?”

      “An honorable agent, someone who believes in the law. Someone who wants to help preserve the peace.”

      An android came with my pierogies, and I waited until it was gone before I replied.

      “I’m not at all sure how you might have formed that opinion,” I said and speared a pierogi with my fork. “It sounds like a bunch of vague ideals to me, if you want the truth.”

      “It was your involvement in the Scott Morris case.”

      “Go on,” I told him, taking a bite from my pierogi.

      “From what I know of the NAS, a lot of the Inspectors General won’t willingly arrest one of their own.”

      That was sometimes true, but of course I wasn’t really an Inspector General. I had no loyalty to their code of silence, and especially not toward a corrupt agent. I never thought twice about arresting Morris.

      “It was just my job,” I told him.

      “Be that as it may, when I saw how you handled the case, I decided I had found my man.”

      “Your man for what? You still haven’t told me.”

      “I still haven’t decided whether I ought to tell you.”

      I smiled a little. “So, you actually haven’t decided if I’m your man or not.”

      “No, no I guess not.” He drummed his fingers on the table, and I could see his mind working though it, trying to decide whether to trust me or just stand up and walk out the door. He was already past that point, though.

      “To be clear, I’m required to report any contact from outside agencies. If you don’t give me a good reason not to, a very good reason, I have no choice but to report what happened today. That could end up being a problem for you. The fact of the matter is that you decided to tell me as soon as you walked in the door.”

      He gave me a shrewd look. “You think more like an intelligence agent than a law enforcement officer.”

      That was a sharp guess, if that’s all it was. “We do counterintelligence work too.”

      “I suppose that’s true.” He took a deep breath, then steepled his fingers. “I guess you’re right. When it comes down to it, I don’t have much of a choice. If I don’t do something, the result could be devastating for both of our countries.”

      “I thought it was the position of the Sol Federation that there is only one nation—the Sol Federation itself?”

      If I wanted to maintain my cover, I needed to seem like a patriotic servant of the North Atlantic States. In the complex network of power that governed the solar system, the North Atlantic States was probably the least inclined to respect the authority claimed by the Sol Federation.

      “I don’t think semantics really matter, do they?”

      “I suppose not. So what do you have for me, Mr. Yeun?”

      “Call me Edward, please. If you agree to help me, we’ll be working together closely on this. A strictly off the books investigation to prevent a war between the NAS and the Sol Federation.”

      “Listen, Edward. I’m a law enforcement officer. I investigate crimes, and I arrest the people that commit the crimes. If you have evidence of wrongdoing, I’ll happily look at it and see if it merits a full investigation. If I believe it does, I’ll arrest the suspected parties even if they happen to be high-ranking officers of my own service. What I won’t do is go off the books on a rogue mission because someone from Federation Intel told me to.”

      Tycho Barrett was all about the rogue, off the book missions. That was the entirety of his job. Jean-Paul Baudri was just an Inspector General, devoted to his duty and not inclined to stray from the rulebook. When you’re protecting your cover, you have to stick to your character.

      “I’ll send you the full dossier by dataspike.”

      A notification appeared in my view, indicating a file transfer request. I gestured confirmation, then I opened it for a closer look.

      “Edward, this is a large file. I’m seeing transcripts of conversations, some banking information, some dataspike messages. What’s the executive summary?”

      He nodded once. “That file contains information compiled over the last eight months. It proves the existence of a criminal conspiracy, which is why I’m bringing it to you.”

      “A conspiracy by whom?”

      “By multiple cabinet members of the North Atlantic States.”

      “To do what, Edward?”

      He leaned in closer and lowered his voice. “To assassinate the Sol Federation Secretary-General.”

      This Section 5 analyst could have potentially just handed me Section 9’s next mission. The question, of course, was whether any of this was even true.

      “That’s a substantial claim,” I said. “Secretary-General Claudette de Beauvoir is arguably the most powerful leader in the system. If what you’re saying is true, the implications are—”

      “I know.” He nodded. “I wouldn’t expect you to just take my word for it. Verify the data for yourself.”

      “Will you be available if I have questions?” I asked.

      He looked surprised at that, as if he’d expected today to be the extent of his involvement.

      “I am concerned about anyone seeing the two of us together,” he said. “I’m officially on leave. I’m not expected to be at the office for a few days, but these are powerful people. It wouldn’t be hard for someone to—”

      “I’m not suggesting anything else face-to-face. We can communicate strictly through encrypted dataspike messages. I’ll send you the endpoint node address.”

      I gestured in the air to call up my notes. Colored tiles with dates and subject lines filled my vision, and I swiped through to find the tile containing my personal remote service list.

      As an engineer, secure messaging had been a necessity to avoid corporate theft in a cutthroat industry. As an Arbiter, I was granted access to a completely isolated network with its own unique protocols. Section 9’s systems were even more secure and atypical, so it’d been years since I last needed my personal services. I’d only maintained access because it was easier to keep paying the fee than to cancel.

      “We’ll use this,” I said, and I initiated a dataspike transfer.

      Edward seemed satisfied, nodding as he spoke. “Remote access service in Córdoba? That’s good. Very good.”

      “Indulge me, Edward,” I said, dipping my last pierogi in sauce. “Why didn’t you go through your own agency? Intelligence Section 5 could present a report, get someone to take adequate countermeasures, notify MetSec...”

      “I did present a report. My supervisor directed me to reach out to you.”

      “Your boss told you to contact a member of a foreign service?”

      “You’re not a foreign service in our view. The North Atlantic States is a regional government under the purview of the Sol Federation. We’re the ones ultimately responsible for the welfare of all member states, and we have a better chance of stopping this if we work together.”

      That sounded a little weak.

      “I’m sure that will be the official reasoning,” I said, “but my gut tells me it has everything to do with who’s implicated. If the Federation tried to move on NAS senior officials, it would be considered an act of war.”

      “As would the murder of the leader of the free system.”

      He was right to come to an Inspector General with this, and fortunate that person was me. “We’ll do everything we can,” I said.

      “How many people do you expect to bring in?”

      “A few. I’ll see what they say.”

      “Can you trust them?”

      “Without their help, this goes nowhere.”

      He stared at me intently. “Okay. Meet with your people. I’ll wait to hear from you.”
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      Walking back to the train station, I sent a message to Andrea and the others.

      Emergency meeting at A’s place. On my way now.

      Andrea sent the first reply a few seconds later.

      You have something for us?

      Maybe. Need to confirm.

      As the train wound through the city, I reviewed Edward’s file. It wasn’t as complete as I would have liked. He’d claimed that it proved the existence of a conspiracy, but proof was too strong a word. The file was at best an assortment of hints, records of people talking around something without saying exactly what it was they were talking about.

      Once I’d read the whole thing, though, I had to agree that it made a fairly compelling case. Whatever these cabinet ministers were talking about, it did seem to center on Secretary-General Claudette de Beauvoir. Footage of her moving through the Federation building in Bruges, records of building access times, and archives of her itinerary stretching back months. Payments to non-bidding contractors. Maps of her properties in Florence and Dusseldorf. Working backward from the conclusion, the pieces lined up.

      Andrea’s apartment was in west Brent, rented under her pseudonym Anne Walsh. It was in a quiet residential area fifteen minutes away from the maglev by foot. With little traffic and fewer MetSec cameras, it was the ideal hub for meetings like this.

      Thomas Young was just walking up as I reached the building. He must have come straight from the IG office, still wearing his black suit and gray long coat. He had hair I could only describe as poetic, and with his high cheekbones he had the look of some decadent aristocrat from long ago. His seemingly unblinking eyes constantly hinted at a restless intellect, with the almost intolerable arrogance that sometimes goes with it.

      “Tycho…Jean-Paul, I should say. Do you really have something interesting?”

      Andrea buzzed us in, and I pulled the door open. “You’ll just have to see, won’t you, Thomas?”

      He somehow managed to flinch and scoff at the same time. We walked up the hallway to her apartment and found Vincenzo Veraldi holding the door open for us. He was a man who looked equally at home attending a cocktail party with system leaders or taking part in a back-alley knife fight. Both perceptions would be accurate.

      “Tycho, Thomas, you’re the last ones here. We can get started whenever you’re ready, Tycho.”

      He locked the door behind us, and I walked into Andrea’s living room. She was sitting on the arm of the couch, with Raven Sommer next to her. Raven gave me a warm smile, which was typical of her in our relationship. She was a rare beauty, with soft, dark hair and flawless brown skin. She was also an expert sniper who had killed more men than she cared to remember.

      Andrew Jones was standing nearby, leaning against a wall with a vaguely nonchalant air. He was wearing his dark gray suit, despite the fact that we were all off duty that day.

      “Everyone’s here,” announced Andrea. “What have you got for us, Tycho?”

      “I decided to go out and explore my neighborhood today. While I was out, I noticed that I was being tailed.”

      “Internal Affairs?” asked Andrew.

      “Man, if our cover’s blown…” muttered Raven, but Andrea held up a hand to silence everyone.

      “That’s what I thought, too,” I said. “I slipped him for a while, but then he approached me in the restaurant where I was eating lunch.”

      “He just went right up to you?” asked Raven.

      I nodded. “Yes. He’s not Internal Affairs. He’s an Intelligence Analyst with Section 5 named Edward Yeun.”

      Andrea frowned. “Are you saying that Section 5 knows about our presence here?”

      “No, I don’t think he has any idea we’re Section 9. I don’t think he even knows that Section 9 exists. He seems to genuinely believe I’m an Inspector General.”

      “Well, what does he want?” asked Andrew. “Don’t keep us in suspense.”

      “He gave me documents. I’ll send it to all of you right now and summarize what he told me about it.” I sent the file out to them by dataspike, then waited a few seconds while everyone completed the transfer.

      “This is some varied material,” commented Veraldi. “It’s like someone was conducting an investigation.”

      “That’s exactly what he claims he was doing.”

      “Investigation into what?” asked Andrea.

      “Into a plot by several members of the NAS cabinet to assassinate Claudette de Beauvoir.”

      Andrew blinked a few times and pulled his head back. “Wait, the Secretary-General of the Sol Federation?”

      “Yes, exactly.”

      “That would start the biggest war the solar system’s ever seen.”

      “According to Yeun, that’s exactly what he’s trying to prevent. He told me he’d been authorized to undertake a covert mission to reach out to us as IG so we can stop it.”

      “Of all the people he could have brought it to, it was someone from Section 9. What are the odds,” said Raven quietly.

      Andrea shook her head. “This doesn’t add up. Section 5 does analysis; they don’t undertake covert ops of any kind. And if they needed something done, they’d reach out to Section 1 . Why would the bosses in Section 5 authorize him to reach out to a rival service?”

      “I’m suspicious of it too,” I told her. “When I spoke with him, he seemed genuine. But his actions are peculiar, and absolutely against protocol. Something strange is going on here.”

      “Let’s analyze it then,” Veraldi replied. “Why would Section 5 not reach out to the other sections for help with this?”

      Andrew stepped away from the wall and started pacing. “Trust. Maybe there’s too much oversight, or they suspect there’s a mole and don’t want the operation blown."

      I hadn’t considered that, but it was a possibility. Still, the most plausible explanation was the one Edward offered. “He said it was because of the optics,” I countered, “and I’m inclined to agree. Anything overt could start a war. If the Federation takes action against high-level members of the NAS government, it’ll look bad whether they’re guilty or not.”

      “This is taking us off-vector,” Andrea said. “We need to focus on this information. The facts of the material and what it tells us. Everyone have a look at the file and then we’ll pick this up in ten.”

      We scattered around the apartment, everyone seeking out a comfortable place to pore through the documents. I’d already read it all, but I tried to look over it again with fresh eyes. My conclusion was still the same. It didn’t amount to proof, but there was a lot of circumstantial evidence that the plot was real.

      The unresolved question was whether the evidence itself was real.

      I went back to the living room and sat down in a lounge chair. The others filtered back into the room one by one, Thomas Young returning last of all. He had an uneasy look on his face, like he was trying to figure out something vaguely worrisome.

      “What’s the verdict?” I asked.

      Andrea shook her head. “I’d like to hear from the rest of you before I say anything. Raven, why don’t you start?”

      Raven was standing behind the couch with her arms crossed. “Well, I’ve done plenty of targeted killings, and the things they’re talking about in this file are exactly what I would need to figure out first. Where the target is going to be, when they’re going to be there, and so on. That part tracks.”

      “Does that mean you buy this evidence?” asked Andrea.

      “I’m not sure I do. They don’t seem security conscious enough to me. Yes, I would be trying to figure out the same things they’re trying to figure out. Would I ever be talking about those things so openly? No, I would never do that. It sounds like they’re planning to kill the Secretary-General, but it also sounds like they’re doing so in a way I would describe as amateur.”

      “They are amateurs, though,” Andrew Jones pointed out. “They’re politicians, not trained intelligence operatives. In my opinion there’s a decent chance this thing is real.”

      “Thomas?” asked Andrea. “I can see you thinking about something.”

      “It’s a technical question,” he replied, brow still knitted in thought. “How did Section 5 gain access to this information? What we’re seeing here includes raw stream captures of private dataspike conversations between NAS cabinet members. I’ve never heard of anyone successfully eavesdropping on cabinet-level encrypted comms before. Unless one of the ministers is secretly working with Section 5, it’s unclear to me how they could have gained access to these messages.”

      Andrea nodded thoughtfully. “That’s a possibility. Another possibility is that they’ve broken the encryption and don’t want to reveal that fact to anyone, so they maintain access to everything they’re listening in on. Alternatively—”

      “This entire file could be an expert fake,” I finished.

      “Vincenzo,” Andrea said. “We haven’t heard from you yet. What do you think?”

      “I’m just as wary of this evidence as you are. Someone could be playing us, maybe to bring down these particular cabinet ministers or shake faith in the NAS government. Or maybe there’s some agenda we don’t yet understand.”

      “Having said that,” Andrea added, “we have to consider the potential consequences. If this report is true, we have a major problem on our hands.”

      Veraldi nodded. “Yes, we do. Even if the ministers involved are acting independently, the optics of an assassination plot would force the Federation to condemn the North Atlantic States or risk appearing weak. Every negative outcome leads to war.”

      “So we have two main responsibilities.” Andrea held up two fingers. “First, we obviously have to prevent anyone from assassinating the Secretary-General. Second, we have to prevent anyone from using the assassination plot as justification to start a war. Is everyone agreed that we should treat this alleged assassination plot as a real threat?”

      “I think we should investigate it,” Thomas answered. “According to Federation comptroller records, one Edward Yeun is receiving FCS-6 pay. Residence on file is an apartment in east London. It seems he may really be with Section 5, though I would like to compare facial topography for full confidence, of course.”

      Andrea looked thoughtful for a few seconds, quietly considering the information. “Give Tycho the address of that apartment,” she said. “For now, I want you to create dossiers on our principals. Recent history, known associates, the full course. Andrew can help you.”

      Thomas tilted his head quizzically. “Why do you always assume I need his help? Clearly I’m perfectly capable of accessing any system that can be hacked. Andrew’s really just a hobbyist by my standards.”

      “Thanks, buddy. I respect you too,” Andrew replied.

      “You need to learn how to play well with others, Thomas.” Andrea’s voice was just slightly stern, like she was lecturing a difficult but sensitive teenager. “We’ve talked about this, remember? Andrew can’t improve if you don’t let him work with you.”

      “Wouldn’t the effort be better spent on someone with an aptitude for it?” Thomas asked, seemingly oblivious to how much he was offending Andrew.

      Andrew just shook his head and said, “Holy shit.”

      “He has plenty of aptitude for it,” Andrea replied, her voice becoming slightly firmer. “I’m assigning him to help you. Find something for him to do.”

      “As you say,” he replied

      Andrea didn’t hesitate to continue. “Vincenzo and I will check the details for corroboration. We’re all on leave with the IG through the end of the week, so we can focus on this for now. If all of this is true, we may end up having to break cover at some point, but until then, be discreet.”

      “What do you need me to do?” I asked, though I already knew what she was going to say.

      “If Yeun’s story isn’t just a story, then the people he’s exposing will try to kill him. We should assume they already know. He’ll need a bodyguard until we get this figured out. Is he still going into work?”

      “He said he was out on leave.”

      “That’s good for us. It’ll be much easier to keep him alive for a little while. You’re assigned to Yeun. Stick with him whether he likes it or not. If he objects, you can reveal your status as an intelligence agent. But no mention of Section 9, and only if necessary.”

      I nodded. “You’ve got it. I’ll keep the guy alive.”

      Raven looked over at Andrea. “Alone? That’s not a one-man job, is it?”

      “Are you asking to tag along?” asked Andrea with a hint of indulgence and irritation at the same time.

      Raven shook her head. “I can provide overwatch. If I see anything suspicious through my scope, I might be able to put a stop to it before it even gets off the ground.”

      Andrea nodded. “Alright. Get in position tonight, both of you. We need to get Yeun covered before anyone can make a move on him.”

      “Be careful not to make any assumptions here,” Veraldi warned us. “All we know so far is that something is going on. We don’t know what it is yet. We don’t even know who all the players are.”

      “That’s right,” said Andrea. “At this point, our goal is to find out what’s really happening here. We can’t do that effectively if we assume we already know. If this is real, we’ll put a stop to it. If it’s a fabrication, we find out by whom and to what end. Everyone clear?”

      Thomas looked over at Andrew and raised an eyebrow. “Coming?”

      Andrew sighed and shook his head. “Yeah, Thomas. I’m coming.” He walked across the apartment, and the two of them disappeared into Thomas’s room. I’d thought it was strange that someone as distant as Andrea would share an apartment with anyone, but given Thomas’s personality, it was probably so she could keep an eye on him.

      Raven turned to me. “Do you have your car?”

      I shook my head. “I took the maglev.”

      “I’ll give you a ride over there.”
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      I followed Raven to a sleek black coupe parked a few streets away. I recognized the make. Some of the car’s design resembled my original work for the company. It was  strangely nostalgic to see.

      “Nice ride,” I said, and Raven threw me a funny look.

      “Thanks,” she replied at last as she gestured the doors open. “I wouldn’t choose something so conspicuous, but then that fits our cover as Inspectors General, doesn’t it? They want to be seen.”

      Raven was stylish too, but I knew what she meant. “Yeah, they do seem to cultivate an image, don’t they?”

      We climbed in, and I set our destination.

      Raven took a seat beside me. “It’s an intimidation thing,” she commented as the car pulled into the flow of traffic. “Like those giant drop suits the Arbiters wear. It’s the appearance of power, when in reality they don’t have much of a way to exercise it.”

      “Big bark to hide the small bite.”

      “Yeah, I suppose so.” She pointed to my left. “Could you pass me that?” She indicated a black canvas bag on the opposite seat.

      “I don’t think Section 9 is much different,” I said, surprised at the weight as I picked up the bag. “I think it’s just human nature.”

      She took it and broke the slip-tie binding the zipper closed. “What do you mean?” she asked, pulling out what I recognized as the upper receiver of a gauss rifle.

      “We’re a covert unit,” I explained, “but it seems like everything we do is loud. I don’t think that’s an accident, not entirely. Because even if no one knows who we are, they’ll know we exist. That’s a kind of intimidation.”

      Raven didn’t look away from me as she deftly assembled her rifle. She seemed to be reading my face as if she wasn’t sure if I was serious.

      “The things we do move history, Tycho,” she said hesitantly. “Nothing at that scale is quiet. If it frightens our weaker enemies to inaction, then all the better. We’re not trying to be known.”

      “But if even half of what Solovyov or Katerina claimed is true, then the Eleven managed it with no one even aware of them as a concept.”

      Ivan Solovyov was one of the Eleven, the cabal of immortals who had existed for some eight centuries. They were Section 9’s greatest threat and had somehow captured the loyalty of our old field commander Katerina Capanelli.

      Raven’s reply was a simple “If.”

      She had a point. Neither Solovyov or Katerina were a reliable source and, if anything, they had something to gain by fabricating a narrative.

      “So even if they were telling us the truth,” I said, “it’s an incomplete picture.”

      “Exactly.” She smiled. “To an outside perspective, we’re just as opaque. I’m sure the Eleven are responsible for things just as messy and loud as Mars or Venus was for us. We just don’t know they were involved. The Inspectors General chase data brokers and cypher replicators, normal stuff that makes sense. Section 9 is up against something older, something…” She paused to find the words.

      “Mythological?” I offered.

      “You make it sound cliché.” She laughed. “Good versus evil, angels against demons, is that it?”

      “I think ‘demon’ is a fundamentally accurate descriptor for the Eleven, yes.”

      “Did Tycho Barrett just call me an angel by proxy?”

      It was my turn to try to read her, but I couldn’t pierce her warm smile and gentle eyes. City lights streaked by as the car drove through the night, and we sat in a comfortable silence.

      The car came to a stop two blocks from the address. “What happened?” I asked, a little confused.

      “We’re as close as we need to be,” she said, wrapping her rifle in a gray cloth. “I have it programmed this way. The car never takes me directly in front of my destination. You can set a route of no distance to force it to stop where you’ve marked.”

      We got out of the car, and Raven looked around to orient herself. “Edward’s apartment faces south. If I take the roof there”—she pointed to a building on the adjacent block—“I’ll have a clear line to both of you and most of the street.”

      “All night? It’s going to rain.”

      “You’re sweet, Tycho,” she said and shouldered her weapon. “Will you make contact with the target tonight or just observe for now?”

      “Is there a field kit in the car?”

      “Of course. In the lower storage.”

      “Then I think I’ll observe. Making contact right now might rattle him.”

      “Alright, I’m sending you the keys.” My dataspike chimed in my ear as the file came through.

      “Be careful with my nice ride,” she said with a wink before turning on her heel and walking away.

      I climbed back into the car and set it to circle the block to give me a sense of the area I couldn’t get from my map. Edward’s building was exposed on the north side, but it was fenced off. Not that it would present an obstacle to an Augman or android, but it was at least something to limit an extreme attack. To the east and west were green areas with high visibility, making them similarly unappealing. The building’s entrance was to the south, the same side as the windows to Edward’s apartment. If a threat was coming, it would likely be from that direction.

      Raven’s indicator on my map was bright blue before I’d gone full-circle, meaning she was a significant distance above me. I keyed up my dataspike.

      “You’re already on the roof?”

      “I’ve done this ten thousand times. I have eyes on the target, too.”

      “What’s he doing?”

      “It’s zero dark-thirty, Tycho.”

      “Point taken,” I said, setting a route of no distance in front of the building. “So is our guy a restless sleeper?”

      “Doesn’t look like he is,” she replied. “But he’s smart, if not expressly law-abiding. He has a sidearm under the bed.”

      “That’s interesting. What about in the adjacent units? Does anything stand out to you?”

      “No, I don’t see anything out of the ordinary so far. Did you find the field kit?”

      I shifted over one seat and checked the storage compartments. “I saw it, I just wanted to hear your opinion.”

      “You enjoy the sound of my voice that much?”

      “That’s the main reason, yes.” I took the field kit out of the lower storage and opened it. “Like the dulcet tones of an aria in my ear.”

      “Flatterer.”

      “Alright, I’ll stop.”

      “I didn’t say that. Keep going.”
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      That was the last thing I remembered before opening my eyes at the sound of Raven’s voice. “Eyes up, our man’s leaving the building.”

      The monocular from the field kit was in my hand. The fatigue from the last two days must have caught up to me as I watched Edward through the night. I blinked my vision clear and tapped to wake the car’s interior display.

      Early morning blue-gray light filled the car’s interior as the street view loaded in. “You didn’t miss much,” Raven said. “He got up seven minutes ago. Seems to be in a hurry. Brought his sidearm.”

      “Understood.” It was early in the day, but I could already see dozens of people passing by. Any one of them could be a potential assassin.

      “I’ll make contact, but it’s going to be fast.”

      I climbed out of the car and crossed the street as Edward stepped out of his building and took a furtive glance around. The sudden shift in his posture was a clear giveaway, but for the most part he did well in playing casual when he noticed me. He put his hands in his pockets and leaned against the wall a few feet from the entrance as I walked up, not once turning to face me directly.

      I used the building’s call box to play into his cover, placing a request for entry with Edward’s apartment that I knew would go unanswered. To an observer, it would be a convincing justification for the next few minutes.

      “We weren’t supposed to see each other again,” said Edward. “Why are you here, Jean-Paul?”

      “I’m here to keep you safe.”

      He exhaled sharply. “Having you near me tells people I’ve done something to warrant protection. You’re making me a target. I thought we had an understanding.”

      “That’s one way to look at it. Another would be that it shows you’re backed by the full internal affairs branch of the NAS.”

      “Excuse me if that doesn’t make me feel better.”

      “Look, if there’s a real threat, it’s better than coming under fire alone. Take my word for it.”

      Edward was quiet for a long time. I stepped back from the call box and took a few circling, lazy steps as I looked up at the apartment windows. It felt a little much, but performance was about exaggeration and I needed to sell the fiction.

      “Alright,” Edward said. “I don’t have the time to argue. We’ll do it your way for now. I have somewhere to be ten minutes ago. Let’s go.” He pushed off the wall and began walking down the block.

      I followed after a few steps. I subtly gestured to open my tunneling service and requested a channel with Edward’s dataspike. After a few seconds, a green notification appeared in my view.

      I subvocalized a question. Aren’t you on leave?

      That doesn’t mean I don’t have work to do. I need to go to Westminster for a deposition with the Ministry of Justice.

      Unlike the de facto hegemony of the outer worlds, Earth was a strange patchwork of overlapping sovereignties. It wasn’t that unusual for an employee of the Sol Federation to have to attend a deposition for the North Atlantic States. Terran litigation was often a farce in that way.

      You’re going to a government facility with an illegal weapon?

      His response was delayed. They don’t ask for documents, just that you surrender it while on the premises.

      Another notification appeared in my view, a red warning that the secure tunnel had dropped. I motioned to reconnect but the request was refused. Something about my question must have angered Edward, or maybe he was still irritated with the idea of being shadowed. I decided to let him work through it on his own, and I swapped channels to contact Raven.

      We’re taking Edward’s vehicle to the Ministry of Justice. Any sign of trouble?

      She didn’t respond.

      Raven, are you there?

      No reply. I stopped walking and checked my dataspike’s network connectivity. I tested the local network cell and had 80% stream loss. Looking around me, I noticed people on the street seemed to be reacting to the same. A man on the opposite block removed his dataspike and held it close to his eye, turning it slowly between his fingers. A young girl had removed hers and was trying to give it to the older woman holding her hand. Occasional interference is always a potential issue, but it could also be caused by deliberate action.

      Edward must have sensed I was no longer right behind him. He stopped walking and turned to face me, then he glanced around undecidedly before walking closer.

      “Why’d you drop?” he said. “My car’s right there.”

      “I didn’t. Something’s wrong. Which one’s yours?”

      “The blue Mialto.”

      I looked past him and saw the vehicle. It was parked about a dozen meters away, between two sedans and plugged in to the public charger. I wasn’t sure what it was about the car that set me on edge, but I felt an overwhelming sense of dread and an irrationally strong desire to get away.

      I shook my head. “Forget it, we’re taking mine instead.”

      “Why?” Edward looked like he was halfway between annoyance and exasperation.

      “I can explain when we aren’t in a kill box. Now move.”

      We took maybe three steps before everything was consumed by blue light and intense heat as the car exploded behind us. My lungs flattened and I was lifted off my feet, battered from every direction by something unseen and unyielding. Streaks of color filled my vision, and all I could hear was a deep roar like the crash of an ocean stretched out for an eternity.

      I shut my eyes and surrendered to physics until, eventually, I had the vague sense that I was finally still. I’d come to rest face-down on the sidewalk, and I took a few breaths before finding my footing. I planted my palms and tentatively pushed myself off the ground, anticipating the searing pain of shattered bones before remembering that most of them were made of graphene now.

      I got to my feet and drew my sidearm.

      “Edward!” I called out.

      “I’m here,” he answered, stumbling to his feet from the grass five meters away.

      “Are you hurt?”

      “I don’t think so, no.”

      I waved him over and took stock of the situation. Edward’s car was gone, and in its place was a black crater filled with twisted, still burning metal. All of the first floor windows on both sides of the street near the blast had been blown out, and the plasticrete facades had been scarred by thrown debris. As my disorientation faded, I became aware of people screaming. A severed arm pooled blood at my feet. Across the street, an older woman cradled half of a young girl’s body, while the rest of her bled onto the sidewalk two meters away.

      The threat against us was no longer theory.

      “We need to get under cover,” I told Edward.

      “Yeah, let’s go.”

      “Stay low and hug the wall.”

      I didn’t think it was an accident that the bomb went off when it did. Someone was watching, and the decision to take my vehicle instead of Edward’s had forced them to act. Wherever that assailant was now, they were probably in a position to make a direct attack. Our best chance of survival was to get somewhere defensible. I put my hand on Edward’s shoulder and guided him back toward the apartment building entrance.

      We’d traveled less than half the distance when gunfire powdered the plasticrete wall ahead of us.

      “Contact right!” called Edward.

      I grabbed his arm and practically threw him a few feet forward. “The foyer! Just run!”

      Another burst of shots cut through what was left of a shattered window behind us. We didn’t have much ground to cover, but exposed and on foot it may as well have been measured in light minutes.

      Three more bursts raked across the doors of the entrance, but Edward didn’t back off. He had the door unlocked as soon as he was in range, and he waited until I was through before jumping in and slamming it shut behind us. Another burst of fire struck the door, and wispy cracks like spider’s webs radiated from the impacts.

      Edward stood his ground, looking almost quizzically at the fracturing glass doors. “I think the shooter’s using 7.62,” he said.

      “That won’t hold,” I called out. “Find cover.”

      “Third floor. And he’s burst firing, so it’s not a bolt-action. Probably a battle rifle.”

      “Who gives a shit. We need to get to the north side of the building and—”

      “Fuck that,” Edward said, then he drew his weapon and ran through the front door before I could stop him. I scrambled to my feet and ran after him.

      What he was doing was incredibly stupid and wildly reckless. On the other hand, that made it unpredictable and gave his plan—whatever it might be—a real chance of success.

      Edward sprinted across the street, with me not far behind and gaining. There were no shots as we crossed, and while that was great for our short-term survival, it could mean the shooter was anticipating our entry and was already getting into position.

      The apartment complex across the street had a meter-wide strip of greenery, which was blocked off from the sidewalk by a two meter high fence. Edward had already scaled it and was lowering himself on the other side when I caught up to him.

      I bent deep at the knees and jumped, and I sailed clear over the fence, landing in front of Edward on the other side. “Stop,” I demanded.

      If he was surprised, Edward didn’t show it. “We can get in through the broken window,” he said. “There’s a good chance he hasn’t made it out of the building.”

      He was right about that, and as idiotic as it was to bring my target into harm’s way, this was still a chance worth taking.

      “Alright, stay behind me,” I said.

      I cautiously moved across the grass toward the window. When I reached it, I quickly leaned in and back out for a view of the adjacent wall to the left and right. Satisfied there was no one waiting for us, I cleared some of the glass with my forearm and vaulted through.

      Edward followed a moment later.

      “You saw the shooter on the third floor?” I whispered.

      “Yeah, five windows down from the left.”

      I nodded and moved toward the stairwell. It reminded me of Bruges and the assault on Section 9. Here I was again, facing an unknown force around blind corners. And just like in Bruges, the solution would have to be speed.

      Running up three flights is not a terribly hard thing to do, but the shooter was probably trying to make his escape by now. He was most likely going to run down a stairwell, meaning that I had to move up the staircase with a degree of caution. If he took a different way down to escape the building, then I could at least consider the path I’d taken to be clear. If not, then it would come down to speed and accuracy.

      My prosthetics carried me over each flight of stairs as if gravity were a suggestion. I reached the third floor and listened at the doorway. The sounds of Edward’s footsteps echoed behind me, and the chaos outside continued unabated, but I heard nothing in the hallway. I stood and gently eased the door open.

      Through the cracked doorway, I saw only an empty hallway. Edward came up behind me and tapped my shoulder once. My training made me react before I was aware of it, and I entered the hallway to clear in one direction, knowing that Edward would cover in the other.

      The apartment where the shooter had fired from would be on the right, but as we moved down the hall I noticed a door to my left that had clearly been kicked open.

      I raised a fist and whispered to Edward. “Forced entry.” He nodded and sidled up to the adjacent wall, while I stepped cautiously out to get a better line into the room beyond.

      The first thing I saw was a man lying on his back. His head was split nearly in half from multiple gunshots. Bright red blood covered the floor, and I could see a partial footprint in the growing pool. I motioned for Edward to stay where he was, and I strained to listen. Beneath the sounds of the building’s environment control. Beneath the chaos on the street below. Something faint, almost inaudible.

      A quiet sobbing.

      I crouched low, raised my weapon, and quickly leaned into the doorway. A few meters past the dead man was a boy, inexplicably just standing in the middle of a living room with tears streaming down his face. He looked around fourteen, old enough to understand the situation he was in but too young to control his response to it. The crotch of his trousers was wet, and his arms hung limply at his sides.

      The boy’s eyes went wide when he saw me, and he took a breath as if to speak. I held a finger to my lips and shook my head. He remained quiet, but someone out of sight in the room spoke. “If I see you, you know what happens.”

      It had to be our shooter. He was using the confined space to negate our advantage in numbers. Clearly not an amateur, but he’d run himself into a corner that a professional would have avoided.

      “Your attempt failed,” I said. “You can see that, right?”

      I motioned for Edward to come up. I tried to make my voice as calm and relaxed as I could. The deaths so far today had been unavoidable, but this boy still had a chance. It all hinged on what I said and did in the next few minutes.

      There was a long silence, then the assassin spoke. “It’ll get done, one way or another. Did you really think this ends with me?”

      “It doesn’t have to go down the way you think,” I said. “If you let the kid go, I’ll back off and let you leave. Nice and easy.”

      “You think I’m that stupid? I should shoot him on principle.”

      “You’re outnumbered.”

      “Is that supposed to scare me?”

      “It should give you pause,” I replied. “The fact that you took a hostage at all means you want to live, but things have gotten out of hand, right? Your target was supposed to die in his car, but you didn’t anticipate someone like me interfering. You had to improvise, but you couldn’t get a good line of fire. Now here we are. Don’t make another bad decision.”

      “I don’t want your deal.”

      “Then what do you want?”

      “From you? Nothing.”

      I couldn’t understand it. Presumably he had taken the boy hostage because he knew we had him and it was the only way to force us to negotiate. So why wasn’t he? As it was, it seemed like he really intended to stay like this forever if he had to.

      I heard sirens in the distance. “Do you hear that,” I asked him. “MetSec is on the way, and when they get here, there’s going to be nothing I can do. Take my offer before it’s too late.”

      Edward came up from behind me and whispered in my ear. “He’s stalling for something. I think we should accept the hostage as a loss and move in before he gets whatever he’s waiting for.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t trade lives.”

      “MetSec will see us before they see him,” Edward explained. “We’re in a worse position than he is the longer this goes. We need to take the loss so we can get a win.”

      In that moment, he reminded me of Andrea. That same cold, extremist logic that allowed her to rationalize away countless deaths. “We’re not doing that. Full stop.”

      I needed to keep the shooter talking until he gave up some hint of his motive. “The dataspike network, that was you, wasn’t it? A communications blackout like that takes resources. Do you have a diffraction jammer in there?” The answer was almost certainly yes, but the point was to at least get him talking.

      I waited a beat, but the shooter said nothing. Edward took up a position on the opposite side of the doorway and looked at me expectantly.

      I tried switching subjects. “Why do you want to kill Edward Yeun?”

      Still nothing.

      If he wasn’t willing to talk, then he’d already made up his mind. I’d have to take the risk and move in after all. I turned to Edward and motioned my intent. He nodded and focused on the apartment, squaring up and ready to provide cover fire. I crept through the doorway, quiet as snowfall.

      The boy winced and turned his head slightly to the right as I did. That told me where to expect the shooter would be standing, but I still didn’t have eyes on him. I vacillated between keeping up my measured approach and trusting the speed of my prosthetics to overwhelm him before the boy could get hurt. The choice became harder the closer I got.

      I was two meters away from the boy when a loud noise made us both flinch. I immediately threw myself into him at the sound, then I twisted to the right, hoping to put myself between him and the shooter. I snapped my head up and swung my weapon around the instant we landed on the floor but saw only an empty room and an open balcony window. I rolled onto my feet and went to it, already knowing exactly what I’d find but hoping I was wrong.

      On the street below, I saw a black sedan pull away. There was a man with a battle rifle slung across his back crouched on the roof of the vehicle. Our shooter had just made a three-story leap onto his escape vehicle, and he seemed to have no trouble keeping his balance as the vehicle turned and sped into traffic.

      It would be a simple thing for an Augman, even Andrea or I could do it, but the person I was looking at was just a man. At least, he had been when I knew him. Dark skin and a serious facial expression, with a well-groomed goatee. He looked just as I’d remembered him from when he was my Senior Arbiter.

      The assassin was Byron Harewood.
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      The dataspike blackout ended minutes after Byron was gone. I was leading Edward out of the block on foot when I began receiving notifications of missed messages, all from Raven. From the context, it seemed like she’d left the blackout area and thought I’d done the same. She would have been right if Edward hadn’t run out like he did.

      I sent her a message. Evading on foot with the target. No injuries.

      She replied immediately. Where are you?

      That was a good question. I checked my map. Northeast Rainham, I replied.

      On my way to you for safehouse transport. Update A, she’s asking about you.

      We were passing a busy convenience store, which seemed like a reasonable place to stop. Edward must have been thinking the same thing.

      “I think we’re in the clear for now,” he said. “Section 5 will make arrangements for my safety. No offense, but I feel lucky to have made it this far with a civilian.”

      I could already see where this conversation would have to go. There was a row of large plasticrete planters with ficus trees in front of the store. Taking a cue from some of the crowd, I sat on the edge of a planter and explained to Edward why none of that was going to happen.

      “Here’s the thing,” I began. “I am not a citizen of the North Atlantic States.”

      He half-shrugged and frowned quizzically, as if to ask what that point had to do with anything, then he indulged me. “What do you mean? Don’t you have to be an NAS citizen to serve as an Inspector General?”

      “You do. But I’m not actually an Inspector General either.”

      He straightened and moved closer. “What are you trying to say? If you aren’t really an Inspector General, then what are you, Jean-Paul?”

      “I’m an agent of the Sol Federation Intelligence Service, just like you. There are several of us right now in the NAS working under deep cover.”

      He stood there staring at me, visibly unsure how to respond. He might have thought I was lying—if the roles were reversed, that’d be my first instinct—but it wasn’t any less fantastic than what had happened just this morning. Let alone the last day, for that matter. When he finally spoke, all he said was an incredulous “really?”

      I nodded. “When you decided to approach an Inspector General, you happened to pick a fellow agent by pure chance. To tell you the truth, when you contacted me in that restaurant, I thought my cover was blown. The whole time we were talking, I assumed you knew.”

      “This is the strangest coincidence…” He kept shaking his head, like he wasn’t sure how this had even happened. “Do you have a vetting code? It’s not that I don’t believe you, but I need something to give my commanding officer.”

      Espionage is a complicated business, moreso when the need for compartmentalization means one hand can’t even know the other hand exists. For the rare moments when two independent assets meet, the codes would prove to both that the other person was a part of Federation Intel. It would say nothing of what section, or even give a name, but it would be enough to instill some level of confidence. He was being polite about it, but Edward was doing exactly what we were expected to.

      “My code is V-5632-A9-7.”

      He took a seat next to me on the planter and gestured in the air, running my code through Intel registration. He nodded after a few seconds and then turned to me.

      “Amazing. What section are you?”

      I waved my hand dismissively. “That’s not important right now. What I want to know is how you’re doing.”

      “I’m fine,” he said.

      “That’s what people say instead of the truth. You’ve survived a car bombing and a shooting. It’s not a stretch to imagine something like that would rattle a person.”

      He raised an eyebrow and nodded. “Yeah, I’m an intelligence analyst. The point is to not be where the trouble is.”

      “So what’s with the hardware?”

      “What do you mean?” He must have known what I meant, but he was giving me an out. I pressed my point.

      “This is a state where most people are not legally authorized to own a gun, yet you have that Keres-8 under your jacket.”

      “Keres-6 actually. I like the older trigger action.”

      “You’re stalling. You’ve shown a skillset well beyond what’s expected of an intelligence analyst. Urban tracking, field tactics, close quarters. What’s your story, Edward?”

      He grinned. “It’s that obvious? I don’t like to talk about it, but it isn’t really a secret. I used to be a PK.”

      “You were in the Federation Peacekeeper Corps?”

      “From ‘32 to ‘44.”

      “So you were—”

      “Yeah, but I was lucky. Only one tour in Antarctica.”

      Working backward from that, everything about Edward made sense. The war in the Antarctic was horrific for all sides. “So today was nothing new for you, was it?” I asked.

      “Not really,” he answered. “But I was born in Yanbian. Bombings and shootings were a normal thing as a kid.”

      “The Federation accepted refugees early on into the insurgency. Did your family ever emigrate?”

      “Eventually,” he said. “Not soon enough. I became a PK and hoped to get back home, maybe make a difference, you know? Didn’t happen. The Separatists gave up, so the Federation sent me to NA twice to fight the Dominion, then they sent me to the Antarctic along with everyone else for that whole mess.”

      That was exceptionally ugly luck. “I remember watching news streams from the North American campaign. They said the desert was responsible for more casualties than the Dominion by the end of it.”

      Edward frowned and nodded. “Yeah. Eighty degrees during the day, just under five at night, and constant sandstorms. I still don’t know why we were ever there. It’s an endless stretch of nothing as far as you can see in every direction. Nothing grows there, it’s all just UV bleached sand and rocks. The Dominion can have that shithole.”

      I could tell he was getting agitated at the memory, and I couldn’t blame him. It’s not an easy thing to accept that you risked your life and watched people die, only to have accomplished little, if anything at all.

      “The fighting in Antarctica was horrific, but it saved countless lives,” I offered. “Most of our food comes from territory you secured. All this”—I swept my hand in a wide arc—“is because of that.”

      Edward made a sound, somewhere between a half-hearted laugh and a hiss of dismissal. “Yeah,” he said, “that’s something.” He stared at the ground, eyes fixed on something long ago and far away. I let the silence hang and watched the people around us go about their day.

      After a few minutes, Edward turned to me and asked, “So what’s the plan?”

      “We wait here for one of my people. They’ll take us to a safehouse where you can stay until we neutralize the threat against you.”

      “I’m not worried about me,” he said, tapping his sidearm through his jacket. “I’m worried about the Secretary-General. She has layers of security, but foreign leaders can walk right through that.”

      “We’re working on it. She’ll be safe.”

      “Who is ‘we’?”

      “The less you know, the better. All I can say is that there’s no one in the system better equipped to handle this than we are.”

      Edward looked dubious but said, “Alright, I’ll take your word for it.”

      My dataspike chimed with a message. Eyes up. I see you.

      Raven’s black sedan came around the corner then, and stopped in front of us. The doors opened and she leaned out.

      “Gentlemen, you look in need of a ride,” she said with a smile. We climbed in, and the car pulled into the busy afternoon flow.

      “What safehouse are we cleared for?” I asked Raven.

      “Chelsea. Bit of a long trip, but it’s still in the city at least.”

      I turned to Edward. “This is my colleague, Rachel Henderson.”

      “Edward Yeun, nice to meet you.”

      She threw him a smile as she quipped, “Different circumstances would have been nicer, I’m sure.”

      Edward didn’t catch it and took her words at face value. “Yeah, this morning was a little rough,” he said.

      “I saw the shooter,” I said to Raven.

      “Anything we can use to ID?”

      “I saw his face. It was Byron Harewood.”

      She knitted her brow. “Are you sure?”

      “I’m absolutely positive.”

      “That can’t be a coincidence,” she said with a meaningful look, and I understood her implication. Did this case have something to do with the Eleven somehow? Our deathless enemies were deeply involved in power politics at every level across the system, manipulating events to serve their own agenda. Had they found us again?

      “You know that man?” Edward asked, sitting forward in his seat.

      “I did,” I answered. “A long time ago, in a different life.”

      He looked thoughtful for a moment, then said, “That isn’t a coincidence. It’s possible that man is involved as a warning to you personally, Jean-Paul. I thought it was odd that there was only one person involved in the attack this morning, but now I think it makes sense.”

      “How’s that,” I asked.

      “I think you were meant to see him. I think the people behind this plot are aware of your involvement and are telling you so.”

      “That’s a reach,” I said. “I wasn’t involved until less than twenty-four hours ago. It’s hard to believe anyone could orchestrate something like what you’re suggesting in such a short time.” It was a lie, of course, but I couldn’t let Edward know how right I thought he was.

      “Maybe,” he said and leaned back in his seat, absently scratching his chin with his thumb. “I’ve seen some unlikely events cross my analysis queue. Things that could accurately be described as miraculous. You may be right, and this man’s involvement is a coincidence, but I think Ms. Henderson is right and there’s more to it than that.”

      He looked as if he was going to say more, then his expression changed to a deep contemplation and he went silent. I waited, knowing there was more to come. It was the same kind of chaotic calm that came over Thomas in moments like this. I glanced over at Raven, who returned a shrug with her eyebrows and smiled with faint amusement. Edward drew a deep breath, then continued.

      “I think at this point, I’m in far less danger than you. Killing me may have been the original intent, but now that you’ve prevented their first attempt, I don’t think there’s going to be another. I think the target is now you, Jean-Paul.”

      I could see why Edward was an analyst. He’d taken a single fragment of information and deduced the contours of the entire story. I had to deflect, but it would be difficult with someone like that.

      “Well if it’s all the same to you, I’d feel better with you in our safe house for a few days. If the orchestrators of this conspiracy are after me, then it makes my job that much easier.”

      Edward looked surprised. “Oh I wasn’t suggesting I go anywhere else, I’m just saying, in my professional opinion, the data shows you should watch your back.”
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      I remembered to call Andrea five minutes out from the safehouse. I swiped through my secure channels and subvocalized a message.

      En route to Chelsea safehouse with Raven and target.

      Andrea replied moments later.

      I already know that. Tell me something useful.

      Something had her stressed. I decided to play it straight and just give her the facts so she could get back to whatever was irritating her.

      I got a look at the shooter. It was Byron Harewood.

      Byron Harewood? Your old Senior?

      Yes, possibly with augments, but I couldn’t verify.

      I wonder if he was really just there to kill Edward Yeun.

      She was hinting at the same thing we all suspected.

      I don’t know, I replied. I think we have to turn over a few more facts before we can say for sure.

      I saw a notification that Andrea was adding Raven to the channel. She continued after Raven joined.

      I’m sending Andrew to the safehouse right now to babysit your analyst. I’ve got a job for you two. I want you to look into Minister Alan Lindelt.

      What are we looking for, Chief? Raven asked. I remember his name from the files but not as a primary source.

      It wasn’t clear what he was up to, Andrea replied. None of the exchanges he was involved in directly implicate him, and we need to know whether he’s involved or not before we compile a final list of suspects.

      So, it’s a B and E? I asked.

      That’s right. I need the two of you to break into his home and access his data. I’m sending you the address and a scan of the building. Take everything, full memory dumps. If he has hard copies of anything for some reason, I want scans.

      Okay, no problem.

      There was a long pause before her response. For your sake, I hope there isn’t. The house should be empty, but if you get caught, the Federation won’t be able to get you out of it. This is a ghost op. Leave no bodies, leave no trace.

      Raven winked at me and replied, Don’t worry, we’ve got it covered.

      The car took the next slip off of the A13 and we entered Chelsea. It was an affluent neighborhood, even by the already lofty standards of the NAS capital. Buildings in the area had been carefully planned with complimentary architectural stylings and integrated with meticulously cultivated greenery. Climate-controlled skyways separated pedestrians from the vehicle traffic on the streets below, though much of the area’s roads were below ground anyway to maintain the aesthetic. Even advertisements were limited to small, tastefully designed holos projected from standardized kiosks throughout the district.

      Our safehouse was the 47th floor of a residential tower overlooking the Thames. As we pulled into the underground car park, it occurred to me that this area may have been what inspired the living towers on Venus. Both had the same superficial sentimentality, cities trying so hard to create a specific impression that the empty hollow beneath it all was laid bare. On Venus, it came across as a distorted reflection of Terran culture, but here it was something else entirely. Something—

      “Creepy,” said Edward, as if he’d heard the thought.

      Raven gave him a confused look. “I think it’s a nice part of town.”

      “I’m sure it’s safe,” he explained. “But that doesn’t make the place any less soulless.”

      “To each his own, I guess,” Raven said. She pointed to a gray compact parked near the exit tunnel. “Looks like Alex is already here.”

      Alex Laughlin was Andrew’s pseudonym. One of the most difficult parts of maintaining cover was remembering to use the right names. I’d managed to avoid a mistake so far, but it wasn’t without effort. The only one who seemed almost unable to do it was Thomas Young. If you called him by his pseudonym, Terry Campbell, he didn’t know what to do with it. Another reason why Andrea mostly had him work from home.

      The car parked near Andrew’s and we took the lift up. As the floors ticked by, Raven handed me a keycard.

      “This place uses a two-factor lock,” she said. “The code is 414347”

      “Easy enough.”

      “Don’t I get one?” Edward asked.

      “If you need to leave, you’ll be with one of us,” Raven answered.

      “Ah, that’s no fun,” he said with a knowing smile.

      Andrew was sitting on the couch and helping himself to a glass of whiskey when we walked in. “Hey Jean-Paul, Rachel. I heard you had a day.”

      Raven threw up her hands and shook her head. “We had a day alright. Alex, this is Edward Yeun. Edward, this is Alex. He’s one of us.” She then turned to me. “I’ll go get ready,” she said, and disappeared down the hall to our left.

      “SFIS?” asked Edward.

      “You told him what team we’re on?” asked Andrew skeptically.

      “That’s right,” I said. “I told him.” My tone felt aggressive even as I said it, but there was something about Andrew that always put me on the defensive. “There isn’t much of a point in having him continue to think of us as agents of a foreign service.”

      Andrew set his whiskey down and held up one hand. “Stand down, I wasn’t criticizing. In fact, I suppose you’re right. Kind of wonder what the chief would say, though. Nice to meet you, Edward.”

      “Nice to meet you too,” he replied, looking slightly uncomfortable. Andrew and I had often clashed, largely due to his antagonistic sense of humor. I still considered him a friend, though. He’d proven he was someone I could trust under fire, time and again.

      Raven came back out, dressed in form-fitting all-black clothing.

      “What are you supposed to be,” asked Andrew. “Some kind of ninja?”

      “Black is extremely fashionable, I’ll have you know.” She tucked a handgun into a holster at the small of her back. “I have something for you, Jean-Paul,” she said, offering me a black polysynth jacket. “Size forty-six, right?”

      She was spot-on. “Yeah. Thanks,” I said, taking off my sports coat. I hadn’t noticed, but it was frayed and torn in places, with a spot of something that may have been blood on the back.

      “Are you sure it’s a good idea to carry?” said Andrew. “It’s a charge enhancement if they catch you in there.”

      “After the morning we’ve had, I’m not going anywhere unarmed.”
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      We arrived at Alan Lindelt's home an hour later. As expected, Raven’s car parked a few blocks away, and we wandered in an aimless spiral through the area for a few minutes to confuse anyone monitoring the public surveillance feed.

      Like most homes in the city center, Lindelt’s had a front door that was visible from the street. Typically, we’d go in through a rear entrance or from above for something like that, but both of those options were impossible because of the historic building’s architecture. Luckily for us, the minister had a modern security system with dataspike integration features, which meant compromising things like the lock on the front door could be done remotely.

      I opened a channel to Thomas.

      We’re heading in now, Thomas. We need you to disable the door locks.

      I don’t need you to tell me that you need the door open, Tycho. Really.

      Not irritating Thomas was frequently just as difficult as not being irritated by him. On the other hand, he was absolutely the best at what he did.

      Lindelt’s front door was made of ornately carved 25th century wood panel original to the building. Many of the homes in the district were like that—delicately restored and maintained to preserve the appearance of years past. It was all a facade, of course, and behind that painstakingly manicured image was a mundane reality. As I opened the door, the point was ironically illustrated: the artisan wood panel was reinforced by a tungsten plate. Raven walked in ahead of me, and I shut the door behind us.

      According to the scans Andrea sent us, the minister’s home office was upstairs on the second floor. We ascended the carpeted staircase, passing beneath a beautiful crystal chandelier. At the top of the stairs, through the third door on the left, we found exactly what we’d hoped for: a mobile workstation sitting on a real wood desk.

      “Skeleton key?” asked Raven, referring to the tool I kept from my days as an Arbiter. Under Federation law, all electronics manufacturers had to build a backdoor into any security or encryption system that would grant access through the skeleton key.

      “I’ve got it right here,” I replied, and plugged it into the device. While the skeleton key did its work, I glanced around the room and noticed a small shadow box hanging on the wall. There was a moth inside of it, mounted on the head of a pin with its wings outstretched. It may have been a trick of the light, but the pattern of colors across its back looked to me like a grinning skull.

      The workstation chimed, and a notification appeared on the screen.

      Device not recognized.

      “Well, that’s interesting,” commented Raven. “Our cabinet minister has something to hide.”

      It was what I expected, really. The Sol Federation claimed authority, but the North Atlantic States considered itself a sovereign republic. It wasn’t surprising that a cabinet minister would prefer black market workstations to keep Federation eyes out.

      “It could be nothing,” I told her. “Let’s see what Thomas can do.”

      The workstation won’t take my skeleton key, I subvocalized.

      What did you expect? he replied.

      Can you get us in remotely?

      I’ll need to match the logical devices I see to the physical device you’re trying to access. There should be a patch panel on the lower level of the house. I doubt it’s properly labeled, but if you interrupt the connections one at a time, we’ll know we’ve found the right one when the workstation loses connectivity.

      “Thomas wants me to head downstairs,” I told Raven. “Tell me when the workstation loses network connectivity.”

      “Easy as.”

      I left the office and went downstairs. The scans of the house weren’t as clear as an actual floor plan would be, but I guessed the patch panel I was looking for would likely be in the same area as the circuit breaker.

      I moved quickly but still noticed what a pleasant house it was. Not exactly a mansion, but definitely the large and comfortable home of a well-off person with expensive tastes. It made me wonder why someone who had anything he could ever want would take the kind of risk we suspected. He had to know what would happen if he succeeded. Billions would die in the war that inevitably followed, and all of his fine things would be lost overnight. Was he naive enough to think his wealth could shield him from the consequences?

      I found the patch panel and pushed the questions from my mind. The patch panel was in a small closet beneath the stairs and would have been easy to miss if the snarl of cables leading to it wasn’t visible in the scan. Okay, Thomas, I’m looking at it.

      So what are you waiting for? he replied. Apparently Thomas was in a particularly shitty mood today. Rather than jeopardize a critical operation by setting off a tantrum, I chose to focus on the task at hand.

      I started at the top and worked my way down, disconnecting a relay, waiting a few seconds, then reconnecting it. After the fourth one, I got a message from Raven.

      The workstation entered isolation mode.

      Okay, Thomas, I told him. This is the one.

      I see. Restore the connection, he instructed. I did, and a few seconds later, he followed with That’s it, you have full access.

      I’m cloning the content now, said Raven.

      I could see the front door from where I was standing in that small closet, and for some reason my instincts were telling me to stay put while Raven worked.

      Anything interesting so far? I asked Raven.

      Not really, she replied. I’m running through his messages, but most are just procedural upper house stuff. Lots of sexual exchanges with one of his aides.

      I walked up to the window by the front door and peered through the curtains. The street was still empty, not a single car or even visible movement in the adjacent homes.

      Hang on, Raven said. I take it back, there is something.

      What’s that?

      There’s no contact information at all for the party he’s talking with, she explained. That information is all blank. This is a long back and forth with someone who is completely anonymous.

      Yes, I’d call that suspicious.

      I heard the faint echo of approaching footsteps, then saw a young man walking quickly down the street toward the house. He had the forced officiousness of a government aide, and just as the thought occurred to me, he climbed up the front steps of the minister’s house.

      Someone’s coming in, I told her. Hide.

      I slipped upstairs before he managed to get the door open. I was beginning to truly appreciate my prosthetics in moments like that. It would have been impossible for me to move so far and so fast a year ago, but just then I’d done it without even thinking. As natural as breathing.

      I went to the office first, hoping to confirm that Raven had gotten herself out of sight. When I didn’t see her, I assumed she’d hidden herself well, and I moved down the hallway to a large bedroom to do the same.

      Tycho, in here. The bedroom closet opened and Raven motioned for me to join her.

      Hiding in a closet isn’t all that clever, and it’s the first place anyone would think to look if they were searching for someone. Fortunately for us, he had no reason to think there was anyone else in the house. I assumed he would putter around downstairs for a little while, but instead I heard muffled footsteps coming up the carpeted staircase almost as soon as I closed the closet door.

      Squeezed into that narrow space next to Raven, I was very aware of two things. One was that the man was probably an aide with an errand to do and would likely enter  the minister’s bedroom.

      The other was how soft Raven Sommer’s skin was.

      Her head was tucked under my chin. Her hair smelled of lilac and gunpowder, and I could feel her heartbeat against my chest.

      I watched through the slats in the closet door as the aide walked directly into the bedroom, moving without haste but with a purposeful stride that suggested he only had one task here. He walked over to a bedside table and looked down at it for a moment. Then he shook his head and went over to a large bureau against the far wall that was covered with random bric-a-brac, everything from bottles of cologne, to clothes, to a half-finished bottle of white wine. He searched it thoroughly, picking up each item of clothing and shaking it out.

      He doesn’t dose where it is, he just knows it’s in here somewhere.

      That’s the trouble with subvocalization. You get a lot of typos.

      He doesn’t know where it is, you mean?

      Yeah. Whatever he’s looking for, he knows it’s in the bedroom, but he doesn’t know where. If he checks the closet, we’ll have to be ready.

      I’m always ready.

      Having searched to his own satisfaction, the aide started checking the drawers. He moved quickly but efficiently, checking each one as thoroughly as possible before giving up and moving on to the next one.

      His body language became increasingly tense as his search continued. His shoulders hunched, and he started muttering to himself. The aide gave up on the bureau and turned, hands on his hips and an irritated expression on his face. He scanned the room, looking for any spot where the thing he was looking for could possibly be.

      His eyes fixed on the closet door, and he took a step in our direction. As quietly as I could manage, I drew my weapon. If he threw the door open, he’d find a pistol pointed directly at his face. It was a worst-case scenario, but we could restrain him and make our escape.

      As he crossed the room, he seemed to notice something from the corner of his eye. He stopped in mid-stride, walked over to the right, then picked up a pair of slacks from the floor. They still had a belt on them, which suggested that they’d been worn recently. He fished around in one pocket, then in the other.

      When his hand came back out, he was holding a small data cube. He held it up in the light, smiled at his success, then put it in his own pocket and smoothed his hair out of his face.

      Without a second glance back, he walked out of the minister’s bedroom.

      Did you see that? I asked Raven.

      No, what?

      I heard the aide’s footsteps moving down the staircase, then the sound of the front door latching shut behind him.

      “He’s gone,” I said, opening the closet and stepping out into the bedroom.

      Raven followed after. “I’ll button up the data transfer,” she said, “then we need to get out of here.”

      I nodded and went downstairs to keep a lookout, wondering if the most important piece of evidence had just walked out the door.
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      We spent the night at the safehouse, then took Raven’s car to the Inspector General’s Office in the morning. Our official leave was over, and we needed to maintain cover with an in-person appearance.

      Andrew, Raven, and I walked in just a little bit too soon for anyone to say we were really late. People did notice us, with reactions ranging from mild amusement to equally mild disapproval. All of us were a little bit late at the exact same time, creating the impression that we had all been out all night, which was more or less accurate.

      We walked into the conference room and saw we were the last to arrive. I shut the door and tapped the glass opaque. Andrea didn’t waste a second. “Good morning,” she said from her seat at the head of the table.

      This was only one of Andrea’s typical moods, but it had become increasingly common since everything in Bruges. Since Katerina. But Andrea was the kind of person that always kept others at arm’s length, so it was hard to say if anything was wrong.

      “Good morning,” replied Andrew. He took a seat at the table to Andrea’s right. Raven walked around the table and leaned against the wall.

      “Our official leave is over,” Andrea began. “This assassination is our priority, but if we’re tasked for IG with anything like the Pierce case, we’ll have to handle it as well. We’ll need to make the most of the time we have.”

      “Andrew and I have some progress to report,” replied Vincenzo Veraldi, her second-in-command.

      “We’ll get to it in a second,” she said. “First I want Tycho to report on last night’s mission.”

      I took a seat across from Thomas. “We got in and out successfully and cloned the minister’s workstation. While we were there, what I believe to be an aide came in and removed a data cube we hadn’t known was there. We didn’t interfere.”

      “I don’t understand why,” commented Thomas. “In all likelihood, that data cube held the information we were hoping to find. Why didn’t you take it?”

      “Because that could put Lindelt on alert and compromise one of our few leads,” Andrea replied. “Given their orders, it was the right decision. Second-guessing after the fact is pointless. Raven, do you have anything to add?”

      Raven shrugged. “What we got from his workstation looked promising at a glance. More is always better, but we didn’t have much choice.”

      Thomas looked unconvinced, but he didn’t say anything else.

      “Okay, Vincenzo,” said Andrea. “What do you have for us?”

      Vincenzo folded his arms and delivered the facts in something close to a monotone. He sounded tired. “Cabinet Minister Charles Wyland died last night. The timing seemed suspicious, so I went over it with Andrew via dataspike and we made a few discoveries.”

      “You’re getting a bit ahead of yourself,” replied Thomas, deciding to pick on Veraldi now. “What was suspicious about the death? That wasn’t clear when Andrew contacted me.”

      “As soon as I heard that Wyland had died, I looked up any available records. The medical examiner’s preliminary report was already available. It cited cardiac arrest as the cause of death. This was around 0500.”

      Thomas furrowed his brow. “When exactly did Wyland die?”

      “Around 2300. You see the problem.”

      “Yes,” replied Thomas. “That isn’t enough time.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Raven. “It’s six whole hours.”

      Thomas nodded. “Exactly. That’s hardly enough time to process the scene. It certainly isn’t enough time to perform a proper autopsy.”

      Andrea frowned. “If this is a cover-up, they must have been in a rush. Getting the medical examiner’s report out so early is a little sloppy.”

      “I agree,” said Andrew. “When Veraldi called me about it, that’s the first thought that sprang to mind. I think someone got nervous and rushed out this fake report just to make sure they were covered. Bad news for them, it had the opposite effect. If not for that report, we might have been inclined to view this death as a coincidence.”

      “So we think the other conspirators killed Wyland,” I asked. “Why would they?”

      “That brings us to the work we did early this morning,” replied Andrew. “After Veraldi called me up, I reached out to one of Wyland’s aides. It was still early, he was stressed out from his boss’s unexpected death, and he wasn’t thinking about not giving any information away. I told him I was Inspector General Alex Laughlin and I needed to check a few details of the minister’s activities the night before. He was pretty damn sleepy and rambling, but he mentioned a woman named Maria Valeryevna.”

      “Mistress?” I asked.

      “That’s what I was thinking, yeah. I found a border entry record with a picture of her face, but no depth information so there was no way to get solid topography. I realized I was going to need to search the security camera network with a facial recognition program to generate it, and Thomas can do that kind of thing a little quicker than I can—”

      Thomas scoffed.

      Andrew glared at him, then continued. “So I brought Thomas on board, and we did everything we could to check up on Maria and her activities.”

      “You did all these things this morning?” I asked. “Before 0900?” Apparently, some of my Section 9 comrades liked to start the workday earlier than I did.

      “I’m always working by six,” Thomas replied. “Well, except when I’m going to bed at six.”

      “Why did you zero in on this woman so quickly?” asked Andrea.

      “The death took place at the Minister’s home,” Veraldi added. “This kept us from getting access to his personal effects and belongings, which shut down most of what we could have done to find out how Wyland actually died. Basically, Valeryevna was the only lead we could pursue at the time.”

      Andrea nodded thoughtfully and continued with her questions. “Was she with him last night?”

      “Yes, we believe she was,” replied Andrew Jones. “What the aide said was something like you’d have to ask Maria. I played dumb and just repeated the name as a question, and he clarified that he was talking about Maria Valeryevna. That’s what made me decide we should have a closer look at her.”

      “Okay. I’m just trying to form a clear picture. So, you brought in Thomas to do the facial recognition search. Thomas, what did you find?”

      “You can’t just expect me to tell you what I found without knowing anything about my methodology.”

      Andrea blinked at him. “Why not?”

      “Because faulty methodology invalidates results.”

      She was looking at him like she wasn’t sure whether he was serious or not. In fact, I often wondered about him myself. “Thomas, I’ve never known you to use improper methodology. Not once,” she said.

      “You wouldn’t know if I had,” he pointed out. “I’m the only person in Section 9 who understands anything about which processes are appropriate under what circumstances.”

      “So if I wouldn’t even understand the answer, then why would I ask you about the methods you used?”

      He sighed. “Disappointing. I started a comprehensive search of the Metro security stream archives, looking for any hits against the image of Valeryevna’s face. I set the heuristics to filter out one-time appearances and show me only results where she’d had her image captured more than once.”

      “And what did you find?” asked Raven.

      “Plenty of static, of course. Even with the filter, most of us would appear on the same MetSec cameras over and over again. But there was one search result that did interest me. MetSec video shows Valeryevna leaving the home of one Cassandra Mirrah on four occasions in the past two weeks.”

      Andrea smiled. “Ah, so that’s why you asked me to look up Mirrah.”

      “Yes,” replied Veraldi. “And that brings us to the end of our report. I’m curious what you’ve found about Cassandra Mirrah.”

      I still couldn’t believe that all of this had happened between five a.m. and eight a.m. while I was fast asleep. Apparently Raven and I were more useful in the field and less useful for the kind of rapid research Section 9 was so adept at performing.

      Raven turned to me with a rueful smile. “Hard to believe we were asleep for all of that.”

      “No kidding,” I replied. “Breaking into someone’s home isn’t really so exhausting. We could have helped.”

      “Speak for yourself.” Raven grinned. “I need my beauty sleep.”

      “If I needed you to do anything, I would have called you.” Veraldi’s voice was still a monotone, and I realized he probably hadn’t slept at all.

      Andrea raised a hand. Her eyes were straight ahead and unfocused, which meant that she was looking at something projected by her dataspike into her field of vision. “Mirrah’s single and is the only person named on her lease. Despite that, water and power use are consistent with multiple occupants.”

      “That sounds like a safehouse,” Veraldi commented.

      “It does,” replied Andrea. “On top of that, her dataspike firmware is four revisions behind, so I was able to pull her messages. She was careful, but I did find something.”

      I was surprised to hear that Andrea had actually hacked Mirrah’s dataspike. Even if it was a simple matter of running some tools, she usually left that kind of cybersecurity task to Thomas and Andrew.

      “One of the messages says to contact M. I don’t know who M is, but the UUID for this contact shows as not registered to any individual.”

      Veraldi put a hand up to his chin as if pondering what that might mean. “Hmmm. So, what do we have here?”

      Andrew replied. “Let’s run through all the facts we have so far. Cabinet Minister Charles Wyland died last night, possibly while in the company of his friend Maria Valeryevna. He died around 2300, but just six hours later there was a medical examiner’s report citing cardiac arrest as the cause of death, which we know can’t be legitimate. As for Valeryevna, she’s been seen repeatedly leaving the home of Cassandra Mirrah, who seems to have several people living with her but who tries to be discreet about it. Mirrah had a dataspike message to contact someone called M, who uses an unregistered dataspike. Is that everything?”

      “That’s about the size of it,” replied Raven.

      “It’s a little careless on Mirrah’s part,” I replied. “If she’s trying so hard to be careful, why be so lax on device security?”

      “The medical examiner’s report was careless as well,” Veraldi pointed out. “The evidence suggests a degree of ineptitude.”

      “Any theories?” asked Andrea.

      Veraldi nodded. “I think I know what we’re dealing with here. Not all spies are the same. Some specialize in covert combat missions, like Section 9. And some analyze intelligence gathered from other sources like, Section 5. But there are also swallows. The Sol Federation doesn’t employ them, but that isn’t to say our adversaries wouldn’t. I think that’s what we’re looking at.”

      “Swallows?” I asked.

      “Sex spies,” said Raven. “Take an attractive asset—whatever your target likes—and have them meet in some context where they won’t suspect anything. They cater to whatever the target is looking for—love, sex, whatever. Pillow talk can be valuable intel. Or the target can be coerced or blackmailed. The possibilities are endless.”

      “So, what makes you think this is a swallow?” Andrew asked Veraldi.

      “It’s a specialization. It takes a certain type of skill. Not everyone can do it, so someone with the capability to be a swallow is highly valuable to whoever’s employing them. Even if they’re a little weak on other aspects of their tradecraft.”

      That made sense to me. “So that’s the reason for the weak encryption software and the implausibly fast autopsy. Those are just aspects of espionage this swallow simply isn’t all that good at.”

      “That’s my guess, yeah.”

      Andrea looked thoughtful. “It’s the strongest theory we have, I think. So let’s say Vincenzo’s right, and Maria Valeryevna is in fact a spy. Where does that take us?”

      “The question is which type of swallow Valeryevna is,” replied Andrew Jones. “Was she sweet-talking the minister into passing on classified info, or was she blackmailing him into doing something he wouldn’t otherwise have done?”

      “We can figure that out when we get our hands on her,” Raven commented. “The question I think we should be asking is where has this bird flown?”

      “I’m working on that now,” replied Thomas. “As you know, running a facial recognition program through the MetSec surveillance archive is nowhere near as easy as it sounds. The number of video feeds to search is astronomical, and in many cases your target appears only fleetingly. Having said that—”

      Andrea reigned him in. “Let’s not go off on a long tangent, Thomas. I agree with Raven. The logical next step is to find Maria Valeryevna. Once we know where she is, we can put a surveillance plan in place and find out who else she’s working with. This could open up the entire conspiracy.”

      “Unless it’s a distraction,” replied Veraldi.

      Andrea frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “Not an intentional distraction, just a red herring. Based on the file we got from Edward Yeun, this assassination plot is something the Cabinet Ministers put together. Maria Valeryevna is not a Cabinet Minister.”

      “Okay,” replied Andrea, still frowning.

      “We have some circumstantial evidence that Maria Valeryevna was working one of the ministers, and that she may have killed him. I can see two possibilities there. One is that he was being pressured to participate in the plot. If that’s true, then focusing on Valeryevna will unravel the conspiracy. But what if it’s totally unrelated? What if she’s trying to steal trade secrets, or get access to new technology?”

      Andrew nodded. “I see your point. We could be dragged off on something that has nothing to do with our actual case.”

      Thomas scoffed. Not only did he scoff, but he also made some sort of disgusted sound that was loud enough to get everyone to pay attention to him.

      Andrea’s frown was gone. Now she was staring at Thomas with her eyebrows raised and an expression of long-suffering patience on her face. “Yes, Thomas? Do you have something to add?”

      “I have something to explain. I have something to tell you. The thing I was trying to tell you when I was dismissed for going off on a long tangent.”

      Andrea blinked slowly and took a deep breath, though I thought I caught a hint of an amused smile as well. “Okay then, Thomas. I apologize for interrupting you. What was this essential piece of information that you were trying to share when I cut you off?”

      “You may think I can’t recognize sarcasm, but I can perfectly well.”

      “Again, Thomas, I’m sorry. Please go on.”

      “Without quite as much drama,” added Andrew.

      Thomas glared at him, but Andrea put a hand on his arm. Thomas continued. “I analyzed the data from Lindelt’s home when Raven uploaded it last night. In particular, the exchange she noted while uploading it. It casts some light on the question we’re trying to resolve here.”

      “In what way?” asked Veraldi.

      “The data cache she uploaded contains a long exchange between the minister and a third party. That third party was being intentionally vague, but the meaning is clear when you read the complete exchange. Whoever this person was, they were blackmailing the minister with compromising material. I posit that was probably the material Valeryevna produced. I don’t know this for a fact, of course, but it survives Occam’s razor.”

      “What does that mean?” asked Raven. “Occam’s razor?”

      “It’s an inductive principle named after William of Ockham, a Franciscan friar involved in the Nominalist controversy.”

      Andrea risked Thomas’s wrath by gesturing for him to hurry up.

      He frowned at her and continued. “To oversimplify, it means that we should always prefer the simpler of two explanations for the same phenomenon. Applying Occam’s razor, it’s more likely that Charles Wyland was being blackmailed by one organization, not two or more.”

      Veraldi nodded. “Okay. At least provisionally, I’m willing to accept that Minister Wyland was being blackmailed to participate in the assassination plot. In which case I think we can assume that he tried to say no, and that’s why the blackmailers ultimately killed him. If they had simply used the kompromat they had on him, it could have blown open the whole conspiracy. It’s safer for them if he just dies, seemingly of natural causes. They might even be able to exert some influence over who gets chosen to replace him.”

      “I like that. It makes sense,” Andrew added. “But if the plot is being directed by a third party, then who is this third party?”

      Thomas raised a hand, looking much like a schoolboy trying to get his teacher’s attention. “We might be able to figure that out.”

      “How would we do that?” asked Raven. “There wasn’t any contact information at all for the person the minister was talking to.”

      Thomas gave her a superior little smile. “No, there wasn’t, was there? But even so, it isn’t that easy to disguise your location when connected to a system for so long.”

      Andrea perked up. “You figured out the blackmailer’s location?”

      “Last night. In fact, I was planning to reveal the information at the start of this meeting, until Jones and Veraldi called me up this morning asking me to track down this Valeryevna woman.”

      “Well, don’t keep us waiting,” said Veraldi. “What did you learn?”

      Thomas now looked about as smug and self-satisfied as I had ever seen him. “The sender seems to have attempted to obfuscate their location, of course. Unfortunately for them, they only cycled through a limited set of network entry relays. I was able to narrow the point of origin to a residence in north London.”

      The expression on Andrea’s face at that moment was hard to describe, but it was clear she was almost as pleased with herself as Thomas. After all, she was the one who had to put up with most of his quirks. “You know, Thomas, I sometimes forget that you’re an absolute genius. The next time I’m annoyed with you, please remind me of that fact.”

      “Don’t worry.” He beamed. “I will.”

      Andrea sat up straight, a new look of determination in her eyes. “Tycho and Raven, gear up. We’re heading out.”

      I glanced over at Raven, who seemed perfectly happy at the opportunity to go into combat. She was already moving with renewed energy, and her eyes gleamed with joy at the prospect of action. I would do whatever Andrea wanted me to do, of course, but I wasn’t quite so enthusiastic. The way things were shaping up, both Raven and I were getting chosen for all the brute-force work.

      “I think I’m getting typecast,” I said to no one.
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      Two hours later, I was sitting in front of a plate of lamb vindaloo in an Indian restaurant. Across the plaza outside and up a plasticrete embankment was a row of modest, six-storey townhouses. The easternmost building was what Thomas had identified as the point of origin.

      Raven was looking through the window, watching the townhouse through her scope. I thought it was wildly indiscreet at first but, detached from her rifle, the scope didn’t look like much more than a toy. It could even be plausibly explained away as a camera.

      “What can you see up there?” asked Andrea.

      “Give me a minute,” replied Raven. “I’m checking the other buildings too. We don’t need any surprises when we kick the door down.”

      Technically we didn’t have any authority to go kicking any doors down because we didn’t have a warrant from a magistrate. If we raided the apartment and it went bad, we’d have to make up some fictional explanation to justify our presence there. Or we’d have to be long gone by the time MetSec arrived.

      “The townhouse to the left is clear,” she announced. “Looks like student housing.”

      I was nearly done with my food but still felt hungry. Andrea took a bite of a pakora absentmindedly, while keeping an eye out the window.

      “Second to the left looks clear too,” Raven told us. “Looks like an elderly couple. Third down is vacant.”

      I finished my lunch and sipped my water. I noticed my hand shaking as I lifted the glass. Andrea did as well.

      “Did you take your pentamine today,” she asked.

      I put the glass down. “It slipped my mind this morning, but I will when we get back.”

      She reached into her jacket pocket and slid a tab of the medication across the table to me. “Prosthetics are a lifetime commitment,” she said. “You don’t want to learn the hard way what happens when you fall off schedule.”

      She was right, as ever. I nodded and took the pills with my water.

      “I’ve got something on the fourth floor,” Raven continued. “Most of the townhouse is clear, but it looks suspicious.”

      “Suspicious how?” asked Andrea.

      “It’s hard to be sure with backscatter imaging, but there are a bunch of men there. Some of them are younger than others, but none of them fit the area. Could be spies.”

      When I was an Arbiter, I’d run into spies occasionally. Mysterious men and women with no obvious background or links to the community, pursuing some agenda I didn’t understand and often getting people killed in the process. Knowing what I know now, I’d say some of those people might have been Section 9. Some of them were probably with other agencies, from any of the several competing major governments operating in the solar system. A few were probably corporate spies.

      “They’re armed,” commented Raven. “Long guns.”

      Andrea tapped on the table to bring up the holo. “That probably means we’re in the right place.” She swiped through the self-service menu and paid for our meal.

      Raven was shaking her head. “For people who want to pull off a landmark assassination, they’re not all that professional.”

      “Don’t underestimate them,” Andrea said. “Or one of them might unprofessionally put a bullet right through you. How many of them do you think there are in there?”

      “Lots of overlapping shapes, but I counted six heads.”

      “So we’ll be outnumbered, and they’re armed and loaded. We’ll have to go in hard. Shock and awe, and if you get any resistance at all, just shoot the asshole. We only need one for questions.”

      We left the restaurant and circled around the plaza. Chances were slim that anyone in the townhouse was watching us, and even slimmer that they would think we were anything more than ordinary people, but no one ever died from being too cautious. When we reached the embankment, Andrea checked over her shoulder, then jumped to the top six meters above in a single, smooth leap. She looked around before turning back to face us and finally extending her hand.

      Let’s be quick, she messaged.

      I interlaced my fingers, bent slightly at the knees, and held my hands palm-up at waist level. Raven held my shoulders for balance and placed a foot into my grip.

      “On two,” I said.

      “One,” she counted.

      “Two,” I finished, and lifted. She pushed off and easily cleared the height. Andrea caught Raven’s wrist at the apex of her jump and pulled her over the edge. I followed moments later, and we walked along the rise behind the row of townhouses to the target building at the end.

      Andrea drew her weapon and extended the stock. I knew she prefered rifles, but it was nearly impossible to requisition anything more than a sidearm as an Inspector General. Her fully automatic pistol was the next best thing. Raven seemed nonplussed about using her sidearm, smiling to herself as she chambered a round.

      Like on the other townhouses along the row, there was only a single, ground level window on this side of the building. That’s what made this route of approach so appealing, but it also meant we had a limited view inside until we entered. I kept an eye on it for signs of movement as Andrea approached the door at the rear.

      I drew my weapon while she listened at the door for a few seconds. It was a habit that had saved both our lives many times over. She then glanced up and made a face.

      “Shit,” was all she said.

      I followed her eyeline and saw the camera, small and easy to miss just above the door frame.

      Andrea dove to the right just as a burst of gunfire cut through the door. I returned fire and strafed left to get a clearer line of sight into the window. Raven took six deliberate shots through the hole in the door, while Andrea raked automatic fire across the adjacent wall.

      Through the window, I could make out shapes moving behind the curtain. I fired eight rounds into the glass, then dove through. There was a time when I would have considered a move like that suicidal, but those first shots at Andrea had decided it for me. Our only advantage had been surprise. Without that, we were outmatched, and every passing second tipped the odds further out of our favor. Taking the fight into close quarters meant we could level the field against their rifles and bring our prosthetics into play.

      I hit the floor inside and rolled over my shoulders into a crouch. I snapped my head up and took in the scene around me: a wounded man lying on the floor to my left, two armed men standing to my right, and one man in the hallway behind them firing at the rear door.

      I rushed at the men to my right first. The nearest tried to level his rifle at me, but he’d been facing the hallway. The fractions of a second that turning in place cost him were more than I needed. I batted his rifle with my left hand as hard as I could manage, which was apparently enough to dislocate his shoulder. His arm hung limp, and he staggered.

      As expected, the man behind him was already moving to the right to get a clear shot at me. If he’d had the foresight to notice I was right handed and went left instead, it could have been a real fight. As it was, he crossed directly into my line of fire, and I shot him twice in the throat. He twisted and tripped over himself, then he fell through a glass coffee table before going still on the floor.

      The man with the dislocated arm was a fighter. He’d kept a grip on his weapon, for all the good it would do. I pressed my sidearm under his chin and fired twice more. My aim was more shallow than it should have been, and the man’s head burst open in front of me. Blood and bits of his innermost thoughts splattered across my face.

      I closed my left eye and trusted my right to adapt. As the dead body slumped out of the way, I could see the man in the hallway was down on one knee. I took aim, but at that moment a long burst of automatic fire swept up his body and he fell backward onto the floor. He struggled to turn himself over, but three careful shots peppered his prone form and he finally went limp. Raven appeared moments later.

      “Well, that was harrowing,” she commented blandly.

      “That was all of them?” I asked.

      “That’s six by my count.”

      I walked into the hallway and saw two more bodies on the floor. The door slapped against one as Andrea entered.

      “We only have minutes,” Andrea told us. “Since there’s no one to question, we’ll take their dataspikes. Everything else we can request from MetSec evidence later.”

      She turned and searched the two bodies by the door. Raven was looking at me with an expression I couldn’t place.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “You’ve got something on your face,” she said.
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      “Okay, everyone,” Thomas announced, “who wants to hear what I found on the dataspikes?”

      It was late, and the fatigue of the night before seemed to be affecting everyone except Thomas. Andrew had already left for the safehouse hours ago, ostensibly because Edward had been alone for too long in his view, but practically because it was the best excuse to leave and get some rest.

      “I’m all ears, Thomas,” Andrea replied in a weary tone. “This has been a long day. I hope whatever you found was worth the trouble.”

      “I should think it will be,” he said eagerly.

      I checked the lock on the conference room door and tapped the glass opaque.

      “The material they had in storage can be categorized as follows: video of Maria Valeryevna engaged in sex acts with each of the ministers involved in the conspiracy, records of text and voice communications, and bank transfer records.”

      “Wait, she was sleeping with all of them?” Raven asked, genuinely confused.

      “She was doing a fair bit more than sleeping with them,” Thomas replied. “Some of these acts are quite bizarre. Minister Lindelt for example seems to have a predilection for—”

      “So if they were all being blackmailed,” I interrupted, hoping to prevent him from giving us any details, “does that mean the plot isn’t their idea in the first place?”

      Thomas nodded. “That’s precisely what I would conclude from the material. The plot is being organized remotely and only executed by proxy through the ministers.”

      “Organized from where?” asked Andrea.

      “Network traffic suggests the orchestrators are in Xi’an.”
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      The news that our suspects were in Xi’an was not exactly welcome. In many ways, it was easier for Section 9 to operate on a Jovian moon or in the streets of Mars than in the Russo-Sino Territories.

      “Well, this is a bit of an awkward situation,” Raven muttered.

      “That’s one way to put it,” replied Veraldi.

      Even as a black ops unit, we were risking more than our lives by entering the region. The Russo-Sino territories were a loose affiliation of city-states bound by treaty rather than central government. None of those states were members of the Sol Federation. Our blackmailers weren’t even in the Russian north, but the Chinese south. If there was one place on Earth where we would stand out, it was the city of Xi’an.

      Andrea shook it off, sitting up straight. “We’ll need to drop in. We can reach out to Section 3.”

      Veraldi nodded. “That’s a better choice than commercial travel. No secret police on our trail.”

      “We don’t know it was the secret police that got them,” she reminded him. An oblique reference to the Federation agents that had gone missing in the past.

      “I’d agree if it had only been one or two agents. Under the circumstances, I think we’re safe in assuming deliberate action by the RST.”

      She only shrugged in reply, refusing to speculate. It was possible those agents could have been killed by any of the Bratva or Triad groups operating in the area, but in the end I had to agree with Veraldi. It seemed far more likely that the local government had been involved, given the totality of the disappearance. Gangsters would have leveraged for ransom.

      “So we drop into Xi’an,” I added. “Presumably a tight drop with a specific address, right, Thomas?”

      He nodded. “Yes, I have a specific location for you.”

      “Alright,” Andrea continued. “So we drop in and collect items and persons of interest. What’s our exit strategy?”

      Veraldi crossed his arms. “I’d hate to take the overland route.”

      “We can utilize a Fulton-style surface-to-air recovery system,” Thomas suggested. “The transport aircraft can circle at high altitude until we call it down for extraction.”

      Raven gave him a look. “That’s a bold plan. Do you really want to be jerked into the air like a marionette?”

      “I wasn’t aware my presence was required in the first place.”

      “Your presence is definitely required,” Andrea assured him. “We need someone to stay here with our witness, and the skill set requirement for this mission means it has to be Jones. If he’s back here in London, that means you’re the only one who can resolve any technical problems we might run into.”

      “Surely I can do that just as well remotely.”

      She shook her head. “Not a chance. I want you there on the ground.”

      “That verges on superstition, Andrea. But it’s not like I mind. I wouldn’t suggest a method of extraction I wasn’t comfortable with myself.”

      I believed him when he said it. Thomas was such an intellectual powerhouse that it was sometimes easy to forget he was anything else, despite the fact that I’d seen him in action multiple times. He could hold his own in the field when he had to.

      “Good to hear,” Andrea replied. “It will probably take some time to get Section 3 on board. They have their own operational and budgeting priorities, but I want all of you to go home and get your gear together. Assume we’ll be wheels up in six hours. I’m authorizing tier 1 ordnance and equipment for this.”

      That last part caught my attention. We hadn’t used anything more than tier 3 since we came to London. We didn’t need to. Clearing us for the heaviest weaponry we could bring to bear meant Andrea was taking no chances. That was reasonable, considering where we’d be going, but using our best gear was also the kind of operational signature a clever adversary could recognize.

      Andrea continued. “Tycho, I want you to stop by the safehouse and brief Andrew before you get your gear. We’ll all rendezvous here when everything’s ready. Any questions?”

      No one said a word.

      “Good. I’ll see everyone back here in a few hours.”

      I stood and unlocked the conference room. The glass depolarized automatically, and I could see out into an empty office. To an outside observer, it might have seemed odd that our group so frequently met behind closed doors, but we’d also closed multiple cases and were responsible for several major arrests. That success carried a bit of weight, and I had to think it excused any potentially odd habits. Still, we were flying a little too close to the sun for my tastes.

      “Jean-Paul,” Raven called out to me as I walked out. “Do you need a ride?”

      “Sure. I’d been planning to take the train, but I won’t turn down a free ride.”

      She grinned. “Who said anything about free?”

      We walked out to the parking lot behind Vincenzo. He nodded goodnight to us for now and climbed into his black Paracesis. Unlike Raven’s car, his was compact and engineered for performance. It disappeared into the night before we had even pulled into the street.

      As the dense building cover of the city center gave way to the open air along the M84 to Chelsea, I watched the countryside roll by through the car’s street view. The light of the full moon cast the countryside in pale gray, and I could see the faint silhouette of androids moving in the dark to tend to the fields.

      “It’s funny,” Raven began. “I always feel better when we’re about to go on a mission.”

      I turned to her, curious. “Even a mission like this?”

      “I like the challenge. I thrive in a high-pressure environment.”

      “I think a place where we’d either be killed and dissolved in acid or sent to a labor camp for the next five decades is more than a high-pressure environment.”

      Raven laughed softly. “Come on, Tycho. Who are you kidding? You love it too, or you would never have joined Section 9 in the first place.”

      It wasn’t the means I enjoyed, it was the end. The difference I’d made. It was sometimes hard to see with all the terrible things we’ve done, but I believed in why we did them. I had to.

      “We literally get shot at for a living. What kind of person does well in that kind of job?”

      She shrugged. “Not a normal person, maybe. But I can only be who I am, and at least I’m lucky enough to know a few people who are a bit like me.”

      She put her hand on my leg briefly as she said it, and I forgot what I was going to say.

      “Anyway,” she went on, “It’s not shooting people that does it for me. That’s a skill I’ve mastered, but what I really love here is problem-solving and knowing that those problems will affect the lives of billions. I don’t always know if what we’re doing is right, but at least we’re not doing nothing, you know?”

      So Raven felt the same as I did after all. “Yeah. It matters to me too, knowing that our missions will have an impact on people. I just wish I did know that what we were doing was always right.”

      “I’m pretty sure it’s right to stop a multinational, interplanetary war.”

      She had me there. Some of our actions were downright questionable, but this time at least we did seem to be on the side of the angels. The death of the Sol Federation’s Secretary-General could plunge the solar system into war, costing billions of people their lives. It was worth it to do whatever we had to do to prevent that.

      “Fair point,” I replied. Three lanes of the highway were closed off ahead of us, and the car merged into the far lane. We passed a pair of towering civil engineering androids pouring fresh plasticrete onto the road.

      “Have you noticed that Andrea’s been assigning us to all the muscle work?” I asked. “I can’t remember the last time I was tasked with any problem-solving.”

      “Well, I’m pretty sure she’s got her own reasons,” she said, smiling cryptically. I wasn’t sure what she’d meant by that.

      Minutes later, the car took the slip into Chelsea, and we pulled up to the safehouse.

      “You set it to stop in front?” I teased.

      “I’ll make you walk next time.”

      “You spoil me.” I smiled and tapped the door release.

      “Uh-huh. I’ll see you back at the office later.”

      I climbed out and raised my hand in goodbye. The door closed and the car sped off. I looked up and down the street before going into the building, a combination of training and paranoia. There was no one out in the pristinely manicured neighborhood. The only movement was the wind through the decorative trees lining the streets.

      I entered the safehouse and found Andrew in the living room with Edward. Both men were hunched over a game of Go.

      “That’s a lot of territory to lose,” Andrew was saying as he moved a black stone into place on the board. Then he turned and looked at me. “Jean-Paul. I take it you’re here to relieve me?”

      “I’m afraid not. I’m here to tell you that we have a lead, and the Chief wants you to hang tight and keep Edward safe while we follow it up.”

      He thought about that for a moment, then said, “If that’s the case, I’m going to have to teach our man to be a better Go player. Seriously, Edward, you have no idea what you’re doing.”

      Edward spread his hands. “I said I knew how to play. I never said I was good.”

      Andrew looked at him skeptically. “Where I come from, saying you know how to play means a bit more than just having the rules memorized. But don’t worry, you’ll learn. By the time someone relieves me you’ll be…well, not twice as good. Anything multiplied by zero is still zero, but you’ll be better.”

      Andrew’s abrasive humour didn’t seem to bother Edward at all. He laughed it off as Andrew turned back to me. “So where are you headed?”

      “Xi’an.”

      Edward looked surprised. “In Shaanxi province?”

      “That’s the one,” I said.

      Edward shook his head. “I don’t envy you, going into the RST. Sol Federation agents don’t tend to do so well there.”

      “This is just a meet and greet for fact-finding,” I lied. “We should be in and out in a few hours.”

      “I hope so. Xi’an is an interesting place, though, if you have some time while you’re there. It was the capital of the T’ang Dynasty.”

      I wasn’t exactly an expert on Chinese history, but the name was familiar. “Were they the ones with those terracotta soldiers?”

      “No, that’s the Qin. The T’ang were known for their poetry mostly. It’s a fascinating place. Lots of rich history there.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind. Stay safe, gentlemen. I’ll see you when I get back.”

      “If you get back,” replied Andrew cheerfully, clearing the board for another match.

      I wasn’t really sure why Andrea had sent me to the safehouse in person rather than simply contacting Andrew by dataspike. I thought about it as I walked to the train station and reasoned that she probably wanted someone to see how Andrew and Edward were getting along.

      Andrew’s constant sarcasm did tend to rub people the wrong way, and if there had been any tension in the house, I would have seen it. It looked like they were getting along just fine, though. It was clever leadership on Andrea’s part. She was always juggling personnel and the mission so smoothly it seemed effortless.

      I didn’t spend long at my apartment, just a few minutes slimming down my go-bag. It didn’t amount to all that much. I replaced the automatic rifle inside with a compact submachine gun, reasoning that we’d be fighting in close quarters. It was the same caliber as my sidearm and would save me from having to carry two different sets. That also meant less overall stopping power, but I had a total of 400 rounds of high velocity ammunition, more than enough for anything less than a nanosuit at close range.

      As an Arbiter, I would have never gone into a mission like this without the most powerful armor available in the solar system. Under Federation law, most legally available weapons were too weak to penetrate an Arbiter’s armor. The intent was to guarantee no other fighters in the solar system could stand up to an Arbiter drop team. That didn’t mean there weren’t black-market weapons that could do the job, but the law was why Arbiters were confident enough to drop into any scenario. We could literally just walk into battle with no fear at all.

      It was different in Section 9. More often than not, we went into combat with nothing more than the clothes on our back. The nature of the job demanded it, and it was rare to have circumstances line up so well in our favor that we could use everything we were capable of.

      I took the field case with my thermoptic camo from under the bed and added it to the go-bag. I considered also taking the holographic emitter I’d kept since Mars, but I decided against it. The best thing in close combat is to not be seen, rather than to distract. The thermoptics would be enough.

      I shouldered the bag and walked back toward the door to leave, then stopped as I remembered what Andrea had said to me this afternoon. I went back to my bedroom for my meds and added them to the go-bag.

      When I got back to the Inspector General’s Office, Andrea and Thomas were waiting in the parking lot. Andrea was sitting on the hood of her red Altezza, while Thomas paced absently nearby on his dataspike.

      “I’ve booked us a ride,” she said as I approached. “The others have already gone ahead to the rendezvous. Are you ready?”

      “I’m ready,” I said. “Where are we taking off from?”

      “The PK airbase in Lakenheath.”

      She stood up and tapped the door open for me. “Have you ever been to the RST before?” she asked me.

      “Twice, as an Arbiter. The RST can’t challenge the Arbiter Force directly without showing their hand, but they moved in a lot of StateSec for observation while we did what we went there to do.”

      “It’ll be different this time if StateSec sees us. Their goal will be to kill us outright or hand us over to their secret police.”

      I climbed in and pushed my gear to the back next to the two bags already loaded. “So, how do we keep that from happening?” I asked, taking a seat in the middle of the cabin.

      Andrea sat across from me. “We go in fast and hard, then we get out before the authorities can respond. I don’t think the people we’re hitting are the type to call for help, so we should have a little window of opportunity.”

      “Say we do run into StateSec, then what?”

      Thomas opened the door to my right and climbed in. “Then we shoot our way out,” he said.

      Andrea nodded, grimly adding, “We don’t want to get taken alive.”

      The car pulled out onto the streets of London. We didn’t talk after that. It had been a long day, and everyone was tired. We didn’t know when this assassination plot was supposed to be carried out, so we couldn’t afford to waste any time.

      I decided to try to get some sleep on the drive. Lakenheath was an hour away by the M24, essentially a straight line through the dark. I closed my eyes and leaned against the interior display. The thrum of the tires against the road and the gentle sway of the car put me out almost immediately. It seemed like I’d only been asleep for a few minutes when the car rolled to a halt. I heard the door open and felt cold air, followed by Andrea’s voice.

      “Tycho.”

      I opened my eyes, saw where we were, and stepped stiffly out into the parking lot. Raven and Veraldi were waiting nearby, all suited up and ready for war. On the tarmac twenty meters away, I saw the sleek contours of an unlit spy plane.

      We walked over to it in silence, each of us lost in our private thoughts. When we got close, the pilot stepped out of the shadows and approached Andrea. His voice was quiet, like he was worried that he might be overheard. “Is this everyone?”

      She nodded. “This is it.”

      “The extraction system can only take three additional people. There’s one balloon for the pickup, and a backup if something goes wrong. But we’ll only have one pass for recovery, so make sure it reaches altitude before you call it in.”

      “That shouldn’t be a problem. Do we have the proxies?”

      “They’re already loaded, but I want to stress how important it is that you recover the blackboxes. The chassis will self-destruct thirty seconds after separation, but those boxes are FCM-0. My ground crew doesn’t even have the clearance to look at them. We’re being very generous here. Don’t make us regret it.”

      “You won’t regret it,” Andrea assured him. “You have my word.”

      We crowded into the plane’s narrow belly, where the androids were waiting silently, already fitted into their parachutes. One had a gold stripe across it’s chest, and the other had a silver one. As the rest of us strapped in, they stared at us with unblinking eyes.

      On Venus, I’d seen an army of android proxies slaughter hundreds without the slightest hesitation. Thomas Young reprogrammed them to fight for us, and they killed the Nightwatch guards just as willingly as they had the civilian population of Tower 7. It was a clear demonstration of a simple principle: androids will do what they are told. Ethics and nuance were the domain of biological life.

      “What are you thinking, Tycho?” Raven asked as the plane taxied onto the runway.

      “I’m thinking about androids,” I answered. “I don’t really like them.”

      The proxies continued to stare in motionless silence.

      “Get some sleep, everyone,” Andrea told us. “It’s a long way to China.”
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      I was back on Mars, at the bottom of an access shaft beneath the city. Black graphene surrounded me on all sides. Above, somewhere so high up it was little more than a pinpoint of light, the airlock aperture was slowly closing. I clawed at the walls and tried desperately to climb out, but for every meter of progress I made, the airlock stretched further and further away. Behind me, I could hear the metallic screams of Ivanovich’s chimeras.

      I reached for my sidearm and found only an empty holster, so I doubled my effort to climb. My hands began to bleed neurorelay as the jagged metal walls shredded the fleximesh skin. I reached up and pulled the airlock release, and my right arm separated from my body at the prosthetic interface.

      My foot slipped, and I dangled over the open air by my left arm. I tried to find a foothold, but my legs crumbled away like ash under my weight. Below, the Clawed Erinyes scrambled up the shaft toward me with incredible speed, still screaming with fury and hate. The airlock aperture finally winked shut less than a meter above me, and I was trapped in the dark.

      Resigned, I let go and fell.

      “Wake up, Tycho, it’s almost time for the drop.” It was Andrea’s voice.

      My eyes flew open, and I sat blinking in the dim red light of the drop bay while the androids across from me stared blankly in my direction.

      They were much larger than the average combat proxy. Covered with thick ablative plating to shrug off heavy weapons fire, each proxy was basically a walking, mobile combat shield. Waking up to a massive, armored thing staring silently at me was more than a little unnerving.

      “How long do we have?” I asked.

      “Three minutes,” she replied and pointed up at the ceiling. “The light will change when we enter the drop zone.”

      I rubbed my eyes, then started methodically checking my gear one last time. Parachute and extraction harness fitted tight, thermoptic camouflage refractory field compensated for the additional gear, and all weapons loaded and chambered.

      The bay was suddenly flooded in green light. “Everyone mask up,” announced Andrea.

      I hopped to my feet and the fog of sleep faded, replaced by the clarity that comes with impending combat. I donned my rebreather and tested the seal with quick, short breaths. Veraldi stepped up to the jump pad, followed by Andrea, me, Thomas, and Raven. The two androids came last, falling silently into place.

      I could hear the bay depressurize even over the steady burn of the ramjets. I felt the temperature drop as the bay matched the thin air pressure outside the aircraft. The cold was always the worst part of an unsuited combat drop. Going from below freezing conditions to operational weather in three minutes was painful enough to distract, and a distraction at these heights and speeds could easily mean death. The trick was to expect it, to embrace the numbing cold and know that it would pass.

      The indicator stopped flashing, and an amber light filled the bay. A high tone sounded, and a moment later the floor split apart at Veraldi’s feet, then he disappeared into the night below. Andrea followed a second later, and then it was my turn. I’d done so many combat drops that it was almost second nature, and I didn’t hesitate to step out into nothing and plummet from the aircraft nearly twelve kilometers above the planet.

      It was almost like a planetary drop. The Earth below was a sea of black, punctuated with streaks of glowing color like frozen lightning. At the edge of my vision, I could see the curvature of the planet, a dull pink and golden halo dividing terra and space.

      Fifteen seconds into the fall, my drogue chute deployed and I felt the gentle pressure of deceleration. Ahead of me, I could just make out the shapes of Vincenzo and Andrea’s chutes doing the same. For the next two minutes, it was a calm fall at nearly the speed of sound into the rapidly approaching city below.

      At twenty thousand feet, our main chutes deployed. This was where training mattered; the deceleration was in excess of seven g’s, more than enough to black out even seasoned operatives in less than three seconds. I gritted my teeth and clenched my stomach. I flexed my chest and stiffened my neck, trying to force as much blood as I could to my head to fight the forces sending it back down. Darkness crept into my vision, but eventually the deceleration faded and I could relax again.

      It hadn’t been as bad as I remembered. My first few unsuited jumps were pure torture, but this had been almost easy. Then again, I had more limbs and a heart of flesh back then. Time and again, it seemed like my near death on Europa had been the start of a new, better life.

      At ten-thousand feet, I could begin to clearly see the individual buildings of downtown Xi’an. The map on my dataspike showed the target rooftop we were headed for highlighted in green. It had been a while since I had to maneuver a parachute, so I concentrated on not over-correcting. Moving a few degrees off-vector could put me hundreds of meters away, which was tantamount to death under the circumstances.

      As I neared the building, I could see Vincenzo and Andrea crouched on the roof and collecting their parachutes. I pulled both control cords to sharpen my descent, but I realized I wasn’t actually going to land on the roof. I’d caught an updraft, maybe reflectance off of the rooftop itself, maybe an unlucky change in the wind, but whatever the reason, I was going to glide right over.

      I reached down for the release, intending to cut the chute away. Before I could, Andrea leapt and caught my foot. The added weight made the difference, and I drifted down at the far end of the rooftop.

      Thomas and Raven landed as we walked back to join Vincenzo, and the two androids joined us soon after with the mechanical efficiency you’d expect from an android. They stood quietly to the side and awaited instruction, while Andrea looked us over.

      “Consider this a free-fire zone. If anyone or anything presents a clear threat, take it down. This is the RST. We aren’t playing games here. Is everyone ready?”

      It occurred to me that anyone would present a threat if they saw a group of armed strangers inside their penthouse.

      “Ready,” I replied, just like everyone else.

      “Tycho, fall on me and cloak up. Proxies, take point,” Andrea ordered. Despite their bulky forms, the androids quickly stepped into position at the front of our line. Andrea faded from view as she subvocalized on our shared channel. Raven, scout it out.

      I activated my thermoptic camouflage and watched Raven move in silently. The world faded to a cold blue as the refractive field took shape around me. To anyone who saw me, I would appear as a vague impression of rippling air, if anything at all.

      Raven swept her rifle across the rooftop as she carefully observed the backscatter image from her scope.

      I see targets of interest, continued Raven. North end of the first floor. Lots of electronics. Something metallic two rooms over.

      We were standing on the south end of the second floor rooftop, so we would need to move all the way from one side of the building to the other, while crossing two floors in the process. Of course, I mused to myself, the longest possible path.

      I see a glyph lock on that door, Andrea said. Care for a closer look, Thomas?

      Thomas walked up to the door with what almost looked like annoyance. He looked at the lock for a few seconds, then removed a small white device from his field kit. He took a step back, put his weight on one foot, and drove his heel through the glass pad. An alarm sounded immediately, shrill and loud.

      Thomas?

      I’m on it, he replied. He connected his device to something behind the broken pad. The alarm stopped, and the door swung open.

      Eyes up, said Raven.

      A tongue of blue and white flame licked out from beyond the doorway, accompanied by a thunderous boom. Whether intentionally or not, Thomas had been in the right place to stand clear of the line of fire.

      The shot caught the gold-striped android full-on in the chest. It’s plating held, but the round must have been an absurd caliber and the proxy was knocked back a step. Thomas was already on the move and circling around the roof access. I took aim through the doorway and saw two security androids in the corridor beyond advancing straight toward us. Their right arms were missing, and in their places were the kind of heavy guns I’d expect to see mounted on a vehicle.

      Andrea took the initiative and opened fire with her combat rifle. Vincenzo followed up with his, and for a moment it seemed like that would be enough. Instead, another huge round blew through the wall and took the security door completely off its hinges. The silver-striped proxy caught the round with its shield and advanced on the doorway.

      Andrea followed behind the gold android and fired between its legs. Her shots were tightly grouped, but she only had an angle to its head, which was often one of the most heavily armored parts of a combat proxy. I took aim at the joints of its legs, reasoning that their heavy weapons were stressing the frame beyond its design tolerances.

      My guess was spot-on, and the proxy collapsed to its knees after the first burst of gunfire hit. Vincenzo caught on to what I was doing and adjusted his aim. The other proxy went down as our androids reached the doorway, but the first proxy to fall had already reoriented itself and managed to fire again. Using its shield, the silver android blocked the shot, then pulled back and slammed it into the downed proxy.

      The impact knocked the android flat onto its back, so the silver android quickly raised its shield and brought the edge down onto its chest. The proxy was cut in two, and the marble floor beneath it shattered like glass.

      The second proxy had fallen onto its face and was still attempting to right itself as Andrea slipped from behind the gold android and fired into the nape of its neck. After four bursts of gunfire, its head separated from its body and it went still.

      Vincenzo and I swept down the corridor, expecting human enforcers to be right behind the machines. Through the corridor was what the map showed as a guest bedroom, though it was more likely the room had once been a solarium. It was empty except for a bare mattress pushed against one wall.

      Thomas shouldered past our androids and knelt down next to the beheaded proxy. This is a late-model combat proxy, he subvocalized. Photo-absorbent coating. Expensive, but the aftermarket modifications were incompetent and sloppy.

      So that coating is why they didn’t show up on Raven’s scope, I said.

      Doesn’t matter, Andrea interjected. They know we’re here.

      The door at the far end of the room flew open, and an android stepped through, weapon already blazing.

      I was grateful then that my dataspike had noise mitigation. The cannons fitted onto these proxies were the same kind used by RST Red Guard on armored personnel carriers. I’d seen the rounds they took in person. eight ounces each and seventy millimeters long. Practically a shaped charge rather than a bullet. To call the thing loud is to call the Oort cloud cold—an understatement that borders on a lie.

      We each dove for the nearest thing to cover we had. Raven had been ready for it and was already falling back out onto the rooftop. A line of bullet holes across the wall marked her path outside as she fired through the plasticrete at the proxy. Vincenzo knelt behind the silver android, and it followed suit, lowering its shield to give him an impromptu cover to fire from.

      The proxy continued into the room unhindered, shrugging off our gunfire. I tried to take careful aim, but round after round from the proxy’s cannon cut through the room and forced me to consider little else beyond avoiding the monstrous .960 rounds. I threw myself to the ground and crawled behind the silver proxy to join Vincenzo.

      Though I was cloaked, the space was limited and the proxy seemed to be blind firing. Thermoptics were only hindering coordination at this point. I decloaked and subvocalized a message to Vincenzo.

      Eight shot magazine.

      So three more, he replied.

      Two rounds rocked the silver proxy. A third tore a meter-wide hole through the exterior wall.

      Now.

      We slipped from behind cover and advanced on the proxy, weapons streaming round after round of jacketed tungsten into the android. We stuck with what worked, concentrating fire on the joints in its lower body, and like the other proxies it collapsed to the floor under its own weight.

      We fanned around the android and fired into its neck as Andrea had done. My submachine gun was less effective at the task than Vincenzo’s rifle, and my magazine ran dry as the metal vertebrae finally shattered and the proxy went still. I glanced up into the room beyond the doorway as I reloaded and realized we’d made a mistake.

      The proxy wasn’t blind firing. It was applying suppressive fire to buy time. Another just like it had ascended the stairs outside of the room and was aiming directly at the two of us. We were framed in the open doorway, baited into a killbox by a machine. My first instinct was to get Vincenzo clear. I’d thrown myself into him before the thought had fully formed. We landed two meters to the right of the door, but to my surprise there was no deafening report.

      The air in front of the door shimmered, and Andrea flashed into view. In her hands was the heavy gun of one of the androids, and she swung it through the air like a club. It whipped over our heads, ripped through the fiber polymer wall, and slammed into the proxy outside. The penthouse shook, shards of broken metal rained, and the impact lifted the proxy off its feet.

      It landed and stumbled but didn’t go down. It regained its balance, then turned back to her and froze. Andrea was already moving closer, and she snapped her rifle up to finish what she’d started.

      Leave it, Andrea.

      Thomas stepped in from behind it as if from nowhere, a silver cable tracing a path from the back of its head to the small white device in his hand. Thomas rapidly gestured in the air, then pulled the cable from the proxy’s head a few seconds later. It stood straight up and glanced around, before walking back down the stairs.

      I stood and held out a hand to help Veraldi up. He took it, and I pulled him to his feet. What was that? I asked Thomas.

      I’ve rescinded its orders.

      So it’s fighting for us now?

      Rescinding orders is not the same as issuing new ones.

      You can just say no, Thomas.

      I walked past him and checked the bottom of the stairway. It opened into a living room, and I could see multiple pinch points on the map.

      We’ll need to leapfrog across to be safe. I said.

      I agree, Andrea replied. But stay behind the androids.

      We moved quickly across the living room, while our androids moved steadily a few meters ahead.

      They’re through there, announced Raven, pointing toward the master bedroom. The presence of androids invisible to backscatter scans meant there could be a dozen more proxies waiting for us, but all Raven would see is the handful of humans they were defending. I approached the door with caution and listened. A voice called out to us.

      That sounds like Russian, commented Vincenzo.

      Andrea called back in kind. “If you want to live, throw down your weapons and open the door slowly.” I’d never heard her speak another language before.

      A round of gunfire came through the door. I ducked instinctively, but the shooter was blind firing and every shot went high. Raven aimed carefully at the wall and squeezed the trigger. There was a pained yelp, and Raven fired three more shots across the wall.

      There are four left, Raven said.

      We only have room for three, Andrea replied. Raven fired another round into the wall.

      There are three left, Raven said. They all have their hands up.

      Tycho, cloak up, Andrea said. “One of you open the door. Slowly,” she called out to them.

      I faded out of view and raised my weapon.

      He’s moving, Raven announced. The door unlocked and swung open into the room. I could see a man with dirty blonde hair standing just inside the doorway. There was a man and woman who were on their knees further into the room, and two men bleeding onto the carpet from head wounds just past them.

      Clear it, Tycho.

      I leaned around the doorframe to check the adjacent walls before stepping into the room. It was hard to believe things had been this simple, and I was waiting for the other shoe to drop.

      We’re clear, I reported.

      “You, by the door, come out slowly,” Andrea commanded.

      He did as he was told. I decloaked in front of the two kneeling on the floor with my weapon raised. It had the intended effect, and they looked like they’d just seen a ghost. Vincenzo came into the room moments later and bound both of their wrists with slip-ties.

      As we ushered them out of the main bedroom and into the living room, Thomas spoke out loud. “StateSec is responding to this location. I’m interfering with drone surveillance, but we have three minutes before ground forces arrive.”

      Andrea nodded. “That’s more than enough. Stay on top of it. Vincenzo, place mines in the penthouse access. Raven, Tycho, on me.” She shouldered her rifle and turned to our prisoners. “Go to the roof,” she said.

      Two of them began walking immediately, but the man with dirty blonde hair stood his ground and looked at Andrea with something like mild amusement. She drew her sidearm and motioned up the stairs. “I hate repeating myself.”

      His eyes went to the gun, then back to Andrea. He nodded, smiled, then turned and joined the other two prisoners. Raven took point and led the way with Thomas. I filed in behind our captives and walked with Andrea. I could see she was distracted with her dataspike, likely calling in our extraction.

      When we stepped out onto the roof, Raven shouldered her weapon and took a blue case from her field kit. She walked a few meters away and set it down on the rooftop, dragging a long cable behind her. Thomas slipped a much larger case off his back and pulled similar cabling and a set of harnesses from it.

      He held the harnesses out to me. “Someone on the StateSec network is being obstinate,” he said. “I need to focus on teaching them the error of their decision.”

      I took the harnesses from him and slipped them around our prisoners, while Thomas waged his invisible war. Vincenzo joined us as I finished with our two androids in tow.

      “It’s done,” he said.

      “Good.” Andrea nodded. “Help Tycho thread the cable. Raven, what’s the status on our balloon?”

      “Launching it now, Chief.” Raven waved to get my attention, then motioned at the cable she’d strung out along the rooftop. I picked it up and saw that it was a thick braid of alloy fiber, each of the eight strands splitting off along the length and ending in a universal clip.

      Vincenzo took the four strands splitting off to the left side into his hands. He clipped one to his harness and walked back to the prisoners to do the same for them. I followed suit as Raven pulled a tab on the blue case and stepped back a few paces. A white balloon rose from the case and grew almost implausibly large.

      It quickly rose into the air, the other end of the alloy fiber braid in my hands trailing behind it. I passed a clip to Raven and walked back to hand one to Thomas, who took it. I heard a faint rumbling in the distance and the not-so-distant sound of sirens.

      “We have less than one minute, Andrea,” Thomas said, securing the clip to his harness with one hand and gesturing to his dataspike with the other.

      “Plenty of time,” she said, approaching the gold and silver androids. “Protocol Zeta 655. Confirmation code 4178L.”

      The androids knelt in unison and bowed their heads. Their graphene spines split open at the neck like blossoming flowers, and thin black rods slipped up from within. Andrea holstered her sidearm, then took each of the rods in hand and pulled them free from the android shells.

      She turned and tossed one to me. “Section 3 would sooner have one of us dead than lose these,” she said and motioned for the last alloy fiber cable.

      I passed it to her, and she attached it to her harness as both the rumbling and the sirens grew louder.

      “StateSec ground forces are on-site,” Thomas reported.

      “That’s fine,” said Andrea.“ Our ride is here.

      The rumble became a roar overhead, and we were suddenly pulled into the air. Like falling in reverse, the city of Xi’an sped by below, receding into the dark behind the clouds and night almost as quickly as we had arrived.
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      We flew in silence for a while. It probably had to do with the knowledge that we weren’t really safe until we were well out of RST airspace. Andrea was the first to break the silence somewhere over the Arctic

      “Do any of you speak English?”

      There was no response at first, but then a faint smile crossed the blond man’s lips. “We all speak English,” he said. “That doesn’t mean we have anything to say to you.”

      Andrea raised a hand and motioned at the drop bay. “You might want to rethink that,” she replied.

      “You’re not Bratva, and you’re not Triad. So what are you? NAS? Federation?”

      Andrea didn’t blink.

      “I’m a citizen of the Territories. You don’t have any authority to arrest me.”

      “Who said we were arresting you?”

      He frowned slightly, his brow furrowing.

      “Oh, I have your attention now?” asked Andrea. “I see. You didn’t understand your situation. Well, here are the facts. No one knows we have you, and no one will ever know what happened to you if we decide you can’t be of any use to us.”

      The woman we’d captured gasped.

      “What then? Torture?” asked the blond man.

      Andrea shook her head. “In our experience, the information we get that way isn’t reliable.”

      He gave a cruel smile. “Our experiences differ.”

      “Our time is valuable, and we don’t like to waste it. If you don’t cooperate, you won’t make it out alive. We won’t wait for you to break.” She leaned forward. “Once we get where we’re going, the interrogation starts. If you don’t answer our questions, you’ll be executed.”

      “Everyone dies.” His voice was flat, like he couldn’t care less.

      “Enough, Jovani,” the woman interrupted. “Your reputation doesn’t matter when you’re dead.”

      “I like her. Smart.” Andrea turned to her. “Let’s start with something easy. What’s your name?”

      “My name is Lihua Federova.” The woman was obviously eager to cooperate. “That man is Jovani Pang.” She tilted her chin to point. “That is Sergey Li.”

      Sergey growled something at her in Russian, and Vincenzo responded by smacking him in the face with his pistol. “No communication between prisoners,” he said.

      Jovani was still smiling. “You think this will go unpunished? We’ll see how long that lasts.”

      Andrea didn’t reply. A back-and-forth would have made us look weak. Instead, she gave the three of them time to reflect on their situation. Having several hours to imagine what was in store for them when we landed must have been torture in it’s own right. I recorded their facial topography while I watched them.

      Sergey Li seemed to want to project strength, but his toughness was just a symptom of his obvious fear. He scowled at us for most of the flight, but in the moments when he thought no one was watching, the mask slipped and his brows knitted with anxiety. I was all but sure he would break when it was finally time to question him.

      Lihua Federova was even easier to read. She was clearly terrified. She kept her head down and her eyes on the floor. The drop bay was pressurized and climate-controlled, but she hugged herself as if freezing. I wondered why she had ever gotten involved if she couldn’t handle the fear. I suppose it’s impossible to know ahead of time what you can handle and what you can’t.

      Four hours later, the plane landed. I wasn’t sure where we were when the doors opened. It was all gray sky and mist over an equally gray tarmac and sparse airfield. All I knew for certain was that this wasn’t Lakenheath. Raven and I helped Lihua to her feet and led her off the plane. Vincenzo hoisted Sergei up and shoved him forward when he refused to comply. Jovanni walked off of the plan of his own volition, with Andrea right behind him.

      A group of four men were waiting for us as we stepped off the plane. I could see the Section 3 emblem on the lapels of their black overcoats.

      “Welcome back,” one of the agents said. “We’re here to transport the prisoners to our safehouse. You can interrogate them there if that works for you.”

      “That works perfectly,” Andrea replied.

      Lihua held her hands up. “Please. I’m willing to cooperate.”

      Sergey glared at her. Jovanni chuckled and shook his head. An agent walked over and manacled her wrists, then slipped a black bag over her head without a word. They did the same to the others, before leading them to an armored transport. As the vehicle sped off, an agent marshalled us to a gray sedan. We climbed in and were on the road less than five minutes after landing.

      “I know you’re all tired,” Andrea told us, “but we can’t afford to waste any time here. Interrogation begins as soon as we get to the safehouse. Vincenzo, you’ve got Lihua Federova. Raven, you’re on Sergey Li. I’ll question Jovani Pang.”

      “I’ll monitor their vitals, of course,” Thomas volunteered.

      “That’s a good idea,” replied Andrea.

      I looked at her. “What about me?”

      “I want you with me while I question Jovani Pang,” she replied.

      I nodded. “I think he’s the one with any intel.”

      “The smug ones always are.” She smiled.
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      Jovani Pang was sitting on a metal chair in an empty room. The black bag was still over his head, and his hands were still manacled behind him.

      “I’m sure you want that bag off,” Andrea commented.

      “I’m quite comfortable, thank you.”

      Andrea waited to let his joke fall flat, then started the questioning. “Who do you work for, Mr. Pang?”

      “What kind of question is that? I don’t work for anybody. I am Bratva, but no man can call himself my boss.”

      The word bratva means brotherhood in Russian and was a common term for the Russian Mafia. So Jovani saw himself as an independent operator but was still eager to claim Mafia ties.

      “You’ll need to do better with your lies, Mr. Pang,” replied Andrea. “Why do you think we raided you in the first place?”

      Jovani shrugged. “I don’t care or claim to know the mind of dogs. You serve your masters. That is not my line of business.”

      “We took you because we know what you’ve been up to. We know all about your plans.”

      “Then you know me better than I do. I don’t even know my plans. I do what I want, when I want. That’s all there is to it.”

      “Sol Federation Secretary-General Claudette de Beauvoir.”

      That seemed to throw him. He sat silently for a long moment, then spoke in a more subdued voice. “You know what? I changed my mind. I’m not so comfortable after all.”

      Andrea reached over and pulled the mask from his head. He sat and stared at her, his expression unreadable yet emotional at the same time.

      “Do you know the story of Prometheus,” he asked. “He was a trickster who tried to defy the natural order. He stole fire from the gods and gave it to mortals. He was punished for his crime. Chained to a rock in hell to have his liver eaten by vultures. Not until he died, but every day, forever.”

      His eyes narrowed with the last word, and I figured out what I was seeing in his face. It was rage, so tightly controlled that it looked almost calm. Jovani Pang saw himself as an important person. The sort of person you didn’t dream of treating this way. Something divine, being profaned by the unworthy.

      I subvocalized a message to Andrea. He’s insulted by all of this. He thinks he’s too important to be accountable to anyone.

      She replied to Jovani in a way that acknowledged my message. “You seem to think you’re an important man, Jovani. You haven’t figured it out yet, but you have no power here. None at all. Understand that, or you’re going to die here.”

      She put the black bag over his head again and then went to the door. I followed her out, and she started walking down the corridor immediately.

      “Where are we going?” I asked her.

      “That was a good insight,” she told me. “We need to have a meeting before we can continue.”

      We went to the other interrogation rooms one by one and rounded up the other members of Section 9. Then we went to the safehouse living room, where the Section 3 agent on duty was sitting and looking at something on his dataspike. He got up and left the room when it was clear what we had planned, a professional touch I appreciated.

      “How’s the interrogation going so far?” asked Andrea.

      “Lihua’s talking,” replied Vincenzo. “But I think she’s leaving something out. Maybe trying to save her own life without giving away their entire plot.”

      Andrea nodded. “That’s what I was afraid of. The ones who cooperate too easily are often a problem. Thomas, how were her vitals?”

      “She’s scared,” he replied. “But not terrified. I’d call her fearful display a bit of an act. An exaggeration.”

      Andrea turned to Vincenzo. “Give her something to be afraid of.” Then she looked to Raven. “What about Sergey Li?”

      “He’s answering questions, but reluctantly. Like he has to cough up every word.”

      “Keep the pressure on. Jovani Pang tried to threaten us, and Tycho noticed something interesting about him.”

      “Interesting in what way,” Veraldi asked.

      “He’s an arrogant man,” I said. “But it’s not just that. He’s arrogant in a specific way. Classist. Like he thinks he’s too high status to be treated the way we’re treating him.”

      “Do you agree with that assessment?” Vincenzo asked Andrea.

      “I do,” she replied. “He says he’s Bratva, but I can’t escape the impression that he’s something more than that too.”

      Thomas spoke up. “I’ll look into him and find out who he really is, what his connections are.”

      Vincenzo steepled his hands in front of his face as if deep in thought. “I’ll give you this much. There’s something here we’re not understanding.”

      “That’s a fact,” Raven added. “What the hell is the connection between a crew of thugs in Xi’an and a conspiracy to kill the Secretary-General?”

      “Yes, exactly,” Veraldi continued. “The Bratva isn’t a political organization, except where politics directly impacts their profits. They’ll bribe a politician or put StateSec on their payroll, but this is too ambitious. How could they profit from killing the Secretary-General? I think that’s the question we need to solve, regardless of whether it bears out Tycho’s insight or not.”

      “There’s one way it could profit them,” I pointed out. “Someone else could simply be paying them to do it.”

      Andrea nodded. “In other words, we may not have peeled this onion all the way yet. Still, a good conspiracy shouldn’t have too many moving parts. It increases the risk of something going wrong.”

      “Something has gone wrong, from their perspective,” I replied. “We’ve captured their hired men. Now we just have to find out who hired them, and why.”

      “Maybe.” Veraldi nodded, but he didn’t sound convinced. “I still think we should keep our minds open, see if we can figure out any other angles. I’m sure Sergei and Lihua will crack soon. They’re pretty close as it is.”

      “I can’t say the same about Jovani,” replied Andrea. “He’s a hard man, and he seems to be willing to go to the wall.”

      “Then maybe we should use him as the example for the others.” Veraldi’s voice was cold. “If we shoot him right in front of them, I imagine they’ll tell us anything we want to know.”

      Not for the first time, I was struck by the basic ruthlessness of my friends in Section 9. They might not torture their prisoners, but other than that there was hardly anything they wouldn’t do. Or hardly anything we wouldn’t do. I couldn’t distance myself from them, after all.

      Andrea nodded. “We will if we have to, but I don’t want to do it yet. I get the impression he’s the boss, so he probably has more information than the other two combined. He may even be the only one who knows the name of their client, if they have one.”

      Andrea paused as if in thought, then continued. “Thomas will work up a dossier, but in the meantime the rest of us should clear up some of the other aspects of this case. Tycho, didn’t you say there was some suspicious behavior from MetSec in this case?”

      I nodded. “When Yeun’s car was bombed, it took MetSec over ten minutes to respond.”

      “It did seem strange,” added Raven. “It wouldn’t be the first time we’ve run into evidence of official collusion.”

      “Okay.” Andrea crossed her arms. “I’ll ask Andrew to look into everyone in MetSec on duty that day who could have delayed a response. Maybe we’ll get lucky and one of them will turn out to have some link to the Russian Mafia.”

      “It could just as easily be a simple dispatcher,” Raven pointed out. “If they have drug labs or memory dens operating in London, imagine the advantage they’d gain by being able to delay any raid until they had time to clean up.”

      Andrea nodded absently, her eyes unfocused. She was silent for a minute, obviously contacting Andrew on her dataspike. How long had Andrew been there? Sixteen hours or so? As an infiltration specialist, he was probably used to spending long periods in temporary lodging, but I couldn’t help feeling bad for the man. He was essentially under house arrest, and now with homework.

      When I noticed her eyelids flutter and her focus return to the others in the room, I spoke up. “I can relieve Andrew.”

      She looked surprised. “I wasn’t aware you liked babysitting so much,” she replied.

      Had she been giving me so many field tasks because she thought I preferred them? “I’m actually planning to do a little research,” I told her.

      “With Yeun? What do you want to check?”

      “We haven’t really talked at length yet. There could be aspects of this case that he considers obvious, but that we haven’t noticed yet because we weren’t as immersed in it. He might even know something about our prisoners. Their names could have come up at some point while he was collecting his material.”

      Andrea nodded slowly. “Okay, yeah. That’s a good idea, Tycho. See if he has any information that could shed light on who’s directing Jovani and to what purpose.”

      “I’ll leave for London as soon as we’re done here. What country are we actually in right now?”

      She blinked at me silently for a moment and tilted her head. “You know, that’s a good question. I assumed we were in Belgium, but I didn’t ask.”

      I noticed the safehouse had Faraday shielding on the way in. “I’ll check when I’m outside. ”

      “What a life,” muttered Raven.

      “It really is,” replied Andrea. “From London, to Xi’an and parts unknown, with shootings and a triple kidnapping in between,” she added.
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      It turned out that we weren’t in Belgium at all. The Section 3 safehouse was in London, only a few kilometers from my apartment. When I’d asked the Section 3 agent where we were, he laughed. When my expression didn’t change, he became annoyed. “Are you fucking with me?”

      “Just tired,” I answered, not bothering to hide the exhaustion in my voice.

      That’s how disorienting the life of a field agent was. We had spent several hours back in London without even realizing it.

      I stopped by the guest room and splashed some water on my face in the bathroom. A change of clothing would help too, so I threw on a set of clothes from the closet. They weren’t mine, of course, but they fit as well as anything.

      Sure, I could have gone back to my apartment, maybe had a shower, changed into my own clothes, but time was always the enemy. Two hours spent crossing from one side of the city to the other meant two less where it mattered. I fished my meds from my go bag and took my dose for the day, then left the safehouse for the train.
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      “Jean-Paul!” called Andrew as I entered the Chelsea safehouse. “Has the day where you relieve me finally arrived?”

      “It has,” I said, ignoring his sarcasm. “Chief brought you up to speed?”

      “She did indeed.” He stood up to leave and finished his drink, then he set the empty mug down on the table. “Later, Edward.”

      “Be safe,” Edward said with a casual smile.

      I walked into the kitchen and poured myself a cup of coffee, then went back to the living room to sit across from him. He shot me a worried glance. “You don’t look so good, Jean-Paul.”

      “Really?” I asked. “I feel fantastic. I got at least two, if not three hours sleep last night.”

      He grimaced. “Sorry, that sounds exhausting. I’ve mostly just been playing Go with Alex.”

      “Sounds fun,” I said with a nod. “You’re in a weird situation right now, huh?”

      “What do you mean?” he asked.

      “In a way, you’re the most important person in this whole case, but you’re also the only one with nothing to do.” I took a sip of coffee. It was black. No sugar or cream, just a cheap blend from a convenience store. I drank it down like medicine.

      “I guess that’s true. It’s like a vacation, but in a warzone.” He smiled. “Could be worse, I suppose.”

      It was a good sign to hear him attempt a joke. It meant the last three days hadn’t gotten to him. Then again, I’d expect no less from a Peacekeeper.

      “Are you planning to take a nap any time soon?” he asked.

      “Maybe. Right now, I plan to finish this drink. Then we’ll see where I’m at.”

      He shook his head. “I had enough of that in Antarctica. Even when we did get time to sleep, the damn sun never set.”

      “I think I’d welcome the sun for a little while. I don’t like the dark.”

      One of his brows quirked up in surprise. “You’re scared of the dark?”

      “I said I don’t like it. Nothing about being afraid. The Federation keeps sending me into the pitch black corners of the system anyway.”

      “Yeah that sounds about right.” Edward laughed. “Why do we do it?”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, taking another sip.

      “We give up the best of ourselves. Our prime years. Potentially our lives. We suffer our worst fears—”

      “Dislikes” I put in.

      “—and for what? We give so much to the Federation. What is it all for?”

      That surprised me. I closed my eyes as I breathed the coffee in. “Isn’t the Peacekeeper motto Semper Servire?”

      “It is,” he admitted. “But you might be surprised how many Peacekeepers have a negative view on blind patriotism.”

      I was content to let him talk. I needed a clear head before I brought up anything too serious, and the friendlier the conversation was, the more receptive he’d be. Probably.

      “I’ve been thinking about those days a lot lately,” he added.

      “In what way?”

      “I deployed with eight people from my training pod to North America. Three of us came back after the first tour. I was the only one to come back from the second.”

      I waited quietly for him to find the words.

      “I want to believe there was some purpose to it. That they didn’t die out there in the desert for nothing, but it’s been years and it’s all just wasteland from sea to sea.”

      “We were able to build the rampart,” I pointed out.

      He frowned back at me. “Doesn’t seem like a fair exchange.”

      I put my cup down and sat forward. “It never does. Nothing can ever balance the scale. We’ll carry the weight of the fallen with us for the rest of our lives. That’s just our burden to bear until the day we become someone else’s weight. But anything that brings the system closer to a better tomorrow means that someday, that cycle will end. Someday, there’s going to be a generation of people that don’t know our pain. That’s why I do it.”

      He thought about it for a long beat, absently pulling at a loose thread on his shirt. “And you believe the Sol Federation will do that,” he finally said.

      I nodded.

      “So that’s why you look like shit right now.” He laughed.

      “Yeah, that’s exactly why.”

      “Honestly, I’m surprised you’re still alive.”

      “So am I.” I picked up my cup and glanced out the window as I took another pull. The noon sun was breaking through the clouds overhead, and swatches of blue peeked out from behind the gray.

      “There is something I wanted to ask for your help with,” I said.

      “Sure. Whatever you need,” he replied.

      “We have some Bratva in custody that had a part in the case. They were extorting ministers to participate, but we don’t know why. It’s possible someone paid them to do it, but we haven’t found any evidence of that.”

      “What can I do to help?”

      “I’d like to review what we have so far with you. Maybe you remember seeing some of these names in your investigation.”

      “I may not remember everything off the top of my head, but I’ll do what I can.”

      I nodded. “That’s all I’m asking. As far as we can tell, there’s a cell active in London supporting a swallow.”

      “A swallow?” He frowned. “That’s a low-tech approach.”

      “So is blackmail. The swallow in question produced kompromat of all three cabinet members engaged in sex acts.”

      “Enough to threaten their careers if they’re exposed?” he asked. “That must be some embarrassing stuff.”

      “You have no idea,” I told him. “We tracked down the swallow’s handlers and found our Russo-Sino mobsters.”

      He sat back and nodded knowingly. “So that was your meet and greet in Xi’an?”

      “Yeah, it was.”

      “You’re telling me you walked into the RST, grabbed some mobsters, and left?” He seemed dubious and impressed at the same time.

      “It was a little more involved than that, but in so many words, yeah.”

      He shook his head. “Shit. We could have used you in Antarctica, Jean-Paul.”

      I felt a little guilty that he still didn’t know my real name. He’d seen combat, like I had. Lost close friends like I had. We were veterans of the same struggles, and I was lying to him as easily as I breathed.

      “So you picked up some mobsters,” he prompted.

      “Two men and a woman,” I continued. “But they’re just gangsters as far as we can tell. It doesn’t explain why they’d be involved in something like this.”

      “So we have a London-based intelligence cell supporting a swallow with an elaborate blackmail scheme against members of the NAS cabinet, and behind the scenes is a handful of Russian mobsters with no reason at all to be involved in something like that.”

      “Exactly. It doesn’t add up, and the captured mobsters haven’t given up substantial information for us to work with. I want to give you some names and faces and see if you can establish any connections we’re missing. Fresh eyes with no bias.”

      “Okay. Let me get my notepad open.” He gestured in the air. “What’s the first name you have?”

      “Jovani Pang. Hold on a sec. I’ll send you the facial topography too.” I tabbed through my files and pulled up the picture of Jovani’s grinning face from the flight back and sent it to Edward’s dataspike.

      “Got it,” he told me. “Looks like an asshole. Next one?”

      “Sergey Li.”

      I pulled up Sergey’s facial data and sent it over. “His right eye has a slight droop. Do you have any history on him? Has he had a stroke? Age?”

      I hadn’t noticed. “We don’t know any of that yet. We’re working up dossiers, but these are all fresh intakes.”

      “Okay. Who else?”

      “Lihua Federova. She’s the last of the group.”

      He gave me a nod once he had her facial data. “Where were they picked up?”

      “A penthouse in downton Xi’an. I’m sending you the coordinates.”

      “Okay. Anything else? What about that swallow?”

      “Her name is Maria Valeryevna. She was involved with all of the cabinet members linked to the plot.”

      “She probably presented herself as an escort or something like that, and they shared her name around.”

      “Check their conversations if you get the chance. They might have referred to her in an indirect way. I doubt we’ll find anything new, but it’s worth a shot.”

      He stood, took Andrew’s empty cup from the table, and walked to the kitchen. “I’ll look back over it all. I’m glad you’re giving me so much to do, honestly. I was starting to get a little restless here. Now I have something to chew on.”

      “It could give us a more complete picture of the entire conspiracy.” I gestured in the air and tabbed through my files, deciding to give Edward one more piece of material. “I have one more thing to send you,” I said.

      “The videos?” he asked.

      “Yeah,” I said, packing the files. “No telling if it will make much of a difference, but you might see something new. Just be ready for it.”

      Edward ran the tap and rinsed out the cups. “If there’s anything in here that shocks me, I’ll be surprised. I’ve seen some shit.”

      I transferred the files over and waited. He furrowed his brow and shut off the water. “What am I looking at in this?”

      “Which file?”

      “004. At the start, is that a—”

      “It is.”

      He was quiet for a few seconds. “Valeryevna is a frightening woman,” he said.

      “It’s a specific niche, so any references to those sorts of activities or suppliers of equipment might lead us to the other players. So far, we’ve hit nothing.”

      “I assume the top priority is Jovani Pang and the others?”

      “Yes, but my instincts tell me it’s Pang himself. I’m not sure how, but I think he’s the key.”
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      I barely slept that night. The old sensation in my prosthetics was back, but different. Less of a sudden burn and more like a smoldering flame. Not so much pain as a kind of static. Dull, ever present in the background, and particularly noticeable with nothing else to distract me. I raised my hand in front of my face and tried to hold it still. Nanoscale servos and synthetic muscle should have made it easy, but my fingers twitched like leaves in the wind.

      Had I missed too many meds? Did I push too hard in the last few months?

      The sky through the window was blue-black. In the silence and darkness I stared at the hand that wasn’t mine, willing it to obey. Nothing changed. I curled my fingers into a fist and subvocalized a message to Andrea.

      I need to see Samara.

      She responded less than a minute later. Make it fast. I don’t want Edward alone for long.

      Is there anything you want me to tell her?

      This time there was a much longer pause before she replied.

      No.

      I flew to Brussels in the morning and took a car to Samara’s private practice. There was a small sign out front that read Samara Markov, but nothing that indicated what she did. Considering that she made a living installing illegal augmentations, I shouldn’t have been surprised. Samara was nothing if not careful—just like when she was performing surgery, connecting nerves and limbs to people who paid a premium to be whole again.

      Augmentation of the body was heavily regulated across the system, and it was rare for anyone to have extensive prosthetics. Even then, there were limits to what a person could or couldn’t do under the law. Samara had built a career on breaking those limits.

      She was a gifted surgeon of profound kindness and unflappable calm, who’d spent decades building ruthless killers for the solar system’s criminal underworld. I had no idea what circumstances had brought her into this life, but I’d also never ask.

      I tapped the call button and it buzzed a few seconds later, the noise harsh in the stillness. When a click sounded, telling me the door was unlocked, I pulled it open and entered what looked more like a small home than a gray-market medical office. A waifish android sitting almost demurely in a chaise lounge by the door took my name, then  indicated with a languid wave that I should have a seat.

      I did and took a look around. Reproductions of 24th century sculptures and copies of Chinese landscapes filled every open space. I wouldn’t have called it classy, but it made the room feel complete. Finished. There was a sense of tasteful consideration.

      The door to my right opened and Samara smiled as she greeted me. “Welcome, Tycho,” she said. “It’s good to see you again.”

      I stood and bowed my head. “Thanks for seeing me on short notice,” I replied.

      “It’s nothing, dear boy,” she said, wrapping her arms around me. “You’re like family to me.”

      She led me back to a room filled with devices and machines I didn’t recognize. Few had fascia or casing of any kind, and many were linked together with an ersatz selection of cables.

      “Sit down on the table and take off your shirt, please,” she said. “You’re having pain and shaking hands? No, don’t answer yet. Let me look you over. Simple examination, then a few questions. Tell me if I hurt you.”

      She examined both arms carefully, with particular attention to the prosthetic interface where they connected to my actual flesh. Watching her was like seeing an artist cast one final look over their canvas, nothing missed and nothing ignored.

      “You’ll be happy to know that I don’t see anything out of the ordinary,” she said. There’s a tender area where the right arm connects to your shoulder, yes?”

      “Yeah, now that I think about it, I do get some soreness in that spot.”

      “It’s probably because you ask it to carry heavier loads more often. If it becomes a problem, just take it easy on the limb for a few days. You’re a man, not an android.”

      I wondered about that sometimes but nodded anyway.

      As she leaned over to show me something on my left arm, I caught a glimpse of the scarring in the nape of her neck from Katerina’s gunshot and felt a pang of guilt. I should have been faster. I should have done more.

      “Tycho, are you listening?”

      “Oh, yeah. You were telling me what I needed to do to become, ah…become more natural. Autonomic?”

      She laughed a little. “You know, my patients all say the same things. You claim you don’t have any time to take care of your prosthetics properly. And then you end up back in my office because you’ve had complications. But I shouldn’t complain. It keeps the lights on.”

      “I try,” I said. “I really do. It’s not that I don’t want to, but my life is...”

      I searched for a word that could describe it.

      “My life is irregular,” I continued. “There’s no pattern, no rhythm. I can be on two different continents in twelve hours, or two different planets in twenty four.”

      She nodded and touched my face the way an affectionate mother might. “I understand, dear. I do. It’s all just—” She waved vaguely, her eyes on me. “I’ve never really known what drew Andrea to that sort of life. She has such a sharp mind, such a beautiful soul. Just like you, Tycho. I don’t understand why you burden yourselves the way you do.”

      I hadn’t expected her to talk about her daughter. “Andrea once told me she does it because it adds up. She compared it to readout, where one side is chaos and the other side is peace, and said that everything she did to move the needle toward peace was worth the effort. She’s sure that one day, if we keep doing it, it’ll pin out.”

      “I’ve heard something like that from a few people in the past, but I’ve never understood it. Nothing we do can change the universe, one way or the other. Humans are ephemeral things. Our lives are so short.”

      She stared off into the distance, as if imagining a different life for her daughter. Or maybe a different life for the both of them. Then she shook her head and focused on me again.

      “Well, at any rate, your prosthetic limbs are in good condition, though it would be better if you took more consistent care of them. Deeper issues are not so visible on the surface, though. So why don’t you tell me about these side effects you’ve been experiencing?”

      “I’m not even sure you’d call it a side effect. It’s always there.”

      “Describe it,” she prompted me.

      “It’s like a dulling of feeling. Everything is less vivid, everything seems to matter a little less. It reminds me of a simulation. Things look real all around me but they don’t feel real. They’re echoes. Copies of copies.”

      Saying it out loud made it real. Life was distant, like it was happening to someone else, and I was watching through borrowed eyes.

      “Let me guess what you’re thinking,” Samara ventured.

      I shrugged a little. “No harm in trying.”

      “You’re describing this as a side effect of the prosthetics, but I think what you’re really worried about is that you’re depressed. You enjoy solving problems, and the idea of depression is upsetting for you because it’s not something that can be solved.”

      I laughed. “So, what’s your professional opinion? Do I have depression?”

      “Clinically? No, I don’t think that’s the cause of this. In fact, it would be strange for you to not be at least a little depressed after such extensive prosthetics.”

      “Well, sure. The new limbs work a hell of a lot better though.”

      She shook her head and laughed quietly. “I don’t know what to say to that. There’s every possibility you do have some kind of lingering trauma, though that’s not the likely cause of your current symptoms.”

      “Message received,” I replied. “There’s a physical cause. Is that normal following augmentation?”

      “A four-limb replacement is not a minor augmentation. No one would describe you as an Augman, but you’re not exactly a normal human either.”

      “I suppose not. I’m faster than the average person, and stronger.”

      “Right. So when you’ve undergone such drastic change, you have to expect your body to react. It has to adapt.”

      “I suppose it does. So you’re saying this feeling, this numbness I’m experiencing, is really an adaptation?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying, yes. It’s not uncommon in patients with augmentations as extensive as yours. In layman’s terms, the afferent nociceptor fibers in your body are interpreting signals from the augments as damage. This usually causes a phantom sensation of pain.”

      I blinked. “That’s layman’s terms?”

      “Your body and your prosthetics are speaking different languages, so your body assumes the signals are a type of pain.”

      “But that doesn’t make sense. It’s something different. Like noise. I can’t feel any pain in my limbs.”

      “Not on a conscious level, no. Your body deadens the phantom pain to make sure you’re not consciously aware of it. To put it simply, your body is panicking and is in denial. It’s trying to pretend you’re not experiencing what you’re experiencing, because it doesn’t know how to deal with it any other way.”

      “Lovely,” I said dejectedly, already imagining what years of the same feeling would be like. Was this how Andrea felt all of the time?

      Dr. Markov reached out and put a hand on my arm. “It’s not so bad, Tycho. Your body will learn to speak to your limbs with time, and these symptoms will fade away. Most likely you won’t even notice when they’re finally gone, because the process will have been so gradual.”

      “Okay.” I raised my eyes again. “How long are we talking?”

      She shrugged. “That’s hard to say. But don’t worry, we can correct the worst of it the same way we correct most side effects.”

      “How’s that?” I asked.

      “With medication, of course.”

      She crossed the room and opened a small metal cabinet. She rifled through it and pulled out a yellow rectangular box, then handed it to me.

      “This is diazetren,” she explained. “You’ll take one of these every day. It will interfere with the pentamine you’re already taking, so I’ll adjust the dosage of that to compensate. You should notice some improvement within a few days.”

      I felt better when she said that. The last thing I needed was for my body to fail me in a life or death situation. Again.
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      I returned to London that afternoon and went directly to the safehouse in Chelsea. When I walked in, there was no one in sight.

      “Edward? Anyone here?” I lifted my voice to carry through the rooms.

      “One minute, Jean-Paul,” Edward called from his bedroom. I sat down on a chair in the living room and checked my messages. I gestured in the air and tabbed through, noticing a confirmation that Samara had already updated my prescriptions.

      Edward came out of his room a moment later, swiping through something himself. His eyes were unfocused, and his attention distracted, yet he walked through the living room as though he’d lived here for months.

      I watched him pace along the couch. I’d never seen this absentminded side of his personality before, but I assumed he was reviewing something he intended to show me. When he finally stopped, he looked down at me and said, “I’m sending you what I have.”

      The file transferred to my dataspike in seconds, and I opened it to find an archive with dozens of entries.

      “What am I looking at here?” I asked him, seeing only that it had something to do with Jovani Pang.

      “I think I found a connection, although I’m not sure what it means. It might explain why Pang seems to think he’s so important. Take a look at his past addresses.”

      I scrolled through and brought it up. There were gaps in Pang’s history, but the addresses showed that he had mostly lived in the Xi’an area, with stints in St. Petersburg and even Siberia.

      “Now take a look at the collection titled Location Subject Two.”

      I brought that up as well and saw considerable overlap between the two lists. They weren’t an exact match by any means, but Subject Two had spent time in the same cities, at roughly the same times, and in the same order. The pattern suggested that one of the two was actively trying to follow the other one. And based on the timing, it looked like Pang was following Subject Two.

      “Okay, more than a little interesting,” I admitted.

      “Now have a look at the bank transfers between Pang and the Solomon Company.”

      I reviewed the transfers and saw that the Solomon Company had made a number of payments to Pang over the years, in varying but fairly large amounts.

      “Okay.” I nodded. “So what does the Solomon Company do?”

      “They don’t seem to do anything. In theory, they’re an investment company, but I couldn’t find any evidence that anyone but Jovani Pang had ever invested in anything.”

      “Company ownership?”

      “I gave it a try, but the Solomon Company is owned by another completely notional corporation, which is owned by yet another, which is owned by still another. It’s a shell corporation to obscure the real ownership. Take a look at the collection marked Transfers to SC.”

      I saw that the Solomon Company had received a large transfer from the Benison Fund. “That name sounds familiar.”

      “The Benison Fund?” he replied. “A private charity, mostly known for its disaster relief donations. Founded by Ivan Solovyov.”

      A chill ran down my neck at the name. The last time I had seen Solovyov, he’d taken on the body of a Cavadoran girl and disappeared into the solar system.

      “Who is Subject Two?” I asked.

      “That’s the interesting part.” He took a seat on the couch and leaned forward. “Ivan Solovyov and Jovani Pang have lived in the same city several times. The Subject Two listing is all of Ivan Solovyov’s known addresses.”

      “This has to be more than coincidence,” I thought out loud. “But what’s the link between them?”

      “With Pang following Solovyov around, I have my theories. I asked Terry to help look into it, and I’m expecting him to come out soon and tell us what he’s found.”

      “Oh, is Terry here?”

      I didn’t recall mentioning Thomas Young’s alias to Edward.

      “Yes, he showed up this morning a few hours after you left. He seemed pretty knowledgeable with archival systems.”

      The man really didn’t know Thomas all that well. “And how has that worked out?”

      He gave me a wry smile. “He isn’t exactly a social butterfly, is he? He asked me what I wanted him to check, made some sarcastic comments about how much he’s being asked to do, then disappeared into one of the other bedrooms. I haven’t seen him since.”

      “Well, I’m here to relieve him. That should give us an excuse to go knock on the door. Which room is he in?”

      He walked me back to the room, and I knocked on the door with my knuckles. There was no reply, so I knocked again after about a minute. I heard rapid footsteps, then the door cracked open. Thomas peered out at me with bloodshot eyes and said one word. “No.”

      Then he closed the door again, leaving me to stew in my questions. I turned around and shrugged at Edward, then wandered back to the living room.

      “What was that all about?” he asked.

      “You’ve seen it yourself. If I had to guess, I’d say he’s close to a breakthrough and isn’t ready to show it to us yet. I’ll just sit out here for a bit and read through this file, and with any luck he’ll be ready by the time I’m done.”

      “And if he isn’t?”

      “I don’t know what to tell you. He could be in there for another sixteen hours.”

      I opened the file up again and went through everything Edward had put together. It was all circumstantial, but it did seem to show a repeated series of connections between Jovani Pang and Subject Two, who I now knew to be Ivan Solovyov. The pattern suggested that Pang was dependent on Solovyov, and not just financially. Solovyov would move, and a few months or a few years later Pang would move to the same place.

      Of course, Solovyov never really lived in a single location. He might own a house in Moscow while living on one of the moons of Jupiter and taking frequent cruises to the outer worlds, so Pang wasn’t succeeding in staying all that close to him. It looked more like stalker behavior.

      Why would the proud and arrogant Jovani Pang be stalking one of the wealthiest and most influential men in the solar system?

      There were also hints of the relationship between them in a few dataspike exchanges Edward had managed to capture. These exchanges were never directly between the two men. They were always with a lackey at some front company with an unclear relationship to Solovyov, but the lackey would sometimes pass a message along. Cutouts were good like that, and Pang seemed to have their purpose down pat.

      “Getting the picture?” Edward asked me.

      “Yeah, I think I am. And I think I can guess what theory you’ve come up with. But let’s see what Terry has to say.”

      As I said those words, the bedroom door opened, and Thomas wandered out. He looked like he hadn’t slept since our last meeting, but he also had an air of ragged triumph about him.

      “I’ve done it,” he announced. “Much more difficult than I expected.” He looked down at his rumpled shirt, then lifted a brow at us, inviting questions.

      “I’m not really sure what I anticipated,” Edward responded.

      “Allow me. You might have thought it would be a simple matter of comparing the DNA profile of Jovani Pang with the DNA profile of Ivan Solovyov. But no, it wasn’t.”

      “We did have Jovani’s DNA profile, though, didn’t we?” I asked. The whole triumphant air was getting old, and my patience was thin.

      “Of course. We drew his blood at the safehouse and entered a complete analysis of his DNA into my files. That was the easy part.”

      As he usually did, Thomas was enjoying the chance to play up his heroic brilliance. I decided to play along, for the simple reason that it was the only way to keep him talking and eventually find out what I wanted to find out, so I stowed my growing irritation and pasted a bland smile on my face.

      “So, what was the hard part?” I prompted.

      “We don’t have Solovyov’s DNA. Or, more accurately, we didn’t.”

      “Aren’t DNA profiles kept on file with MetSec and other agencies?” I asked.

      “Generally speaking, yes. But remember what’s unique about Solovyov’s DNA.”

      I realized what he was saying. Like the other Eleven, Solovyov maintained his immortality by stealing the bodies of younger people, transferring his consciousness into their minds and then wearing them like a costume. To check his DNA, we’d actually have to get a sample from the particular body he was using at the relevant time. And Solovyov preferred to target vulnerable populations, making it more likely that no one would look for the missing person—making them effectively impossible to track.

      He was, in essence, a body thief, and thieves never allowed their DNA to be tagged. Not if they were good thieves.

      Edward, of course, knew nothing of any of this. He frowned at Thomas. “What?”

      Thomas conveniently failed to hear him. “I ran every known image of him through missing persons databases, hoping to match his face to someone with a DNA profile on record. No luck there, he seems to pick victims who are truly anonymous. But then it hit me.”

      He waited expectantly, so I nodded. “Go on. How’d you do it?”

      “He used to be an important diplomat, the Arbiter of Shaanxi.”

      “Damn,” I said. “Where Xi’an is located.”

      “I’m glad to see you’re paying attention. Yes, the same city where Jovani Pang was based. Well, to serve as a diplomat, he had to provide all his personal information to the relevant authorities… including a blood sample.”

      Edward frowned in confusion. “But those files wouldn’t be accessible to… oh.”

      Thomas was grinning broadly. He had hacked his way into some of the most secure government files in the solar system to access Solovyov’s DNA profile. The profile of his most recent host, before the mind-transfer I’d witnessed myself.

      “Alright.” I nodded. “That’s fairly impressive. So, you were finally able to compare Jovani Pang’s DNA with Ivan Solovyov’s. Did you find what I think you found?”

      “I don’t know what you think I found. But if you’re not a fool, then yes, I found it.”

      “There’s a lot in this conversation I don’t understand,” Edward said. “In fact, from what little I can piece together, there’s a lot I don’t even want to understand. Just tell me this. Is Jovani Pang a blood relative of Ivan Solovyov’s?”

      “Oh yes,” replied Thomas. “He’s definitely a blood relative. To be specific, he’s Solovyov’s son.”
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      Thomas certainly enjoyed his little revelation, even if it did involve disclosing highly classified information in front of someone who wasn’t really cleared to hear it. The direct result was a little complicated. We had to go through the charade of letting Edward know he’d been briefed on something highly classified, telling him that we wouldn’t be explaining any of it, and asking him if he understood the consequences of repeating any of it to anyone.

      “We have the exact same procedure in Section 5,” he told us. “I understand the consequences. If I repeat any of what I heard I’ll be prosecuted—although, to be clear, I didn’t understand any of what I heard well enough to repeat it.”

      I shook my head. “I’m afraid it isn’t exactly the same as Section 5. We’re a field team, not intelligence analysts. We don’t actually prosecute people.”

      “Oh.” His face was somehow sober and stunned at the same time as he picked up on the implication that he would simply be killed if he ever talked. “Well, uh… don’t worry, guys. I know how to keep a secret.”

      I clapped him on the back. “I know you do. And really, Edward, don’t worry about it. As long as you keep your mouth shut, we won’t ever have to mention it again.”

      He swallowed heavily and got quiet on us. Thomas left, still quite pleased with himself and what he’d managed to find out. I left Edward to himself for a while so he could process, but as the sun was setting, I came back into the living room and sat down across from him.

      “Everything okay, Edward?”

      “Yeah, I’m alright. This spy stuff is kind of heavy, though. You know?”

      I nodded. “Sure. When I first met this outfit, they gave me the same speech. It’s standard.”

      He looked straight at me. “What section did you say you were with again?”

      My dataspike chimed a notification, and I raised my hand to tell him to hold on. It was a message from Veraldi.

      Tycho, do you have any idea where Andrea is? No one can seem to find her.

      I frowned and sent my reply. I haven’t seen her. Haven’t heard from her either. I’ll let you know if I do.

      “Is everything okay?” asked Edward.

      “I’m not sure,” I replied. It wasn’t like Andrea to disappear. When she went off on her own for some reason, she told us she was leaving. Of course, her mother Katerina had disappeared entirely for several years. When she turned up at last, she was in service to the Eleven.

      Understood, replied Veraldi. Andrew’s relieving you in the morning.

      “We’ve got a missing agent,” I told Edward. “It’s probably nothing, but we should be especially alert tonight just in case this is enemy action. Stay away from the windows tonight, okay?”

      “I always do. I’m not going to forget that car bombing any time soon.”

      I went over to the windows and peered out at the street. There wasn’t any sign of anyone watching the house. There was hardly anyone out at all for that matter. My dataspike chimed again, and I was surprised to see it was a message from Andrea.

      It’d been scheduled for automated delivery, timestamped over nine hours earlier. I couldn’t read it immediately because the message was in a cipher. I recognized it right away, although I hadn’t received a message like this in quite some time. Andrea’s message was encoded using an old Arbiter protocol, a code the members of Section 9 wouldn’t be expected to know. The message read 5693-6R-R2-HUR-28X-69, followed by a set of map coordinates.

      I was stunned. Why would Andrea send me a message in a code the other members of Section 9 didn’t know how to read?

      The code wasn’t all that sophisticated, and Thomas could certainly crack it. Andrew Jones would be able to do it too. But they wouldn’t know what sort of code it was when they looked at it, and that would delay them a little. The only person who would was me, and that could only mean one thing—Andrea didn’t want the others to read this message. Not only had she disappeared; she sent me a message for my eyes only.

      That meant time was of the essence.

      I went back into the living room. “Edward, I’m going to need to work on something for a little bit. Can you entertain yourself?”

      “No problem,” he replied, although he gave me a questioning look, which I ignored. I went into the kitchen and looked at the message again while searching my memory for how the cipher worked:

      5693-6R-R2-HUR-28X-69

      This wasn’t anything complicated, it was a simple substitution code for basic situations where one Arbiter might need to communicate discreetly with another. What it said was this: Find it to get in.

      So, she wanted me to find something—and she wanted me to “get in” whatever I found, which could mean anything from a box to a building to an electronic device. The coordinates she’d given me must lead to whatever I was supposed to find. I checked the coordinates on my map and found that they led to a villa just outside of Paris.

      I needed to get there now, not later. On the other hand, I couldn’t exactly leave Edward alone. Nor could I ask the other members of Section 9 for help, not when Andrea had gone out of her way not to include them in this message.

      That meant waiting for morning, letting Andrew Jones relieve me without saying a word, and then slipping off to Paris before anyone could give me another assignment. I didn’t like lying—or omitting the truth—from Section 9 teammates. Even so, I could only assume that Andrea had some good reason for handling this situation the way she had. On top of that, the fact that I was being trusted with secret instructions was a real vote of confidence, after all the muscle jobs Andrea had been assigning me in recent weeks.

      I didn’t believe in coincidence, and neither did Andrea. That meant the cipher was tied to her disappearance. I spent a long and restless night checking the windows repeatedly while Edward slept, my heart beating like a drum, insistent in my ears. There would be no sleep, and even if I could have dozed off, I wouldn’t have. I can overcome a long night. I can’t overcome being late for Andrea—or whoever waited for me at that villa.

      When Andrew showed up the next morning, breezy and sarcastic as ever, the first words out of his mouth were, “Looking crisp. Real secret-agent material.”

      I laughed, and that was a mistake. He acted suspicious at my lack of irritation and delayed my departure, trying to nudge me into lashing out as he prodded and poked at my appearance, my manner, and even if I was rushing off to see Andrea, which hit close to the mark.

      Andrew’s teasing sense of humor used to irritate the hell out of me, but right then I didn’t have the time for it. I played along. “I have to get going. I didn’t get any sleep last night, don’t want to look”—I gave the vain Andrew a searching look—“worn.”

      He walked over to the bathroom and looked in the mirror. “Are you saying I look old? I don’t look that old…”

      I walked out the door while he was checking his face for wrinkles. I seemed to have found Andrew’s secret weakness and filed it away for later. Any advantage, no matter how petty, was an advantage.

      With my steps quick and light, I went straight to the airport and booked the next flight for Paris, shutting off my messages to avoid any contradictory instructions. I had at least a day unless there was an emergency, because they’d be expecting me to go home and sleep for a bit after watching Edward all night. Of course, if there was an emergency, I’d have a lot of explaining to do when I got back to London. Section 9 doesn’t really make exceptions for ordinary human needs like sleep, although the odd meal—choked down while moving—is tolerated. Sometimes.

      The flight was blissfully uneventful. By making my face closed to questions, I discouraged the beefy tech guy next to me from unnecessary conversation, and was even able to catch a few minutes of fitful sleep. When we landed, I stood, assessed my body—the tingling was already better, thanks to the meds—and stepped out into Paris as one Jean-Paul Baudri.

      I bought a train ticket to the suburb in question, got off at my stop, and found myself experiencing another of those moments where reality didn’t quite match my mindset. Around me, leafy streets were crowded with sounds and scents of a once-proud city, now scarred and scabbed by the changes of war and internal conflicts.

      “On foot it is,” I said, seeing no reason to get in a vehicle. The air helped clear my head, and the people around me said little, paying me no mind at all in that truly urban disdain that Parisians have perfected. I walked. And then I walked some more, rethinking my choice to avoid a taxi. After what I knew to be ninety minutes, I saw the villa perched on a small hill that rose just above the crowding around it.

      “Good angle,” I said, nodding in appreciation to whoever thought to pick the villa for any purpose other than living. It was elevated enough to be defensible and gave a clear view for some distance in every direction. A military choice, set in a suburban locale.

      I observed the villa from a safe distance for a little while but saw no evidence that the place was inhabited. All I saw in front of me was a pleasant white building, a single-level of elegant design. It could have any kind of defensive system out there—alarms, IR fields, android proxies—but if it did, Andrea would presumably have warned me.

      Even so, I approached it cautiously, looking out for any sign of a trap. When I reached the door without finding any, it made me even more suspicious. I didn’t have to pick the lock because the door opened for my skeleton key. When I got inside, though, I found a display of monitors showing the view in a circle around the house. Whoever lived in this building, they definitely wanted to know who was approaching from all directions. My steps sounded like thunder, or maybe a violation, because the house was aseptic to the point that it looked like a model.

      The furniture was tastefully chosen, contemporary but not trendy. The art on the walls was interesting to look at but not wildly imaginative, and when I looked away from each piece, it was forgotten, as if that was the intent.

      It was a big place, but none of the rooms had anything I would have described as clutter. There was a living room large enough to host a party. There was a kitchen with top-of-the-line equipment and plenty of counter space, but not a single stain on the counters or the oven. No cooking smells hung in the air, and there was no onion skin or spilled wine or chipped mugs. There was… nothing of a life being lived.

      There was a private library, with a carefully chosen selection of classics, plus one or two books Andrea had mentioned casually in conversation, every spine aligned with ruthless precision. Untouched, and likely unread. Like showpieces.

      There were at least three bedrooms, plus other rooms that could have hosted guests in a pinch. In every single room, there was exactly the necessary furniture and decoration, nothing extraneous or especially personal. Except for one thing: framed photographs of Andrea, smiling and relaxing with various people I didn’t recognize. I found other clues as well, including notes she’d written to herself and tacked up here and there, such as remember to breathe. If I hadn’t recognized her handwriting, I would never have known she’d written them, but I did recognize it and there was only one conclusion.

      This was Andrea Capanelli’s private home. A place she’d never invited me or anyone else from Section 9, a place she had never even mentioned to us.

      It was flawlessly clean, but that was likely because she hardly ever stayed here. Section 9 had her staying in safehouses and hotel rooms, and she only got away for a handful of vacations a year. This place was Andrea’s secret heart, the place she went to get away. This was her fortress. Her escape.

      Yet she had directed me here today, which could only mean that things were about as bad as they could be. Whatever was going on, whatever the reason for her disappearance, she had left me some sort of message here.

      After a quick check through all the rooms in the house, I began a methodical search. Her coded message had told me to “find it” but hadn’t specified what “it” was.

      I checked each photo for hidden messages, and I inspected the books I remembered her mentioning. I checked behind the paintings and under her little post-it notes. I checked under every bed in every bedroom, including the master bedroom with the huge wall hanging of a Chinese landscape scene. A thorough search takes time, but I had no reason to think I didn’t have the time, so I went at a slow pace, and then I cut that speed even further, until I was moving through each room like a lengthening shadow.

      It was only after I’d been searching for a solid two hours that I decided to sit down on her bed and think about it for a minute. Andrea had hidden something in this house, and she must have hidden it somewhere she thought I could find. Whatever it was, it wasn’t hidden in a spot no one would ever think of.

      So why couldn’t I find it?

      I reviewed every room of the house in my mind, picturing the layout and the spots I had checked so far. I did come up with a few I hadn’t checked yet where something small like a key drive could conceivably be hidden. When I went through the house again, I didn’t find anything. There was no key drive, no dataspike, nothing. The house was immaculate, without a single item out of place. There was simply nothing there.

      I returned to her bedroom and sat on the bed again, sifting the room, the house, and my brain for any hint of something I might have missed.

      “If I was Andrea Capanelli, where would I hide something?” I asked, and predictably, there was no answer. If I wanted one person to be able to find it if they knew to look for it, but I also wanted to make sure that no random search of the house would turn it up, where would it be?

      Well, first things first—I’d start outside my normal parameters. All the places I’d checked so far could have been checked by anyone. If someone figured out that this house belonged to the field commander of Section 9 and they decided to toss it, they’d do everything I had just done. Andrea must have been concerned about the possibility of a random search like that.

      Wherever it was, it wasn’t in any place that would occur to the average person or even to the average intelligence agent. That meant I would have to get more creative to find it. If the house had a drop ceiling… but it didn’t, and that option was just as obvious as all the others.

      I let my imagination wander freely, thinking about hiding places from fictional stories about spies and detectives. In that sort of story, walls often had hidden doorways leading to secret tunnels. It seemed far-fetched, but there didn’t seem to be any harm in looking. That wall hanging of a Chinese landscape painting, for instance. In a cheap story about an imaginary spy, that could well conceal a hidden door.

      I stood up from the bed, and pulled the wall hanging to the side a little. All I saw was a wall, and I’d checked it before to make sure there was nothing hidden behind the wall hanging. I hadn’t pushed on it, though, so I did that now.

      It didn’t push in, but it rattled. Barely.

      “Gotcha,” I said, smiling at my achievement. It made a sound like—a sliding door. I placed my hands flat on the surface and pushed to the side, and the door slid over and disappeared into the wall, silent as a spirit. “A secret room. Excessive, even for us, Andrea.”

      I stood there for a few seconds, blinking. A secret staircase.

      “More excessive.” I stepped through under the wall hanging and put a foot on the staircase, and a dim light turned on from overhead. This was what she expected me to find, at the end of these stairs. It.

      I started to walk down, still cautious in case there were any traps. Andrea might well expect me to be smart enough to avoid those, so it wouldn’t do to just assume they wouldn’t be there. One step at a time, watching closely for tripwires or motion detectors, I followed the staircase as it spiraled down through the side of the hill.

      The trip down took longer than I expected it to, which told me the stairs probably descended below the level of the hill itself. When I finally reached the bottom, a doorway opened into an antechamber. On the other side of the little room, another doorway led into a pitch-black tunnel.

      I hadn’t expected that, but I thought I should probably check the antechamber first. It was essentially an armory, with every kind of weapon you could ever need hanging on the walls. There were assault rifles, handguns, submachine guns, grenade launchers, and even a handheld rocket launcher. It was a beautiful sight, so I took a moment to drink it in. Some art can’t be hurried, and neither should the appreciation of that art.

      There were other racks for various types of field gear, from surveillance devices to climbing equipment. I paused for a moment to give it some thought and decided this was probably more of an escape route than anything else.

      If Andrea’s home was attacked while she was in it, she could slip out the secret door in her bedroom, come down to her antechamber, and collect whatever weapons and field gear she thought she might need. Then she could continue out through the dark tunnel on the other side of the room, which presumably led to the surface at the other end. Not only would she get away, she’d be just as well-equipped as if she’d left from Section 9 headquarters… assuming it still existed, which of course it did not.

      Still, I couldn’t assume that whatever she’d hidden for me was on the other end of the tunnel. Considering all the weapons and gear in the room, it took quite a while to get through. A key drive can easily be taped to the barrel of a rifle, for instance, or hidden under the lid of a box.

      I took an hour to thoroughly search the antechamber, but just like the house above, it didn’t have anything that wasn’t apparent to the naked eye. The tunnel was my only remaining option.

      Unlike the staircase, the tunnel didn’t light up when I put my foot in it, so I grabbed a flashlight from one of the gear racks and turned it on, the beam lancing down an impossible length of darkened passage. Whistling softly, I did some quick math on what it cost to build a tunnel of that length and concluded two things.

      Andrea was rich and determined. Scanning the tight construction, I knew she cared about details, too. The tunnel was solid, built to last, and long.

      I started walking, with no idea of how far it would go. The tunnel was not only long but completely straight, so the fact that I couldn’t see where it ended was even more amazing.

      By the time I finally saw daylight at the other end, I’d walked almost a kilometer underground. Either Andrea owned a much larger piece of property than I had realized, or she had bribed her construction workers to build the tunnel under someone else’s land—maybe several someones.

      When I saw the gleam of day, my pace picked up, instinct drawing me eagerly to the light shining from an overhead angle. The tunnel ended at a natural fissure, a narrow gash in the earth. Looking up through the gap, I saw the trunks of trees, smelled clean air, and heard a bird call.

      Andrea must have found this fissure while out walking in the nearby woods and then had the tunnel constructed to lead directly to it. It was damn fine spycraft.

      There was obviously nowhere else for me to look as the tunnel ended immediately after the fissure, and I felt my shoulders bunch in frustration—until I saw the hook in the wall, and hanging there, a dataspike.

      “Simple. Unless you count the secret door, stairs, and everything else,” I murmured. Reaching up to pluck the dataspike from its hanging mount. “This is it.”

      Without fanfare, I climbed up the fissure until I got my elbows under the edge of it, and pulled myself out into the forest above, grunting with the effort to emerge from a secret cave in the middle of a city with few hidden places. It was, as with everything in Section 9, hidden in plain sight.

      I stood up in the woods, brushed the dirt off my clothes, and looked around to try to figure out which direction to go in. It turned out not to matter, as it was a small park, not some protected wood in the City of Light. I walked out until I found a street without seeing another human being, then I walked down the street until I found the local train station. There, people did see me but once again chose to bathe me in that Gallic disdain that let being anonymous seem easy.

      A few hours later I was in a Paris hotel room. The dataspike turned out to be password-protected, but I had already expected that. Any random person on a walk in the park might have found that fissure, and even been curious enough to drop in and have a look. It was smart to make sure no adventurous suburban explorer could access the secret message, whatever it might be.

      I sipped sparkling water, courtesy of the hotel, and then sat back, staring at nothing.

      “Fair enough.” I input the only thing that could work—a password made easy, once I knew what to do. After entering 5693-6R-R2-HUR-28X-69, I watched as the dataspike opened without hesitation and found one small file—audio. Once more, I tapped the file to life and listened in stunned silence.

      Tycho, listen carefully. Section 9 has been compromised. From here on out, trust no one.
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      On the flight back to London, I tried to figure out the situation.

      The fact that Andrea had sent that message to me could only mean one thing: she didn’t suspect me of being compromised. I wasn’t naïve enough to think this was based on any assessment of my character. She would have based her opinion on something factual, some detail that had led her to rule me out.

      Whatever it was, it had not exonerated the others.

      Vincenzo Veraldi and Thomas Young, Andrew Jones and Raven Sommer… any one of them could be a mole, secretly loyal to enemies of Section 9. I didn’t know this for sure, but that probably meant the Eleven. Their reach was as long as their cruel lives, and nothing they could do would surprise me.

      When I tracked down Ivan Solovyov, he had tried to recruit me by claiming that the Eleven were motivated by altruistic goals. I could see his argument, but it hadn’t appealed to me. Why? Because the only friends I had in the world were in Section 9, and I couldn’t imagine betraying them.

      Apparently, one of my friends didn’t feel the same way. The thought made me angry—murderously so—but I had no idea who to direct this anger at. Whoever it was, they had betrayed every experience we’d ever had together.

      The news was upsetting enough that I almost considered not going back. In the end, I had nowhere else to go. I turned my dataspike messaging back on and wasn’t surprised to find messages from Veraldi and the others. There was a meeting that night, and I should be able to make it on time. Barely.

      When I landed in London, I went straight to a black cab and told the car to take me to the Inspector General’s Office. Traffic was heavy, and I ended up arriving twenty minutes late, in that curious state of disarray that only London traffic can truly bring about.

      When I got inside, Veraldi didn’t exactly glare at me. Glaring isn’t dignified, and Vincenzo always likes to be dignified. Instead, he only raised his eyebrows and asked me a one-word question. “Traffic?”

      I shrugged. “London.” The word was a city, a feeling, and an apology all in one, or as close as he was going to get.

      “As I was telling the others, Andrea is still missing. Now, we know her history. She’s dropped out of sight before when there was a lot on the line, and that’s the setup right now. Same feel, same situation, and a missing agent who isn’t really missing.”

      Raven Sommer wasn’t at the meeting. It was her turn to babysit Edward. She was still in attendance via dataspike, though. “I don’t know, Vincenzo. Katerina?”

      “Don’t even say it.” Veraldi shook his head. We all knew what Raven had been suggesting. Andrea’s adopted mother had also disappeared, and no one in Section 9 had heard from her again until she turned up working for the Eleven—a betrayal so punishing they still felt the echoes. “She almost died bringing her mother in. No way she’d do the same thing as her.”

      Andrea’s message had left me feeling cynical at best, and fearful at worst. For all I knew, Raven’s comment was meant to divert suspicion away from herself, and suspicion was a damned good trait to have in Section 9. For that matter, Veraldi could be sandbagging us all with a loyalty charade. I let my face stay neutral, watching everyone and giving nothing away.

      “Do you have something to add, Tycho?” asked Veraldi. His voice had an edge to it.

      I shook my head decisively. “No. I believe in Andrea.”

      Thomas spoke up. “Believing in people is often misguided. We cannot know where Andrea is, and we cannot know what she is doing there. We can’t know anything about her motivations. All we can do is wait and see.”

      Now Andrew was the one shaking his head. “I think that’s the first time I’ve ever heard you admit so much uncertainty. Especially about one of us.”

      “That’s just the reality of the situation.” Thomas shrugged, helpless in the face of our lack of information. “We can’t fast-forward, and we don’t have anything to go on. Not now.”

      “For the time being,” said Veraldi, “I’m the acting field commander. I’ll continue coordinating the investigation. And we do have some updates.”

      “Yes?” asked Raven, her voice tensing up. Whatever he was about to deliver, Raven knew, and she didn’t like it.

      “Given the timing of Andrea’s disappearance, we need to consider the idea that some of the NAS Ministers and possibly the Prime Minister are involved. This is more likely to be enemy action than anything else, especially considering that she didn’t reach out to us before she disappeared.”

      I knew better, of course, but I couldn’t say so. I decided to bring up a different point instead. “If this is enemy action, wouldn’t that mean we’ve all been burned? If they knew Andrea was really a Sol Federation agent, why wouldn’t they suspect the rest of us too?”

      He shook his head. “Not necessarily. Shortly before she disappeared, Andrea had to meet with a contact from Section 9. She brought Raven along as backup, but they thought they spotted a tail and aborted the mission. If their contact was burned, they were probably burned when they tried to meet the contact. They would suspect the rest of us, yes. But they wouldn’t be sure about anyone but Andrea and Raven.”

      “What are you saying?” asked Raven, voice tight with worry.

      “They may be targeting you as well. As soon as we can get someone to the safehouse to relieve you, I’m suspending you from field duties until we know whether you’ve been burned or not. The last thing we need is to have someone tail you straight to the safehouse, or decide to start tailing Andrew or Tycho because they saw them with you.”

      Raven was unhappy, and she made it clear. “Vincenzo, no. With Andrea missing, we’re already short. One of us always has to watch Edward, so in effect we’ve only got four people. Fewer people actively working on the case means less human intelligence. Benching me isn’t the answer, and you know it.”

      Veraldi sighed. “So how do you propose to keep them from tailing you?”

      “By keeping my eyes open? I mean, sure… I probably shouldn’t work another safehouse shift. We don’t want to risk it there. But they must know we’re all part of the same team of Inspectors General, so they really have no way of knowing whether I’m a mole for the Sol Federation or not. I don’t think they have any more reason to suspect me than anyone else at this meeting.”

      “You’re just being resistant to downtime,” Vincenzo countered.

      “It isn’t that, Vincenzo. We’re running out of time here. They’ll make their attempt on the Secretary-General soon. We don’t have enough people to just drop me out of the investigation, and if the SecGen gets popped, then our problems go well beyond Andrea.”

      Veraldi looked a little harried, like he hadn’t expected to have to deal with a debate. He looked around the room, but no one came to his assistance. “Okay,” he said at last. “You’re still in the field… for now. If anything happens to make me change my mind, I expect you to follow my orders. Immediately. You feel heat out there, you come in. No discussion.”

      “Of course,” she replied, her voice birdsong light.

      “Thomas, I’m going to have you work from the safehouse starting immediately after this meeting,” Veraldi continued. “Bring any equipment you need over there and sleep in the living room so you can hear anyone trying to enter the building.”

      “Sleep?” asked Thomas, like he hadn’t heard that word before.

      Veraldi ignored him. “Okay, what’s next? Anyone have any bright ideas?”

      I did. Despite my sudden suspicion of all my work colleagues, we still had to resolve this case—and I could see a way to do it. “We should talk about what Edward and Thomas found out.”

      “Yes.” Thomas snapped his fingers, head nodding in agreement. “Let’s. With Andrea’s disappearance we’ve all been distracted, but it can’t be a coincidence that Jovani Pang is the son of Ivan Solovyov. This is huge, and not in a way that we can ignore.”

      “Agreed.” Veraldi nodded, then waved toward the wider world, his eyes harried and nervous. “And it probably means the Eleven are ultimately behind this. But as to how we use that? I don’t know. I’m open to ideas.”

      I broke in. “If Jovani is Solovyov’s son, then he’ll have some interest in what happens to him, right?”

      “I don’t know if we can assume that,” Thomas replied. “The evidence Edward uncovered suggests that Jovani was mostly a parasite on Solovyov’s fortune. He might be only too happy to see him gone. If the kid’s not valued and we overplay our hand?” He blew on his fingers, and the meaning was clear. We would lose our shot at Solovyov.

      “Parasitic relationships are one-sided,” I pointed out, “and this one wasn’t. Unless we want to believe that Jovani came up with this assassination plan all on his own?”

      “No.” Veraldi shook his head. “No, I don’t think so. He didn’t want to talk to us, but I also got the sense that he couldn’t have told us what the plot was really all about because he just didn’t know. Solovyov was pulling his strings, I’m sure of that. He couldn’t reveal what he didn’t know.”

      “So if Solovyov—and possibly other members of the Eleven—are behind the plot against the Secretary-General, then they won’t want to take the risk that Jovani will talk. If they can find him, they’ll try to spring him out,” I said.

      “What are you suggesting, exactly?” Veraldi asked.

      “We should orchestrate a prisoner transfer from the Section 3 safehouse to Woodhill. That should draw the enemy out of hiding. It’s too tempting for them. Make the bait bigger than the hunter’s appetite, capitalize on their greed. And their needs.”

      Woodhill was a maximum security prison northwest of London, but it also had facilities to hold prisoners who were considered a security risk while they awaited trial.

      “How do you figure?” asked Andrew. “They don’t know where the Section 3 safehouse is in the first place, or they would have already attacked it. So they won’t know when we move someone out of there either.”

      “They will if we tell them.” I grinned.

      Andrew blinked. “Come again?”

      “If we pass last-minute information to different sources, we can follow the trail back from whoever acts on it and identify the compromised parties.”

      The others were silent for a long moment, pondering my suggestion. Raven spoke up before anyone else. “Canary trap. I like it, Tycho. Let’s do it.”

      “We’re taking a huge risk with the prisoners,” Veraldi pointed out. “What do we do if they just decide to silence them all?”

      “Do you really think Solovyov is quite that ruthless?” asked Andrew. “I mean, Jovani is his son. That’s got to count for something.”

      “Tycho’s the only one who’s met the man.” Veraldi gestured in my direction. “What do you think? Would he have his son killed to keep him quiet?”

      I thought about all the centuries Solovyov had been alive, and the countless children he must have fathered during all that time. The man had seen more than thirty generations come and go while he continued. What value did one son have in such a vast expanse of time?

      “He would try to save Jovani if he could. But if he couldn’t save him, yes. He would kill him without hesitation. Sons and daughters are expendable.”

      “That’s cold,” Andrew commented.

      Thomas shook his head. “From the perspective of someone who has lived for eight centuries, a normal human life has hardly any meaning. On the other hand, Jovani’s personal history shows wealth that cannot be explained by his place within the Russian underworld, nor can it be explained by his business activities. He’s getting money from somewhere, and not just from those payments Edward Yeun found evidence of.”

      “What are you suggesting?” asked Raven.

      “I’m suggesting that he has been supported by his father throughout his life, which may mean that Solovyov has some interest in him. He may mean something to his father, but whether that’s enough for the old man to save him, I don’t know.” He shrugged.

      “Speculation won’t get us anywhere,” Veraldi announced. “Tycho, your idea depends entirely on Jovani’s value to the enemy, which may not be much. We’re trying to guess what kind of family sentiments Solovyov has, and for all we know he doesn’t have any. He could just as easily have kept this relationship alive solely to use Jovani as his own pet gangster. If the two of them were truly close, would Jovani Pang have ever joined the Bratva in the first place?”

      “Don’t know,” I replied. “I think the idea works whether he wants to rescue his son or just shut him up. Either way, moving Jovani gives him a reason to act.”

      “It’s a messy scenario,” Veraldi said. “Let’s say they decide to kill our prisoners. Can we actually stop them from doing that? If we move Jovani and it gets him killed, then what?”

      “If we move Jovani and it gets him killed, then the world has one less Russian mobster in it,” Raven replied. “I don’t see the downside.”

      “She’s right,” added Andrew. “We’re not a law enforcement agency. We don’t need to keep our prisoners alive until they go to trial. Pang is in our hands now, and there’s nothing he can do about it. If we decide to use him as a pawn, that’s just how it goes.”

      The ruthlessness of Andrew’s comment made my skin crawl, but essentially my logic was the same as his. We needed the enemy to make a move, and using Pang as bait was the only way to do it. If he got killed as a result, that was unfortunate but ultimately not our problem. It was better than the summary execution we’d threatened him with on the airplane.

      I didn’t love the fact that I was becoming just as ruthless as my companions in Section 9, but it was the truth and that was that. Keeping the Secretary-General alive was worth risking Jovani’s life, and I couldn’t pretend otherwise.

      “Jovani’s life is of no consequence to me,” added Thomas, “but if the enemy stages a dramatic public attack, it could cause us problems. We are undercover here.”

      “I’m not sure that’s such a huge problem,” Andrew replied. “We can always play it off as an attack against a confidential informant.”

      “A public assassination attempt against an informant would be international news,” Veraldi pointed out. “It would make it much harder for us to maintain our cover.”

      Raven spoke up. “Even if Solovyov doesn’t care about his son at all, someone will relay the news that active participants in the plot are being moved. I think we can be sure that they will attack, and the only question is whether they will try to rescue Jovani or assassinate him.”

      “That’s probably true,” I said, “but we’re running out of time here. Unless we can expose everyone involved in this plot, they’ll make their move. If we want to keep the Secretary-General alive, we need to take the initiative. We have to.”

      “I think Tycho’s right,” said Andrew. “We need to do this.”

      “I agree,” added Raven. “It’s a risk, yes, but we need to keep them reacting to us instead of carrying out their own agenda.”

      “Looking at it logically,” Thomas announced—which got a chuckle, because that was the only way Thomas knew how to look at anything, “it is usually better to take the initiative and force your enemy to react. Whether this is the best way to do that I don’t know, but it tracks in terms of being the most reasoned response.”

      “Probably?” Veraldi sounded thoughtful, like he wasn’t sure he liked having to fill in for Andrea in the role of field commander. “It’s a risky move, but I think it’s the best move available to us. If it goes bad for any reason, I’ll take full responsibility. Now, who are we going to use? I need someone who’s louder than a bullhorn and leaks like a sieve.”

      “Every major politician in the North Atlantic States,” I said. “Except the ones we already know are involved.”

      Andrew frowned. “That doesn’t make sense though. We don’t have any reason to tell all these politicians about a prisoner transfer.”

      “We do if we present it as an anonymous tip—we tell them the transfer has been arranged through official channels but is really being coordinated by the SFIS in order to infiltrate someone into the NAS prison system. Once the politicians realize that the Sol Federation Intelligence Service is keeping someone prisoner in NAS territory, they’ll tell the Inspector General’s Office. Unless they’re involved in the plot, in which case they’ll tell Solovyov’s people instead.”

      “Good approach,” Veraldi said, tilting his head in thought. “All we have to do is see who informs us about the transfer. We can ignore those people because we’ll be carrying out the transfer ourselves. If any of them don’t, then we can assume that person is involved in the conspiracy. I think this plan could work.”

      “What if our superiors assign someone else to arrest the evil foreign agents?” asked Thomas, no hint of irony in his voice.

      “They won’t,” replied Veraldi. “We already have priority on any foreign intelligence cases in NAS territory. Andrea made sure of it. If any SFIS agents do get captured as a result of this mission, we can arrange to have the charges dropped.”

      “Well, isn’t that convenient,” Thomas replied. I still couldn’t tell if he was being sarcastic. As one of the “evil foreign agents” in question, it didn’t seem like a time for jokes. If the NAS caught us, the situation was not going to end well for us at all.

      “I think this is a good plan,” Andrew admitted. He sounded somewhat reluctant, but it was probably just because he’d had to praise my plan. “My investigation into MetSec has turned up a little corruption, but none of it seems related to the case. This may be our best opportunity to expose everyone involved in the conspiracy.”

      “Okay,” replied Veraldi. “This is a classic canary trap. Let’s get started putting it together, and maybe by the time Andrea gets back we’ll have this case all wrapped up.”

      No one said anything about how optimistic it was for him to even say this. No one had to.
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      Section 3 provided four vehicles for the prisoner transfer. Two would serve as decoys, one transported Sergei Li and Lihua Federova, and the last was for Jovani Pang. The vehicles left the safehouse in two groups on a staggered schedule, each following different routes from London to Woodhill. The plan would minimize the chance of a single point of failure, though the roads did necessarily force some overlap. We hadn’t leaked any information about the location of the safehouse, only about our intended destination. If anyone took the bait, they’d have to do it on the highway.

      Raven and I followed Jovani’s transport northbound along the M22. One of the decoy vehicles had merged onto the highway and its path would keep it just a kilometer ahead of Jovani’s for the next twenty minutes. This was one of the few vulnerable sections of the transfer, when half of the potential targets were in virtually the same place at the same time.

      Thomas commanded a fleet of Section 3 drones from the Chelsea safehouse to watch the entire transfer from above.

      There’s no sign of enemy contact, he reported. The next three kilometers in your area are clear, but there are multiple civilian vehicles beyond that. Likely slowdown.

      Should we deviate? I asked.

      Vincenzo replied. No, just stay with the decoy.

      Despite our overhead surveillance, I watched the street view around us carefully. An attack can come in many different forms, after all. Android proxies, Augmen, improvised explosive devices. There were many possibilities and no way to know which the enemy would choose.

      Raven turned to me. “You look nervous.”

      “Something feels off,” I replied.

      “Of course it does. Andrea’s missing and the NAS has a mole.”

      “It’s more than that,” I tried to explain, not even certain myself where the feeling was coming from. “I don’t know if it’s my subconscious putting together pieces that didn’t fully register, or patterns lining up or what, but something’s telling me we’re in danger.”

      “Of course we’re in danger. That’s the idea, isn’t it?”

      I shook my head, my eyes still scanning the road. “Not just right now, not just today. Something’s coming for us. I can feel it. Like a whisper at the edge of silence.”

      She looked at me with concerned expression, then turned to the interior display and watched the highway outside.

      We soon caught up to the cluster of civilian vehicles Thomas had mentioned and Raven’s car slowed to maintain distance from the transports. As we passed the exit for Luton, Thomas spoke up again.

      A motorcycle just turned onto the highway behind you. Do you see it?

      I turned around and saw a sleek black bike with a helmeted rider less than a kilometer behind us. He was dressed in black and quickly gaining on us. I slid over to the rear seats and adjusted the zoom on the interior display. I was relieved to see that what I’d thought was a nanosuit was just black riding leathers with graphene armor.

      I see him, Thomas, I replied. Is he our guy?

      Too early to tell.

      The biker suddenly sped up, passing us on the right and pulling up even with Jovani’s car. I slid back over to the front of the car and picked up my submachine gun. It was clever to use a motorcycle. They were one of the few street-legal vehicles to offer almost total manual control.

      “That doesn’t mean anything,” Raven said, as if sensing my thoughts. “He could just be a civilian driving aggressively.”

      She had a point, and I couldn’t work out how the man on the motorcycle would get Jovani out of an armored vehicle and onto a bike moving at high speed down the highway anyway.

      He sat up and craned his neck for a few seconds, then leaned forward with his head turned as if to peer into Jovani’s vehicle. Of course there was no way for him to see inside, but the movement seemed odd to me.

      I shook my head. “I don’t like it, Raven. I think he’s scouting.”

      “Yeah,” she agreed and followed up on our shared channel. Thomas, do you see any other suspicious vehicles?

      He appears to be alone, Thomas replied.

      The man on the motorcycle suddenly reached down to his right and came back up with a revolving-cylinder grenade launcher.

      This was not a rescue attempt.

      Without exchanging a single word, Raven and I went into action. Raven tapped the center console to set the car to pursue the bike, and I updated Vincenzo on our status.

      We have contact, I said. The target is armed with an MGL.

      The man aimed down the road ahead and fired. There was a deceptively understated action from the weapon. A small black streak erupted from the muzzle, and there was little more than a light shake as the chamber rotated the next round into place. A second later, A ball of fire exploded beneath the decoy vehicle. White tendrils of flame licked up from the road and the plasticrete cratered.

      The decoy car was thrown into the air. It landed on its front end then slammed back flat onto all four wheels before spinning out of control. The car clipped a civilian vehicle in the left lane, then crashed into the center barrier and rolled onto its roof.

      Apply tactical vehicle intervention, ordered Vincenzo. Do it now.

      “Raven?”

      “I’m doing it.”

      Vehicle intervention was a formalized method of running a target off of the road. It violated the basic principles of AI navigation, so applying it meant disabling almost every autonomous control and driving the car manually. At the typical speeds and traffic density of just about every terran population center, that was not something to be taken lightly.

      The car accelerated, and we gained on the motorcycle. The shooter had turned and was taking aim at Jovani’s vehicle when he saw us barreling down on him. He pulled up his weapon and gunned his motor.

      “We can’t catch up like this,” I said. “We’re going to lose him in the traffic up ahead if he tries to run.”

      “Take the controls,” Raven replied. She unfastened her seatbelt and slid to the back of the car to retrieve her rifle, then she climbed back over the seat and chambered a round.

      “Don’t let me fall,” she called, then she tapped to release the locks. She shouldered the door open, and I grabbed onto her waistband with my left hand. Wind whipped her hair wildy, and her eyes narrowed to slits as she leaned out over the open road streaking by at two hundred kilometers an hour.

      She braced her rifle against the roof of the car, then took aim and fired.

      The round cut through the biker’s right arm. It separated from his body just above the elbow and skipped along the highway, the hand still gripped tightly around the grenade launcher.

      Thomas sent another message. Three motorcycles just entered the highway behind you. Thirty seconds to contact.

      Raven fired another round, and the biker slumped forward. The motorcycle veered left and right before the autobalancer recovered it. It slowed and we began to catch up.

      She slipped back into the car moments later and closed the door. “I don’t know what we can do about three of them,” she said grimly.

      I could only agree. With three more hitmen approaching, there could be no doubt about the outcome. One of the three would get close enough to take a shot at Jovani’s vehicle before she could possibly kill them all.

      “I have an idea,” I said as I slung my weapon across my chest. “Take the controls back.”

      The rider might have been dead, but his bike’s AI was still keeping his motorcycle upright. I popped the door on my side of the car and climbed out onto the hood.

      Tycho, this is crazy. What are you doing?

      Bring us even with the dead rider.

      I kept low and planted my hands flat against the car. The wind screamed past, and my clothes whipped under the rushing air as Raven accelerated to meet the motorcycle ahead. Once we were just under two meters away, I kicked off with both legs and jumped against the wind.

      I landed hard on the dead man’s back. The bike leaned far to the right on impact and swerved wide until the autobalancer kicked in. The momentum threatened to fling me off, but I gripped the dead body and pulled against it. The corpse slipped off the bike instead of me, and I settled onto the seat.

      I gripped the controls, locked the brakes, and dipped the bike low to the left. The tires screeched and billowed white smoke as the motorcycle slid sideways and burned off speed. Traffic behind me parted to avoid a collision, and I came to a standstill in the middle of the road.

      Between the twin streams of swerving vehicles, I could see the three motorcycles racing in from the south and going full-throttle to catch Jovani’s vehicle. I snapped up my weapon and fired down the highway.

      The riders scattered, weaving between vehicles to avoid my gunfire. That was all I needed. The three bikers had to slow down to get through the tangle of cars and shipping transports. It would put a little distance between them and Jovani, and with any luck, we’d lose them on the exchange further north.

      That was my plan, until I saw one of the motorcycles jump the center divider and tear off against the oncoming traffic on the southbound side of the M22. I opened the throttle and accelerated back down the road, vaguely aware of the other two bikes following suit.

      I weaved past the vehicles ahead with an eye on the biker in the southbound lanes. He was moving slower than I was, dodging oncoming cars as their AIs tried to predict and avoid his movements. It didn’t take long for me to close in, but I couldn’t get a clear shot. It was unlikely any stray gunfire from my weapon would penetrate a passing vehicle on the road, but I wasn’t willing to take that chance. I’d find another way.

      The northbound and southbound halves of the highway split around a rocky hill up ahead, forcing the riders to either give up the chase or re-enter the northbound side. Anticipating their choice, I moved into the far right lane and matched speed with a shipping transport to keep from being seen. As the first of the bikes jumped the divider and pulled ahead, I took aim and fired at him from behind.

      I watched a cloud of red mist explode from his chest as my shots found their mark. He slumped forward, then started to turn back toward me. I fired two more bursts and saw the glass of his visor shatter before he slipped from his seat and bounced along the road like a ragdoll. Past his slowing, empty motorcycle, I could see the other two riders speeding ahead near Raven’s car.

      I may have been able to hit both from that distance, but I wanted a clean line of fire. I couldn’t risk hitting Raven. I maxed out the throttle and leaned into the wind. As our three motorcycles passed her, she sent a message.

      Get him next to the car.

      I understood what she had planned. She wanted me to draw the rider back so she could apply tactical vehicle intervention.

      Copy that, I said.

      The bikes were staggered, and I had nearly reached a good angle with the furthest back when he noticed me. Luckily for the both of us, he was smart enough to know I was too close for him to use his grenade launcher. He holstered it on his bike and drew a sidearm instead. I swerved left behind him to evade, and Raven’s vehicle suddenly shot forward and got between us.

      She cut hard to the right. The bike slammed into the car and flipped end over end over the hood. The rider was thrown clear, twisting and pinwheeling through the air to land on his head. His body folded over itself at improbable angles as he slid along the plasticrete. Raven swerved around the motorcycle as it came back down but drove straight over the rider.

      I raced along the road in pursuit of the remaining assassin and noticed the opening of a tunnel up ahead of us. I could just see Jovani’s vehicle, already streaking toward the tunnel entrance. Not far behind him, the remaining motorcycle was gaining rapidly. There was simply no way Jovani’s car could outrun it.

      My own bike was already going about as fast as it could go, meaning that I stood no chance of catching up with the hitman before he took a shot at his target. My only hope was that he missed, buying me the time to catch up and stop him. I didn’t need to get all the way there, I just needed to get close enough for a clean line of fire.

      I slipped between vehicles at dizzying speeds, teetering on the boundary between control and reckless abandon. The wind was a chorus of screams. The world beyond my target was a tunnel of light and color like analog static. My eyes burned and my face stung.

      And still, I wasn’t fast enough.
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      Two hundred meters into the tunnel, Jovani’s car burned. I locked the brakes, slid to a stop, and took in the scene. The car had flipped onto its right side, and bright blue flames licked out from the bottom of the vehicle and crept up the sides. The assassin stood next to it with his weapon out, aiming carefully. As an engineer in a previous life, I knew what he was trying to do: attack at the structurally weakest parts of the vehicle.

      Despite Section 9’s attempts to stop him, and despite the deaths of his three conspirators, this man was still determined to kill Jovani Pang.

      And the only man in any position to stop him was me.

      I dropped my bike, I raised my weapon, and fired as he pulled the trigger on his. Shooting on the move is always difficult, even with prosthetics and no heartbeat to throw off your aim. My shots went wide, but it made a difference.

      As often happens, the sound of my gun going off behind him was enough to spoil the hitman’s aim. Not entirely, but he missed the weak point that would have delivered up Jovani Pang to him. His grenade hit one of the armored plates instead and dented it badly, but it failed to penetrate.

      He glanced back over his shoulder in my direction, and instead of turning to deal with me, he pulled the trigger four more times. Powerful explosions rocked the vehicle and echoed through the dark tunnel. I had ruined the precision of his aim, and he had no choice but to do something about it. On the other hand, he had done a lot of damage to his target vehicle and had quite possibly killed the man he was trying to kill.

      His grenade launcher empty, he dropped it to the ground and drew his sidearm. Whoever this gunman was, he was completely dedicated to his mission. I couldn’t imagine an ordinary hitman taking the kind of chances he was taking here. If it was only a matter of money, after all, then surely the death of all his friends would have been enough to convince him to drop the job and get out while he still could.

      Instead of doing so, he was fiercely determined to keep going until the job was done. If there wasn’t any hope of running him off, then my only realistic option was to shoot him dead. The only problem with that, of course, was that he had the exact same goal as I did.

      We both took cover behind the bodies of our motorcycles, trading bursts of blind gunfire. Just like my brief journey through the tunnel to this point, this whole exchange probably didn’t take anywhere near as long as it felt.

      But getting shot at always tends to feel that way. Time practically seems to stop, and you feel like you’re spending an eternity dodging bullets. The cars in the tunnel were frantically trying to get away from the gunfight, so the road in front of Raven must not have taken her more than a few seconds to travel.

      During those few everlasting seconds, we managed to do two or three exchanges of shots. Then Raven’s car pulled up behind me, and I heard her voice. “Help Jovani! I’ll cover you!”

      She started shooting, and her first shot hit the attacker in the body. He slumped over a little and stopped shooting, though he was still trying to bring his gun up so he could resume firing. I jumped up and sprinted past him, but he kept trying to do everything he could to get a second shot. Raven hit him again, and he broke off his attack and tried to crawl away.

      Meanwhile, I was climbing up the side of the burning car to try to get to the door and pull Jovani out to safety. The whole idea of using him as human bait had seemed like common sense, but now that his car was burning right in front of me, I couldn’t take it quite so casually.

      He might not be a good example of a human being, but he was a human being. As another human being, the idea of burning alive in an overturned car was absolutely horrifying, and I wanted to spare him that awful fate if possible.

      As I tried to climb up the side of the burning vehicle, the gunman struggled to crawl away from Raven and abandon the gunfight. He had held out as long as he could, but we had finally created more trouble than he could handle. I wasn’t watching him really, because I was climbing the car, but I did see him do something out of the corner of my eye. It almost looked like he was putting his hand up to his mouth.

      I made it to the top of the burning vehicle, or more accurately the side of the vehicle if it had not flipped over. There were flames all around me, but they were the low flames of a fire that smolders rather than rages. I felt the heat from below my body, but I reached down and grabbed the door handle, then tried to yank it open.

      When I touched the handle, the only reason I didn’t smell burning flesh immediately was that I had prosthetic limbs. As it was, I felt a strange sensation—not pain exactly, but the feeling that something just wasn’t right.

      I pulled my hand away from the handle just as quickly as I’d grabbed it, but I soon realized that I would have to grab it again. Jovani was still inside, and the car was still burning. If I couldn’t manage to get that door open, he would burn alive.

      I pulled on the handle again, and this time I pulled so hard I practically ripped the door off its hinges. My prosthetic limbs are powerful, and this time I was using my full strength. The door sprung open, and I almost went flying off the side of the car.

      It was only at that point that I realized why it had been so hard to pull the door open on my first attempt. The door had been locked, of course, because Jovani was our prisoner. The lock had refused to disengage when I yanked on it the first time—as any good lock will do—and that had forced me to push my augments, using their full strength in a way I rarely did.

      That’s why the door had ripped open so violently, and why I had practically pulled it completely off the car. Now that the door had been forced open, I was able to lean in and look for Jovani Pang. I found him lying back against the seat he’d been sitting in, his eyes wide open and staring blankly at the ceiling.

      The man was dead, and it was clear from the look on his face that he had died choking for fresh air as smoke filled the vehicle. He must have felt how fast his car was going, and he must have recognized the vehicle’s evasive actions for what they were even without a screen to show him what was happening outside.

      This man had spent the final few minutes of his life in the dark, before finally choking to death.

      The armor plating on the car had been damaged badly enough to allow smoke to fill the vehicle. I could still smell the acrid stench of it, and my sight was hazy as it drifted up from inside the car.

      I reached under his armpits and pulled him up from the seat, calling out to Raven at the same time. “Jovani’s dead!”

      It hadn’t been our plan for him to die, but it hadn’t exactly been against our plan either. He was simply a pawn, allowing us to dispose of several of the enemy’s assassins and expose another person who was in on the conspiracy.

      Raven had stepped out of the car and leaned down over the assassin’s body. Now she straightened up and looked at me.

      “So’s the assassin,” she told me, her voice flat and cold. That’s how Raven was when it came to death, or at least the deaths she was personally responsible for. “I think he took an L-pill. None of his gunshot wounds would have killed him so quickly.”

      I was once again struck by the man’s total determination. Having achieved his task to the best of his ability—having fully succeeded in fact, although he didn’t know it—he had consciously chosen to put an end to his own life, rather than risk surviving his bullet wounds and being questioned by us.

      What could give a person that level of inner strength? Not money, surely. Money’s a serious motivator, but it doesn’t produce that kind of certitude. Only a cause can do that, and I knew what cause that was. The cause of the Eleven, who claimed they were the guardians of peace throughout the solar system.

      MetSec vehicles pulled up a moment later, as tardy as usual. They yelled and pointed weapons at us, and demanded that we put our hands on our heads. We did what they said, but when they pulled up our IDs they were both surprised and apologetic.

      “Who was the victim?” one of the officers asked me, gesturing at the frightened eyes of Jovani Pang. He was speaking to me as if I really was an Inspector General, a conclusion I could not afford to discourage.

      “A high-value informant,” I replied. “Organized crime case.”

      That’s the version of the story that made the news that night, along with a highly falsified account of how the assassination attempt had been made and who had made it. I got the impression the officer who interviewed us was truly angry at the death of our supposed informant, and that he would even have attempted to solve the case for us… if he only could have.

      When we finally got back to the Inspector General’s Office, we had to listen to a long and multi-faceted lecture about our cowboy behavior, and how our field commander was going to tear us a new one just as soon as she returned to the office. Is that the case? I thought. Well, she’ll have to come home first, won’t she?

      When the lecture from Andrea’s commanding officer was over, we were finally able to go in and meet with Vincenzo Veraldi, supposedly so he could give us a lecture even longer and more terrifying. Instead he greeted us soberly and gestured in the direction of a row of coffee cups.

      No donuts, though. I guess it wasn’t that kind of meeting.

      “So, Jovani Pang is dead?” he asked.

      I nodded. “Yeah. I’m afraid he is. We had to deal with a whole squad of motorcycle hitmen. One of them ended up getting through.”

      He nodded solemnly. “Okay. It’s unfortunate that Pang is dead, and even more unfortunate that he died so… publicly. But keeping Jovani alive was never our primary concern.”

      He was right, it wasn’t. And although I wanted to say something, I just didn’t dare to say a word. The plan had been largely my idea, after all.

      “Are you saying it worked?” I asked him.

      “Yes, it did.” He nodded. “Everyone we warned about the transfer sent me a warning about it this morning… except for one.”

      “So, who was the one?” asked Raven. “Don’t leave us hanging!”

      “The one was a man named Oliver Worth, Speaker of the House of Commons. We must now consider him a person of interest.”

      “What exactly did you find?” asked Andrew.

      “I intercepted a communication from Oliver Worth’s personal dataspike to an unknown recipient shortly after the information about the prisoner transfer reached his staff.”

      “Isn’t that really just circumstantial?” Raven asked.

      “Perhaps,” said Veraldi, “but I don’t think so. Since we were in his dataspike, I had Thomas review his message history. Thomas, are you there?”

      Thomas was still at the safehouse with Edward Yeun, but he was hooked into the meeting through a dataspike call. “Yes, Vincenzo. Of course, I’m here. What can I do for you?”

      “I need you to tell them what you found out about Oliver Worth.”

      There was a slight pause. “Excuse me, but just to clarify… do you want everything I found out about Oliver Worth, or just the bits that are relevant immediately?”

      “You can write us a full report when you have the free time, but right now we only want the relevant bits.”

      “Okay, Veraldi. Well, the relevant bits are just a single bit. That bit does seem to be highly significant, though. Shortly before the attempt on the life of Edward Yeun, Mr. Worth made a call to the same unknown party. In this call, he shared information about Mr. Yeun’s personal schedule.”

      If Edward Yeun had been there to hear that, I had little doubt he would have killed the Speaker of the House of Commons himself. After all, the man’s involvement in this situation had almost cost him his life.

      “Okay. That’s more than a coincidence,” Raven conceded. “So, what do we do with this information?”

      “What do we do with it?” asked Thomas haughtily. “We don’t do anything, because we includes you. Unless you’re claiming to have hacking skills equal to my own?”

      Raven shook her head. “I never claimed that. I never even implied it.”

      “Okay, then. Well, what do I do with it? As in Thomas Young, the only expert hacker employed by Section 9?”

      Andrew coughed quietly, but everyone ignored him.

      “Yes, Thomas,” replied Raven. “What do you do with it?”

      “The UUID of this contact isn’t registered, so under normal conditions I couldn’t really do anything.”

      Raven bit her lip, her facial expression one of barely controlled irritation. “Then what was that all about?!”

      “It’s all perfectly logical, you just have to give me a moment to explain. The UUID of this contact isn’t registered, no, but the dataspike is still in use. In practical terms, that means that I am able to triangulate the location of the user. Approximately at least.”

      “You’re able to do it?” asked Veraldi. “Or you’ve already done it?”

      “Yes, I’ve already done it. This mysterious individual is located somewhere in Norwich.”

      “You know what, Thomas?” Raven’s voice was tense, like a whip that has flexed but has yet to crack. “You are the most long-winded, performative—”

      “Enough of that,” Veraldi interrupted. He did his best to get the conversation back on track. “So, the man Oliver Worth was speaking with is located someplace in Norwich. Very well. What exactly can we do with that information, Thomas?”

      “Like any other piece of information, it’s really just a piece to be fit into the puzzle. I’ve spent much of today reviewing the feed from surveillance cameras, filtering the results to find any individuals who have appeared in both Norwich and London. As soon as I find such an individual, I filter it further, hoping to find those who also appeared in London in the places and times coinciding with the attacks.”

      “And there you have it,” Veraldi commented. “If Thomas’s search produces any results, we may soon know the identity of yet another suspect. In this case, I suppose you could define him as some kind of middleman.”

      He turned to Andrew. “I need you to get access to the bodies of the attackers in the MetSec morgue and retrieve their biometrics. We need to know who these people are in order to get some sense of what's going on.”

      Andrew nodded. “I’m on it.”

      Veralid turned to me next. “If you ask me, Oliver Worth is the most important new development. He’s much higher placed than the person who merely facilitated the various failed assassinations… whoever that may be.”

      “I’m not sure about that,” replied Raven. “The way this whole plot has been structured so far, Cabinet Ministers are used as pawns, and gangsters in the RST have been the ones moving all the pieces. If Worth is calling someone whose identity we don’t know, I think we have to assume that person may be central to the plot.”

      “Maybe so,” conceded Veraldi. “But at the moment, the essential point is the one you just made. We don’t know who this person from Norwich really is, so Oliver Worth is our most important candidate right now. I think it’s time he got a visit from Section 9.”

      “Won’t that draw even more public attention?” I asked.

      “Not if you handle it discreetly.” I’d like to say Veraldi was glaring at me, but it was worse than that. What Vincenzo was really doing was looking at me like I was too stupid to understand what he’d just said. “I’m not asking you to strongarm the man like a couple of cheap gangsters. I just want you to install a mimic device in his house. Well, several mimics, actually.”

      A mimic device was a piece of surveillance equipment designed to perfectly imitate a known and common object that would arouse no suspicion. That wasn’t what I was focused on at the moment, though.

      “What do you mean by a couple of cheap gangsters?” I asked. “Are you sending someone in there with me?”

      “I’m sending Raven. After the success you two had infiltrating Minister Lindelt’s home and retrieving the information from his hard drive, I’m confident you can install a few mimic devices into Oliver Worth’s home successfully.”

      “Shouldn’t we get his office, too?” I asked. “He might feel safer doing his scheming there…”

      “Yes, he might. But I’ll be hitting Worth’s office myself, so that leaves his home for you and Raven.”

      “Hey, I don’t mind,” Raven suddenly announced. “Tycho and I work well together.”

      Andrew seemed to smirk a little, but he wasn’t dumb enough to say anything. When you work with a sniper, it’s usually better not to tease them too openly.
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      Oliver Worth didn’t have money. He had wealth.

      With that wealth came power and all the trappings of a life lived in places where decisions had impacts well beyond those of little people. His home wasn’t a house, it was a property, built so long ago that the history was murky, but the value was not.

      That age was a good thing as far as we were concerned, because it meant that all the security systems were installed long after the construction of the building itself. Adding tech to an elegant pile of bricks was always dodgy—the wiring never fit, and the tech was always a little off, meaning compromises were made.

      And compromises meant Thomas could get us into the home faster, quieter, and with less effort. We liked that.

      “Alright, Tycho,” he told me over the dataspike. “I haven’t shut off the security system, but I made a few changes for you. First, the security cameras are playing a three-hour loop of whatever they saw before you got there—it’s a rock-n-roll that won’t end until we say it does. To anyone who checks the screens, you’ll be invisible. Second, the androids he uses for staff have been programmed to recognize you as having permission to be there. You’re one of them, as of now, so do remember to wipe your feet. Not only will they ignore whatever you get up to, they’ll even bring you a mixed drink if you ask them to. I’d recommend something with the bourbon. Heard his collection is stellar.”

      “I doubt we’ll be asking them for any mixed drinks,” Raven replied, “but we do appreciate all the extra bells and whistles.”

      “Only an animal would mix bourbon,” I said, earning a snort from Raven, who was in the process of stroking Thomas to make their disagreement fade into memory.

      “Indeed,” Thomas said, preening. Her flattery was working.

      We were sitting on a park bench, watching the house from across the street. There was no one else around—it was a quiet neighborhood, the kind where you pay extra for the quiet, and even more for living trees—and we were waiting for the go-ahead. When the place was empty, Thomas would tell us, and we would make our entry.

      The front door opened, and a woman stepped out and walked down the staircase without even glancing at us, serene in the confidence of the truly wealthy. If anyone asked her later, she wouldn’t remember having seen two people across the street, because her thoughts were on herself, and the next task, and her day.

      “That’s the wife,” Thomas told us. “She’s usually out for several hours, so you ought to be able to work uninterrupted. The house is completely empty.”

      “We’re going in,” I said, standing and smoothing the front of my uniform. I might be a fake pest exterminator, but I didn’t have to be sloppy. “How do I look?”

      “Lethal,” Raven said. “At least to insects.”

      “Good.”

      We got up from the park bench and walked across the street, and I opened the front door as if it wasn’t even locked—which it wasn’t, thanks to Thomas and his smooth hack.

      I took my work bag off my shoulder and began the process of installing a series of mimic devices in every room where anyone seemed likely to have a conversation. I pulled a control panel interface from my work bag to replace the one on the wall. It was a simple matter to swap it with ours, which was wired with a mic and transceiver.

      There was no tension in the air because we had Thomas, and we had our hack in place.

      “You know, sneaking into someone’s home makes me nostalgic,” Raven said, dropping a fake paperweight on Worth’s desk. It was an exact replica, except for the mic. Worth and his family wouldn’t be able to breathe without us hearing it.

      “Nostalgic?” I laughed. “A childhood memory of breaking and entering?”

      “Well, no. I don’t have any happy childhood memories. Nostalgia isn’t really the right word for it, but it makes me feel something. Something good. Or close to it.”

      “Did you use to bug your father’s conversations or something?”

      She tensed, and I exhaled, watching her from the corner of my eye.

      “No, but I did have to sneak around a lot to avoid running into him. That’s the whole history of my childhood, really. Going out of my way not to run into Dad. My life was constant avoidance. That’s it.”

      That sounded terrible to me, so I asked a question that was bland enough to work. “Are you still in touch with him?”

      There was a pause, then she turned to look me in the eyes.

      “Not possible, at least not in this universe.” She grinned strangely and stood up, then moved on into the next room to install the next device. As she was walking through the hallway, her words drifted back to me, light and casual. “I can’t, because I killed him.”

      I knew Raven was a killer, of course. That was really her specialty in Section 9. Even so, her delivery was blasé.

      “He deserved it,” she said into the growing silence.

      “Naturally,” I said, lifting a chair to place a bug.

      She went into a door on the left that led to a child’s bedroom and immediately began installing another device, this time a camera disguised in a lamp. She placed the original in our work bag, part of a growing pile of Worth’s possessions we were accumulating as we gradually replaced them with our mimics. Room by room, we took hold in his house, a forest of eyes and ears all designed to pry his life apart, one image and sound at a time.

      “I grew up in Battersea,” Raven told me. “In all the years since I left, I don’t think I’ve been back there to visit. Not even once.”

      “That must have been a hard way to start your adult life.”

      “Everything’s hard, Tycho. The quicker you accept that, the easier life gets. You know this.”

      “I do.”

      An android walked into the room and waited silently for an order. “Dismissed,” I said, watching as it turned without a sound and methodically padded away down the long hallway.

      “I’m sorry about your dad,” I offered, unsure if she was done speaking to me. Her tone was casual, but her eyes were bright with memory—I could see that even in the  dim light of the home.

      She shook her head, but not in anger. “Don’t be. I’m not. It’s just something I don’t usually talk about much.”

      Her words were a generosity, then. “Thanks for telling me.”

      She finished planting a device under the bed and stood up again, saying, “The next one is yours to do.”

      I fished around in the bag as we went into the living room, and replaced a smoke alarm with our identical version.  It had a naturally high vantage point by design, and no one ever thought to check those unless they needed changing. It’s incredible how many things just disappear into the periphery of life.

      “What ended up happening after that?” I asked her. “I mean, I assume you didn’t get caught?”

      “Long story. After my father died, I didn’t just leave Battersea. I left the country and lived abroad for a few years surviving on my wits, like any street kid. I knew violence. I knew shame, let’s say. I definitely knew pain. But all of that made me what I am today, and I’m not sorry. My skills were honed. Earned. Hell, burglary was second nature to me by the time I was an adult, even if I’ve lost some of my touch.”

      She shrugged, grinning. “Got to keep your fingers busy to stop them from rusting. And I didn’t have a Thomas with me out there to shut off systems and let me walk through houses like I owned them.”

      “I take it you got arrested?” I asked.

      She nodded. “Caught red-handed in some rich guy’s house, trying to decide which of the antiques was really worth something. I got cuffed and hauled out of there, but they decided they didn’t want to waste the time and money it would have taken to convict me. I was from the North Atlantic States, after all, so they could save a fair bit of taxpayer money by deporting me. Quick and easy, just another street rat with a dirty face and dirtier heart.”

      “And you were wanted for murder back here?”

      “I thought so, but I wasn’t. They didn’t even suspect me, or else they didn’t care enough about my father’s death to even look into it now that a few years had passed. I kept my mouth shut, and when they didn’t ask me any serious questions about my father, I knew I was in the clear.”

      “So what did they end up doing with you?”

      “They made me a ward of the state until I reached the age of majority. It wasn’t the best outcome, but—” She shrugged, and I had the sense that she was keeping something to herself. I couldn’t tell if she wanted to keep going, so I gave her the choice. I asked.

      “What happened next?”

      She gave me a smile, and it looked weirdly sweet and vulnerable. “I think I’ve done all the sharing I can handle for right now. What about you, Mr. Barrett? Do you have any horrible childhood traumas you’d care to discuss with me?”

      “My childhood would bore you,” I replied. “I had a pretty normal life, right up until the day my wife died. Average family, average home, average career as an engineer. Average marriage with an average divorce, and the average self-immolating hatred that goes with that little paper that says you failed as a spouse. As a human.”

      “You’re right, that does sound boring.” She was smiling when she said it, though, which took the sting out. “So it was your wife’s death? That, um, built you? Into this?”

      “In a roundabout way, yeah.” I finished configuring the device I was working on, and we moved on to still another room, this one even more tastefully exhausting, every wall ripe with things that cost more than my life.

      “I joined the Arbiter Force to try to get myself killed,” I said matter-of-factly. “Not that I was conscious of that at the time. I had an interesting conversation with the guy who ended up becoming my Senior Arbiter, and he told me this long story about what his life was like. It sounded dangerous, but kind of noble in a way. I thought I could be noble too, do something good, and die with a clear conscience.”

      “You must have really loved her,” she said, her voice gentle.

      “I did, but that wasn’t really why. It was more that I blamed myself for how she died. She’d been driving a car I had custom-built for her, and she would never have died if not for the modifications I’d made to it. I tinkered, she died, and I was left with the ashes. I didn’t know what to do after that. All I knew was that I was somehow wrong.”

      “Yes, I remember you told me that before. But you wanted her to be safe, not dead. You weren’t malicious.”

      She put a hand on my back to comfort me, and I felt a wave of... shame? Maybe. An echo, at least, of who I’d been back then, and it wasn’t a man I wanted to be. Raven felt it in my body, and her hand went very still.

      “Tycho,” she said quietly.

      She pulled on my arm to turn me around and our arms slipped around each other, as natural as gravity, and just as strong. My breath grew short, and she was close enough for me to catch the sweet smell of her hair. Her eyes were wide, her lips, parted.

      I started to say her name, but she cut me off.

      “Less talking,” she said, pulling me closer. Our lips touched, and the room fell away, just like my memories, and then there was only her.
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      I found myself wanting to deepen the kiss and cupped my hand behind Raven’s head to pull her closer. She let me and, for just a moment, I let myself get lost in her. Then Raven put a palm gently on my chest and drew back.

      “We can’t,” she managed to say, though the words didn’t hold much conviction. I started to say that she was right, but she shook her head and kept going. “We can’t right now.”

      Oh. That made sense. The kiss had thrown me off enough that I had all but forgotten where we were and what we were doing.

      “The last device is set,” I told her. “Let’s move out and report back.”

      Silent understanding passed between us, and we slipped out of Oliver Worth’s house and blended into the local foot traffic. We traveled back to the Inspector General’s Office in a companionable silence that neither of us felt the need to break.

      Vincenzo glanced up at us as we came in, then straightened in his chair with an expectant look. “How did it go at Worth’s place?”

      “No issues,” I assured him. “The mission was a success.”

      “I’m glad to hear it. Now all that’s left to do is wait.”

      That was the worst part about surveillance. While Section 9 had access to next gen gear like we’d installed in Oliver Worth’s house, we couldn’t make someone incriminate themselves.

      When you plant a listening device, it’s mostly about luck and patience. It can be hours, days, or weeks before you catch anything at all. And even when you do hear something, it isn’t usually all that useful—a man listening to his wife talk about her day at work, or two children arguing about what game to play. Or worse—hours of reality programming on the holo.

      The quality of our mimic devices was good enough that we would have heard every last detail of any conversation, right down to a person clearing his throat or passing gas. We didn’t hear any of that, though, because there was no one home.

      I sat with the others listening to the dead air of an empty house for a couple of hours until Worth finally arrived home. When the equipment picked up the sound of the front door opening, everyone went still.

      At first Worth did nothing out of the ordinary, just a man going about his usual business after a long day. I perked up when his phone rang, but it was only his wife telling him she was bringing home dinner.

      They spent the next few hours talking the way married couples did, then retired to the bedroom. I gave up and decided to take a break when the giggling started. Vincenzo shot me a knowing look, then waved me off.

      Fifteen minutes later, I was back and the fireworks seemed to be over. Veraldi put a finger to his lips, indicating I should stay quiet. Andrew Jones was in the office too, pointing at his ear to tell me to listen.

      I connected my opticals to our bugs and immediately heard Worth’s voice on the other end. “So, that’s our current progress. As you can see, we’ve been getting a lot of interference. They know something about this project and are doing everything they can to sabotage it.”

      A clipped, arrogant voice replied. “Do we know what they know? It seems to me that’s the essential point…”

      “They’ve been all over the place, which makes it hard to be sure. They may be mostly ignorant, but they make up for that with their sheer flair for destruction.”

      “Yes, I had observed that quality in them,” the voice commented drily. “Of course, some of your associates are largely the same. I must say, rocket launchers on the highway?”

      “Yes, that was a miscalculation.” Worth seemed pained by the topic. “Even so, I see no reason to think they know anything about the Sol-6 Treaty.”

      We do now, I thought. Veraldi shot me a quick grin, and I nodded in response. Andrew’s face registered surprise, and I could see him looking something up on his dataspike, no doubt refreshing his memory on the subject.

      “Worth, are we even sure that this project will actually result in the defeat of the Treaty?”

      “I’m confident it will. Secretary-General de Beauvoir is the architect and driving force behind Sol-6. When she is gone, there’s no one else with the charisma or the connections to push the Treaty through.”

      So, the Cabinet Ministers were being blackmailed, but Oliver Worth was not. The Speaker of the House of Commons of the North Atlantic States was behind the plan to assassinate Claudette de Beauvoir.

      Listening to Worth talk to the unsub, I couldn’t help but feel that their thinking was somewhat flawed. Yes, it was possible that assassinating de Beauvoir would kill the Treaty she was pushing for. It was also possible that her murder would have the exact opposite effect. She could end up as a kind of martyr, a selfless patriot who had done everything she could for the solar system. Her supporters would certainly be likely to push that interpretation, and it could be enough to get the Treaty to pass. Why would anyone adopt a potentially self-defeating strategy?

      Then again, the Eleven certainly knew enough about strategy. They’d been playing the long game for eight hundred years now. Of course, I didn’t really know why they had chosen to involve themselves, and their reasons could well be different from those of Oliver Worth. Still, if they supported this plot for whatever reason, then it must have some merit.

      The new treaty was designed to supersede the Treaty of Settlement, the agreement that regulated the relations between the six major governments of the solar system. The signatories to the Treaty of Settlement included the Sol Federation, along with Venus, the United Martian States, the Jovian Alliance, the Saturn Union, and The Pallas Flotilla.

      “Are you so sure the treaty has no other major supporters?” asked the man on the phone.

      “None who could push it through to ratification,” Worth replied with a scoff. “What effect does it have for a politician from The Pallas Flotilla to support Sol-6? It alienates another politician from the Jovian Alliance, who distrusts and fears The Pallas Flotilla. Without a convincing leader from the Sol Federation itself, this treaty will be seen as an attempt by one of the other nations to seize control at the expense of the others.”

      “Yes, I suppose so,” the other man replied, his tone growing thoughtful. “Even so, there are those who remain attached to the proposed treaty.”

      Worth’s reply was biting. “That treaty is bullshit. Except for those who seek to finalize their theft of our sovereignty!”

      The existing treaty was a little vague and left the issue of the Sol Federation’s degree of authority less than entirely clear. Just like the Federation’s relationship with the North Atlantic States, this vagueness had given the Sol Federation room to claim steadily more authority over time. The Sol-6 Treaty was intended to resolve the issue once and for all, by clarifying exactly what the legal status of all the new signatories would end up being.

      Of course, this clarification would basically make the status quo into formal law, ratifying every expansion of the Sol Federation’s effective authority that had occurred since the signing of the Treaty of Settlement. To any political leader who valued the sovereignty of his own independent nation, this could only be seen as a major disaster.

      Instead of being able to claim that they were separate nations, the various governments of the solar system would be forced to acknowledge the authority of the Sol Federation as an established fact. Rather than being national governments as most of them claimed, they would be relegated officially to the status of regional governments.

      In reality, not all the citizens of the various nations saw the issue as one of nationalism. For many of the solar system’s inhabitants, no matter what nation they actually belonged to, humanity’s destiny was as a unified people. These Federationists were the ones pushing the treaty, and Claudette de Beauvoir was their golden ticket to getting that done.

      There were many different provisions to the Sol-6 Treaty, but the most essential was the clarification of the role of the Sol Federation military. Sol-6 would grant the Sol Federation the official right to military interdiction in off-world conflict, in exchange for granting equal legislative power to all signatories. This would have a certain advantage for whichever governments signed the Treaty, as it would give them some influence over Federation policy.

      On the other hand, it would effectively unite the entire system under a single government. This seemed to be the main point that Worth and his friend objected to.

      “It is undignified,” Worth was saying. “When I hear these Federationists ranting about all the advantages of the treaty, all I can hear is the braying of traitors. Don’t they have any loyalty to their own nations, their own peoples? Why would everyone want us all to be the same?”

      “We all know how you feel,” came the curt reply. “And you’re not alone. I feel the same way myself, but there’s no point in ranting to each other about it. We need to take action, and we need to do it soon. If we wait too long, de Beauvoir’s movement could build too much momentum for us to stop this treaty.”

      Worth took a breath before continuing. “You’re right, of course. Absolutely right.”

      They went on like that for a little while, but eventually whoever Worth was talking to announced that he had to go, and they said their goodbyes.

      Veraldi turned to look at us. “This investigation into Worth is already paying off. We now know who’s behind the plan and why they’re doing it.”

      “We still don’t know anything about the connection to the Eleven,” pointed out Jones.

      “You’re right, we don’t,” he replied. “Still, I think we have enough to move this into high gear.”

      It looked like we’d finally made some headway and were on track to bringing the case to a close. We couldn’t have been more wrong.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      We held our next meeting with Edward Yeun at the Section 3 safehouse so Thomas could attend in person to share new information.

      Yeun was in the living room, engrossed in something with an expression of pure focus. My footsteps must have alerted him to my presence, however, because his eyes refocused on the room a few seconds later. “Reading up on Go strategy,” he explained.

      I nodded but didn’t say anything. Perhaps his losses to Andrew had bothered him more than I realized.

      “So,” he continued. “How’s it going?”

      “Things are looking up and we’ve come into some interesting information. Turns out the plot is being organized by Oliver Worth.”

      His eyes got big. “Meaning it’s not just the cabinet ministers.”

      “Correct. Worth has a lot more to do with it than they do. They’re being blackmailed. Not that it excuses anything. But Worth is an enthusiastic participant.”

      He shook his head. “It’s hard to see how this ends without a war.”

      “I’m afraid that’s what we’re headed toward,” I agreed.

      Veraldi and Jones came in together, followed by Raven a few minutes later. The only person who wasn’t in the living room was Young, not counting the missing Andrea.

      “Where’s Thomas?” asked Andrew, sweeping a gaze over the room and frowning.

      Vincenzo shrugged. “He must be in his bedroom. Someone probably ought to go check on him.”

      “I’ll go get him,” volunteered Raven, deliberately passing close enough that we touched as she went by.

      Within a matter of seconds, the sound of her fist hitting Thomas’ door, followed by muffled shouting, reached our ears. Andrea had always taken on the difficult task of managing Thomas and his prickly personality. The prospect of an unmanageable Thomas suddenly loomed large in my imagination, and I realized how much Andrea’s presence had done for us where he was concerned.

      “That’s one approach,” muttered Andrew.

      Finally, the pair joined us in the living room, her face a strange mix of irritation and amusement. Thomas, on the other hand, only looked irritated. “Well, everyone. Raven has informed me that we’re having a meeting.”

      Andrew sighed. “Thomas, you’re the one who called the—”

      Veraldi interrupted. “I understand you found something out for us?”

      “Of course, I found something out for you. That’s what I do. That’s what I was doing, in fact, when I was interrupted a few moments ago.”

      Raven smiled sweetly. “Boot. Face,” she said, obviously reminding him of whatever she’d threatened him with to get him out here.

      He took a step back. “Since you’re all here, I am certainly happy to fill you in. I have completed my analysis of the video files.”

      “What video files?” I asked.

      “From the state security apparatus,” he replied, somewhat haughtily. “I would have thought that was obvious.”

      “Things aren’t always as obvious to us as they are to you,” Veraldi pointed out, taking on Andrea’s role of keeping Thomas buttered up. “Why don’t you just assume the rest of us don’t know anything and explain what you found.”

      Thomas smiled for the first time. “Ah, standard procedure then. Very well. My analysis of the security video files shows former Arbiter Byron Harewood to have been present at the prisoner transport attack. He didn’t take a leading role this time, as you’ll see.”

      The video in question arrived on my dataspike, and I wasted no time in playing it. As Thomas had said, it was Byron. As much as I didn’t want to believe what I was seeing, there was no mistaking the man’s identity. He was standing on an overpass crossing the M22, apparently speaking to one of the bikers that had attacked us.

      “I don’t get it.” I shook my head, more in amazement than disbelief. “The man I worked with never broke a rule in his whole damn life. The idea of him as a criminal mastermind just doesn’t make sense.”

      “Think of Katerina Capanelli,” Veraldi pointed out. “She went from being the field commander of Section 9 to becoming an assassin for Ivan Solovyov. Somehow, the Eleven can be quite convincing.”

      “Solovyov did his best to convince me too,” I replied. “But I’m having a hard time buying this.”

      Veraldi frowned. “If I remember correctly, you didn’t see him as such a saint when you were actually working with him.”

      Okay, maybe it did make sense on some level.

      I recalled my own suspicions about Byron. At one point I had been confident he was a traitor, responsible for the death of Gabriel Anderson’s widow Sophie. Something about the whole affair still felt off and I couldn’t shake it. Some time had passed since Sophie’s death, and my primary memory of Byron was of a man who lived every moment by the book.

      “Point taken,” I conceded. “Did you find anything else, Thomas?”

      “Indeed I did. Harewood has recently appeared on the surveillance network in Norwich. The video showed him as the single occupant of a vehicle heading out to the countryside. I sent a drone, and it followed Harewood to a secluded farmhouse outside the metropolitan area.”

      Veraldi raised his eyebrows. “We know where Harewood is?”

      “Well no, not yet.” Thomas blinked a few times as if confused by the question. “We know no such thing. I am the one who knows where Harewood is.”

      Veraldi scowled and the room went quiet. He stared at Thomas as though he might chastise the other man but shook his head instead. “I suppose you’re right, Thomas. You know and we don’t. Why don’t you tell us where Harewood is so we can pick him up?”
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      Several hours later, I found myself in the Norfolk countryside, with another member of the Inspector General’s Office named Quentin Pike. There were other Inspectors in hiding all over the property, acting on a warrant Veraldi had acquired for us.

      I was tasked with organizing the raid to arrest Byron Harewood. I was the only Section 9 agent involved in the raid, perhaps to reduce the chatter in the office about our tight-knit group of Inspectors. Veraldi had assigned me to pick a team of people, plan the strategy for the raid, and get the team in place.

      I observed Byron’s farmhouse from the staging area a kilometer up the road from his property. There’d been no sign of anyone entering or leaving, and even through the monocular I couldn’t find anything to suggest there was anyone home except Byron.

      “See anything?” asked Quentin.

      “Negative,” I replied. “Let’s send in the missionaries.”

      The missionaries were a pair of agents whose job was to knock on Byron’s door and engage him in conversation. If he didn’t just open fire on them as soon as they got close, then the rest of us would be able to close in on the house while he was distracted with them.

      Quentin subvocalized the order. Alpha-2, you’re up.

      I found myself holding my breath as they approached the door. They got there without looking too obvious and knocked. No answer.

      The Inspectors covering the back were ready in case Byron tried to escape that way, but he didn’t make a run for it. The two missionaries knocked again, and the front door finally opened, albeit slowly. Byron poked his head out, looking confused by their presence but unconcerned. For a man involved in a plot to start a war that would engulf the solar system, he didn’t seem too worried about strangers at his doorstep.

      Something was nagging at me. This was where I would have expected—if not panic—a smirk or some tell that gave away the fact that Byron thought he was in control. Instead I only saw genuine confusion.

      One of the two agents reached out and grabbed his wrist, and the other one had him cuffed before he could pull back. The motion was smooth, and Byron was in custody less than twenty seconds after opening his door.

      “They’ve got him,” I reported. “Everyone move in.”

      From every direction, Inspectors General left their cover and descended on the house. By the time I approached his front door, Byron still hadn’t figured out what was going on. He wasn’t resisting either. He just stood there in his doorway, staring at us with wide eyes. It was only as I was getting closer that I realized he didn’t know me as Jean-Paul Baudri, Inspector General. Until we had him in a private location, I couldn’t afford to let Byron see me, because he might call out my real name and blow my cover in front of all my coworkers. Just as I turned, I noticed him looking in my direction. Was it already too late?

      A black car pulled in, and more Inspectors jumped out. I stepped around behind the car, and Quentin Pike found me there a moment later.

      “Everything okay, Jean-Paul?”

      “Yeah, everything’s fine. I’m just going to put off the first contact.”

      Something like suspicion tightened his features for a moment, but he didn’t press the issue. “Okay. Look, I heard you don’t want him in our regular holding cells?”

      I nodded. “This is a sensitive case. That attack on the highway could only have been carried out by a sophisticated network. I’m going back to my vehicle. I want you to bring him there. I’ll transport him for questioning.”

      “This is really unusual,” he protested. “It goes against protocol.”

      “It’s how Guiado told me to handle it,” I said with a shrug.

      By giving him Veraldi’s cover name, I could buy myself some time, but eventually the hierarchy of the Inspector General’s Office would want to know what we’d done with this man. I was really pushing the limits of our assumed identity as Inspectors General, but there was no other way to get the time alone with Byron that Section 9 would need.

      “Okay, Jean-Paul. If the higher ups come down on us, it’s your ass.”

      “Understood,” I assured him.

      He didn’t look convinced, but he went off to do what I’d asked him. Twenty minutes later, the door to my car popped open again. They shoved Byron in the car, pushing his head down so he wouldn’t bump it on the doorframe. Then Quentin reached in and belted Byron in place securely.

      Byron still wore a bewildered expression, and he was starting to look more than a little scared. His hands were cuffed in front of him, and little beads of sweat stood out on his forehead.

      “You okay in here with the suspect?” Quentin asked.

      When Byron heard that word, his head swiveled and he looked right at me.

      “No problem,” I replied, hoping Byron would keep his mouth shut long enough for me to pull this off.

      I exhaled in relief when Quentin closed the door. The second he did, I turned to find Byron staring at me with what looked like incomprehension.

      “What the hell are you doing here, Barrett?”
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      It was an awkward ride back to London with Byron. The last time I’d seen him had been in the city of Sif, a strange and almost lawless place where he had done his best to kill me. I’d killed his partner instead, and he’d been forced to live with it when all the charges against me were dropped. I had often wondered if he bore me a grudge because of that, but I could only assume he probably did.

      “What am I doing here?” I repeated. “That should be obvious by now. I’m taking you into custody.”

      “How can you take me into custody?” he demanded. “You’re a murderer, Tycho.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Not under the law.”

      In recent days, I’d been unable to think of Byron as a professional assassin because he had always been such a straight arrow. Now that he was sitting right here in front of me, I vividly remembered my old suspicions.

      “You killed my Junior Arbiter.” His jaw was clenched, and his fists were too. If he hadn’t been cuffed, he would probably have done his best to kill me right there.

      “I killed that man in self-defense,” I reminded him. “You shouldn’t have come after me.”

      “I had a warrant. You were wanted for murder.”

      “Those charges were dropped, as you might recall.”

      “Oh, I do.” His voice was bitter, and his eyes flashed with unbridled anger. “And now here you are. Cozy new life in a new state. Must be nice.”

      It wasn’t as simple as all that, but he didn’t need to know. “Both of us have left the Arbiter Force,” I told him. “And don’t pretend your hands are all that clean.”

      Byron’s brow creased in confusion. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      I had to admit that he was playing his bit exceptionally. If I hadn’t seen the video myself, I might have bought into the lie. “Drop the act, Bryon,” I replied. “No more talking. We’ll save the rest of this conversation for your interrogation.”

      He seemed about to respond, then clamped his jaw shut and turned to stare at his reflection in the black mirror of the car’s interior display. The drive to London was mostly silent after that, which I preferred, and when we finally reached the Section 3 safehouse that would be his new home for the foreseeable future, Byron didn’t say a word.

      A Section 3 agent was waiting as the car door opened. He reached in and put a black bag over Byron’s head. Byron didn’t resist as he was pulled out of the vehicle and led inside the building.

      The agent guided us through a kitchen and down a narrow set of stairs that led into a dank basement. Veraldi waited for us there, leaning against a metal table that had been bolted to the ground.

      He gestured at the single chair on the opposite side of the table. “Secure Mr. Harewood, please.”

      The Section 3 agent locked Byon’s cuffs to the table with practiced ease and stepped back to act as guard.

      It was standard protocol to keep prisoners waiting for a little while before interrogating them, but this time we were starting with the questioning. Sitting there restrained in a dirty basement, Byron didn’t look much like the self-confident Senior Arbiter he had once been. Instead he looked small, defeated, and weak.

      Veraldi sat down across from Byron, and I sat to Veraldi’s left.

      “Byron Harewood, formerly a Senior Arbiter with the Sol Federation Arbiter Force. Is this correct?” asked Veraldi.

      “I’m not answering any questions until you take this bag off my head.”

      “I can agree to that,” replied Veraldi, pulling the black bag from Byron’s face. “I’ll tell you this, though. If you give us any trouble, it goes back on and stays that way.”

      Some of Byron’s spark came back then. His eyes darkened with contempt, but he offered Veraldi a curt nod. “Fine. To answer your question, yes, I’m Byron Harewood. And yes, I used to be a Senior Arbiter.”

      “Let’s start there. Why did you leave the Arbiter Force?”

      Byron scoffed. “You should ask the guy sitting next to you. I was medically discharged from the Arbiters after what happened in Sif. After all the fighting, I just wanted some peace and quiet. Someplace where I could forget how badly my country screwed me over by dropping all the charges against Tycho here after he killed my partner. Retired to the countryside and been there ever since. Minded my own damn business and never had any problems until you people showed up at my door. ”

      “Is that why you decided to join the conspiracy?” asked Veraldi. “Feelings of bitterness toward the Sol Federation?”

      Byron’s forehead wrinkled as he processed the question. “Conspiracy? What conspiracy? I’ve been living on my pension. I never expected to see Tycho again in my life, and that was fine by me.”

      Shaking his head, Veraldi settled in and folded his hands together. “I’d like to believe you, Harewood, really. The thing is, we have you on video. We know exactly what you’ve been up to.”

      Byron raised an eyebrow. If he wasn’t as innocent as he claimed, he was an exceptionally talented actor. “I wasn’t aware farming had become illegal.”

      Veraldi glanced at me. Byron’s guileless attitude was still throwing me too. He had to know we had incriminating evidence against him, or else he wouldn’t have been picked up like he was.

      Turning back to Byron, Veraldi resumed the interrogation. “Why did you participate in the attempt on the life of Edward Yeun and the assassination of Jovani Pang?”

      The new line of questioning had Byron jerking back. His gaze went from Veraldi to me, then back to Veraldi. “Assasination? I don’t know what you’re playing at, but I’ve never heard of those people.”

      There it was again. A whisper at the edge of silence, trying to tell me something wasn’t right.

      “Let’s table that for now,” Veraldi suggested, switching tacks. “We know about the plot against the life of Sol Federation Secretary-General Claudette de Beauvoir. What can you tell us about that?”

      “Nothing,” Byron retorted, his voice starting to rise. When he pinned a look on me, I knew what was coming. “This is your doing. I guess it wasn’t enough to kill my partner. Now you’re coming for me and my reputation. You won’t get away with it. I’ll be fighting this alleged evidence with everything I’ve got because it’s fabricated.”

      He was getting agitated, and every word had the ring of truth. I turned to Veraldi. “Let’s take a break for a minute.”

      He nodded. “Okay.” We stood up and went out, leaving Byron alone in the room. When we got to the kitchen, Thomas Young was pouring himself a cup of coffee.

      “Any progress?” he asked us.

      “Not yet,” replied Veraldi. “Harewood claims he doesn’t know anything about anything.”

      Thomas snorted. “The video doesn’t lie.”

      “Even so,” I added, “I get the impression he believes what he’s telling us.”

      Veraldi gave me a quizzical look. “What do you mean, believes?”

      “Think about the Nightwatch,” I replied. “They were all infected through their dataspikes, right?”

      Thomas seemed intrigued. “You’re suggesting that he isn’t himself when he commits these crimes? That he’s under some sort of remote control?”

      I shrugged. “Nothing is impossible, I’ll put it that way. An updated version of August Marcenn’s technology, designed to take over a human brain temporarily. The malware is probably inside his dataspike right now and is only activated when he gets the command from his handlers.”

      Veraldi didn’t seem convinced. “I don’t know, Tycho. It sounds far-fetched, even to me. The Nightwatch were all incurably insane, remember?”

      “Technology evolves all the time,” I pointed out. “All it takes is someone with the will.”

      He shook his head. “What if Byron Harewood is a sleeper agent? He could have joined the Arbiter Force for cover and was activated only recently, when his handlers needed him.”

      Thomas gave both of us an exasperated look. “I’d like to reiterate one thing here. The evidence all points to a single obvious conclusion, that Byron Harewood is part of the conspiracy. Anything and everything beyond that is mere speculation. Since the evidence indicates that he is part of the conspiracy, the logical conclusion is that Byron is playing for time now that he’s been apprehended. You won’t get the truth out of him without additional pressure.”

      “We’re putting on the pressure right now,” Veraldi commented. “He thinks he’s going to be charged with the most serious crimes imaginable. Multiple life sentences at best, death at the worst. That's enough to scare just about anyone. ”

      “The Eleven can probably offer a great deal of protection,” Thomas returned matter-of-factly.

      I shook my head. “The Eleven don’t protect anyone, as Byron knows perfectly well. Jovani Pang was Solovyov’s son, and they executed him to keep him from talking. Now that Byron’s been captured, he’s on his own. If anything, they’ll kill him to keep him quiet.”

      Veraldi nodded. “I agree. In the end, he has to see it. We’re the only friends he has right now.”

      I shuddered at the thought of having Section 9 as your only friends. It didn’t seem likely to end well for Byron Harewood.

      “I’ve gone back and forth on Byron,” I mused. “I used to blame him for the murder of Gabriel Anderson’s widow, and I thought he was responsible for trying to frame me. But when I saw him in the back of that truck outside Edward Yeun’s apartment, I just couldn’t buy the idea that he had become a professional assassin. I know the man pretty well. I don’t think he was acting down there. Nothing struck me as anything less than genuine. Honestly, I don’t know what to make of it all.”

      “That’s the thing, isn’t it? You don’t need to.” Thomas was looking at me with annoyed patience, like he was explaining the situation to a small child for the third time. “The situation doesn’t require you to make a subjective assessment. All you need is the evidence, and the evidence all points in the same direction.”

      Ignoring his disdain, I forged ahead. “Byron’s capture was too easy,” I muttered, recalling the night’s earlier events.

      “It’s not that big a surprise,” Veraldi replied. “You had strong support, a heavy field team, and you took him by surprise. When everything lines up like that, it’s supposed to be easy.”

      I shook my head. “This man was a trained Arbiter. His attack on Edward almost succeeded, and at one point he had us both pinned down. Compared to what I saw on that day, this arrest was just too simple.”

      Thomas folded his arms. “What are you suggesting exactly?”

      “Byron getting caught could be part of a bigger plan,” I explained. “He, or whoever is pulling his strings, could have allowed it to happen.”

      “I doubt that,” said Veraldi. “How would Harewood have known you were coming? He isn’t getting out of here, so I can’t see what advantage they could have gained. Let’s stop going around in circles. We have a suspect in custody, we can threaten him with major charges, and he’ll have to come around and tell us the truth. He doesn’t want to be convicted of treason.”

      “I guess I agree,” I told them. “Even so, I don’t think his involvement in this plot is any kind of coincidence. There’s more going on here.”

      “He lost his job as an Arbiter,” Veraldi said, speculating. “He wouldn’t be the first security professional to become a mercenary, and his medical discharge wouldn’t even be a barrier for the right employer. To get access to his skills, they’d pay to fix him up, and he’d be grateful to them for giving him a career again. We ought to assume his motives are simple. Most motives are.”

      “Maybe so,” I conceded. “But even with that, I don’t think it’s a coincidence. What if it’s the Eleven trying to send us some kind of oblique message?”

      Veraldi shrugged. “You could be right. Even if you are, though, it doesn’t change anything. We still need to apply the most basic type of pressure and wait for him to crack. We’ll leave him alone for a little while, let him think about what his future holds for him. No matter how grateful he may be to Worth and Solovyov, the sheer reality of a treason charge is heavy shit to have hanging over your head.”

      We left Byron alone in the basement and sat out in the living room discussing the case. If the people involved in the conspiracy weren’t quite so powerful, we wouldn’t have been waiting for more evidence to make our move. Oliver Worth would have been assassinated, and the conspiracy would simply have died on the vine.

      Under the current circumstances, however, it wasn’t quite so simple. If the Speaker of the House for the North Atlantic States was killed by an assassin, the chances of a war were nearly as high as if the Sol Federation Secretary-General was assassinated. Instead of a black ops spy agency, we were being forced to handle this more like law enforcement officers—gathering evidence bit by bit before we revealed it to the world.

      “I don’t like having to wait like this,” Veraldi confided.

      “You’d rather just handle it with your knives?” I asked him, smirking a little.

      He grinned back. “I’d rather handle just about every situation with my knives. Wait, I’m getting a notification from Byron’s dataspike.”

      We had used an override to reroute Byron’s messages to us. To our shock, he only had the most basic security. It was in line with the amateurishness we’d seen from this crew all along, but it was still surprising.

      “Take a look at this,” Veraldi told us. “I think it removes all doubt, Tycho.”He relayed the message to my dataspike. It was from Oliver Worth.

      Here’s everything you need. Stay the course, we’re close to victory here.

      The message was followed by a complete itinerary for Secretary-General Claudette de Beauvoir for the signing of the Sol-6 Treaty in Bruges.

      “They’re ready to move,” I replied.

      “Except that we have their hitman.” Veraldi smiled from ear to ear, clearly pleased with our success up till now. Without their primary assassin, would the conspirators even be able to go ahead with their plot?

      Another message

      Harewood in custody. We’ll take it from here.

      Veraldi let out a sharp curse.

      “They must have a backup team,” guessed Thomas.

      Veraldi stood up and started pacing with his hands behind his back. “Let’s figure this out. They’re planning to kill the Secretary-General during the signing ceremony. How will that stop the treaty? If they’re moving forward with the signing, then the decision has already been made.”

      “It’s not quite that simple,” replied Thomas. “A number of the signatories were far from certain and were convinced mostly by personal allegiance to de Beauvoir herself. If the Secretary-General is killed before the treaty is signed, then ratification will almost certainly be postponed. Those who were unsure could then find excuses to back out. Especially if war breaks out, as it well might.”

      “That won’t happen. We’re heading to Bruges,” Veraldi decided.

      He subvocalized a message to our shared channel. Everyone pack their field gear and a travel bag. We’re heading to Bruges within the hour.

      What about Edward Yeun? asked Andrew. I mean, the Section 3 guys are here, but one of us should stick with him.

      The implication was clear. Section 3 was helpful, but their people weren’t as skilled as ours and Andrew wasn’t sure they could keep Edward safe.

      They’ll have to do, Veraldi replied. We’ll do the same with Byron. We need all hands on deck in Belgium. They’re about to make their move.
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      As we approached the Sol Federation building in Bruges, I turned back to the southeast. The Hotel du Lac was just visible in the city skyline. Section 9 headquarters once stood two hundred meters below it. Now, it was a warren of plasticrete-filled tunnels sealed away to bury what had once been the nerve center of the Federation’s sword and shield.

      Mistakes are unacceptable, Veralidi began. The Sol-6 Treaty is to be signed in the assembly chambers with the entire system watching. There’s going to be a heavy foreign presence with their own personal security, in addition to the multiple terran agencies and Federation assets on-site. Any of these people could be our assassins.”

      All the more reason we should be posing as Section 1, Raven suggested.

      Remember, we aren’t operating at full strength, Thomas replied. We have no real pull here. Security is too tight for us to chance falsifying another org’s credentials.”

      That’s right, Veraldi agreed. We’re here unofficially, and that means no weapons. We’ll need to use soft skills for this mission. Our primary objectives are to identify the threat, then either neutralize it or notify those who can. Tycho and Raven, I want you to monitor the public access areas. Andrew and I will circle through the staff areas. Thomas, do you have the security feeds?

      I do, Thomas confirmed. In fact, I see you crossing the front plaza as we speak.

      Good. We all know what we need to do,” said Veraldi. Time to do it.
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      Raven and I walked through the east side of the building on our way around to the observation hall in the rear. All along the way we brushed against security personnel from across the system. Federation Peacekeepers, Arbiters, and Intelligence Section 1 agents were the most visible by intent. More clandestine were the personal security details of off-world dignitaries and their guests. The coordination, interop, and verification of so many disparate groups—all with differing security priorities—was making this an altogether difficult and dangerous task.

      Raven subvocalized a message to me. This much security seems like diminishing returns.

      I thought the same thing. No one trusts anyone else, I replied. They’re here to sign a peace agreement with guns in hand.

      Makes our job impossible, doesn’t it?

      I wouldn’t say that. What makes you think so?

      Raven dodged around a Peacekeeper distracted with his dataspike. What happens when the shooting starts? she asked. How does anyone know who the bad actors are?

      We walked through the crowded halls, taking it all in. Reading the body language of every person that came and went. Even knowing that the enemy had the tactical advantage, I found it hard to believe that they would succeed with their plan. We were, after all, Section 9. Worth’s people were a vaguely amateurish gang of political plotters trying to start a war to satisfy their own ambitions.

      Let’s move to the observation hall, suggested Raven.

      Agreed. I don’t see anything happening here.

      The observation hall overlooking the assembly chamber was packed. Not quite wall to wall bodies, but it took a lot of delicate weaving to navigate the crowd. Everywhere I looked, reporters and their news affiliates were vying for the best viewing spot in order to snag a leg up on their competitors. Cameras and smiles flashed from all corners of the room, and I had to work to block them out and focus.

      Thomas sent a message over the shared channel. Tycho, there’s a man in the corridor to your immediate left. Two meters tall with a blond beard. Do you see him?

      I see him. He was standing less than a meter away from me, pacing with a faraway look as if on his dataspike. He looks like a spook to me.

      This was a subjective assessment to say the least, but the man stuck out from the other attendees because while he wore a press badge, he wasn’t anywhere near the action, and he didn’t have a crew in sight.

      As I walked by the bearded man, he gave me a measuring look. I continued past him but he remained in the corridor.

      Keep an eye on him, I said to Thomas. He might be Section 1 in soft clothes, but we can’t afford to be wrong. If he moves, I want to know about it.

      I came to a stop at the railing, looking out over the assembly chamber. The space below was filled with diplomats and heads of state, and the podium where the Secretary-General would soon stand was lit by a muted spotlight. People were milling around in the gallery, and the reporters who stood along the same railing were palpably anxious for the once in a lifetime event to begin.

      When I turned away to head back down the hall to Raven, a group of reporters moved up from behind me. One was a tall man with dark skin, but I didn’t get a good look at him until I turned around and scanned their faces.

      When I finally did, I was so confused by what I saw that I just stood there staring at him for a few long seconds. Byron Harewood was back at the safe house in London, handcuffed with a bag over his head. So what was he doing here in the city of Bruges, smartly dressed in a suit and tie?

      I stood there blinking, trying to process something that just didn’t make sense. When he saw me looking at him, Byron’s doppelganger cocked his head to the side. Then he grinned at me lazily, as if to say, “the game is up.”

      He pulled his jacket off and dropped it on the floor, and I saw immediately that this was not Byron Harewood. This was instead an Augman, an artificially modified professional killer. Their existence was all-but-illegal, but they were frequently used by organized crime for especially challenging assassination jobs. I slipped my jacket off as well, knowing exactly what was about to happen. We might have Byron Harewood in custody back in London, but there was every possibility that this imposter was the one we’d actually wanted all along.

      With his augmented body, the assassin didn’t need to bring a weapon with him. He was the weapon.

      I subvocalized a message on our shared channel. Contact observation hall east.

      That was all I had time to say before I had to throw my arms up to block a kick to my face. His prosthetic leg snapped out like a whip, and I caught it on my elbow. There wasn’t any pain—my limbs were just as prosthetic as his, after all—but the kick still staggered me, forcing me to sink my weight just to keep from getting knocked over.

      I wrapped the leg with my arm, then twisted my upper body to throw him face-first to the floor. He hit a cameraman on his way down, and the two of them went sprawling in a tangle of limbs. Somebody screamed, and reporters started running. I had to dodge someone trying to take a picture of the fight, then someone else trying to escape the scene. The Augman sprang up, as sudden as a jack in the box, and snapped a punch at my face.

      Only my limbs are prosthetic, so if that punch had connected, I would have been knocked out immediately. Hell, I probably wouldn’t have any teeth left. I leaned back just a little to avoid the punch, and he took advantage of my backward movement to close in on me rapidly.

      His body weight slammed into me and drove me backward into a nearby wall. I felt something crack and wasn’t sure whether it was my neck or not. Now that he was close, I could put my prosthetic fist into his body. Three punches just under the ribs and he stepped back, grinning like the whole thing was the most fun he’d ever had.

      Those three punches should have broken his ribs. They should have damaged his internal organs. They should have dropped him. But they didn’t really do a thing because his whole upper body was entirely prosthetic.

      I sometimes feel like an Augman, modified to the point where I’m not sure I even recognize myself. Real Augmen are different; the only thing human about them is the brain itself. And sometimes even that has been modified.

      His foot suddenly shot up at me, a push kick followed by an elbow to the temple. I spun to dodge the kick and struck his leg with my elbow. He failed to connect with his own elbow strike, which hit the wall with a crack like thunder. The brick shattered under the impact, but he didn’t stop moving.

      He spun on his feet and launched a jumping kick with his left leg. I blocked it with my right arm and took a step back, and he began a series of attacks that drove me from one end of the observation hall to the other.

      He had the upper hand, and he knew it. In every hand-to-hand fight I’ve had since losing my limbs, my prosthetics have given me an almost unstoppable advantage. Even in my fight with Katerina Capanelli, possibly the most dangerous person I’ve ever met, I not only held my own but eventually killed her.

      That advantage was gone now. The Augman who looked like Byron Harewood could hit as hard as I could, and he had much more ability to absorb my strikes. The only thing I could do was to get my arms in the way, counting on my prosthetic limbs to deal with the incredible impact of his superhuman strength.

      If he landed a hit on my body, a single hit, I’d probably be dead. It wouldn’t be a quick death either, as death would most likely come from organ failure a few days later. Under the circumstances, I couldn’t even think of taking the offensive. All I could do was back up across the room, blocking his shots as well as I could. The fight had only been going for less than a minute, but Raven Sommer would be on her way. When she reached my position, she’d jump on the Augman from behind and we’d take him out together.

      That’s what I thought for the first few seconds, but then I realized it just wouldn’t work. If I couldn’t seize the initiative, the Augman would kill me before Raven even crossed the plaza. No one can block punches and kicks all day without a single one getting through. If I wanted to survive, I had to stop this guy from hitting me at all.

      I ducked under his punch suddenly and threw myself forward. I slammed into his body, driving him back. He swiveled his hips and turned his shoulders, and I went sailing across the hall and slammed into the floor.

      A Peacekeeper came running in, yelling something and pointing his gun. I couldn’t hear what he yelled, just an incoherent roaring sound. As I tried to stand, I saw the Augman strike the Peacekeeper’s gun so hard that the barrel bent. A moment later, blood shot out of the man’s mouth and his eyes went blank. The Augman pulled his fist back and gave an ugly smile, stepping toward me to finish me off.

      I rolled away from him, tripped and fell on my tailbone, then kept backing up. Somehow—I’m not sure how, exactly—I stumbled to my feet before he caught up with me.

      A security guard came running over, shouting something just as useless as whatever the dead Peacekeeper had just been shouting. The Augman simply ignored him and kept throwing kicks and punches, and a moment later I heard the sound of gunfire.

      Sparks shot up from the Augman’s body, and he didn’t pay them any thought at all. He was determined to kill me, and a few bullets in the back weren’t going to change that. I kept retreating through the hall, blocking punches and kicks and elbow shots.

      There was a stained-glass window behind me, some ornate design I had barely registered before this fight. I was backing up toward it—not because I wanted to run into it, but solely because the Augman was driving me back in that direction. He was so focused on killing me that he seemed to have completely forgotten about the Secretary-General, which could well have meant that there were other hitmen in the building.

      Perhaps removing me from the fight was his primary mission all along. Whatever the truth of the matter, he was literally ignoring gunfire just to keep punching and kicking at me furiously.

      I kept backing up, blocking everything but slowly wearying. I could see the choice he was giving me. Let one of his strikes connect, and I would fall down broken. Keep defending and backing up, and I would eventually be forced right through that window.

      With no more room to back up, I braced myself and raised my fists. The Augman grinned at me, raising both hands as if in mockery. I heard Raven yelling my name  from across the hall. Then the Augman charged, lowering his head to slam it into my body.

      There was no way to stop him. He wasn’t even trying to push me out the window. He was crashing right through it and taking me with him. The window shattered behind me, and I felt the sickening sensation of empty space below me. The world upended, and the city spun around at least twice as I plummeted.

      I don’t know that I had time to expect anything before I hit the bottom, but the sensation of water rather than hard pavement was still somehow a surprise. I hit the surface of the canal with a splash like an explosion and fell toward the bottom so rapidly that all I could see was murky green.

      I felt the Augman’s arms around me and realized he was still trying to fight me even though we were underwater now. Our dense, augmented bodies brought us rapidly to the bottom, where we wrestled frantically for advantage in the thick green mud beneath our feet.

      He was still punching at me fiercely, but the water was taking a lot of the force out of his shots. I kept my arms up as well as I could, but I still had to keep his body away from me too. He was trying to get closer, trying to find the angle for a choke hold. He was trying everything he could think of that might lead to my death, while I was rapidly running out of options.

      I found a gap between his arms and landed a punch on his jaw somehow. In the underwater darkness I couldn’t see his reaction clearly, but I caught a glimpse of a fierce grimace. He grabbed my hair with his right hand, then he yanked my head to the side and raised his left fist for a hammer-fist punch.

      My brains would have come shooting out my ears if he had landed that, but I managed to throw my right arm up in time to catch it. He punched again and again, and the sheer impact of his repeated strikes made me lose my footing. I was down on my knees now in the mud of the canal, and the Augman who looked like Byron was looming over me like a monster feeding.

      Even if I had somehow managed to break away from his grip, I would never have been able to swim to the surface. The sheer density of my limbs would have made that a challenging task, and with the Augman grabbing at me and trying to catch me, I would never have made it.

      I could see the sunlight up above, as the canal was only about seven meters deep. For someone with prosthetic limbs it might as well have been a hundred, and a deep feeling of despair overtook me. I couldn’t do this forever, but for all I knew the Augman could.

      I’d been trained in combat swimming techniques, including the ability to hold my breath for a long time when I needed to. Even so, I was starting to see little flashing lights. Every time he punched at me, every time he tried to get a chokehold, I saw bright explosions like dying stars.

      I shrunk and covered up, not trying to do anything but hide from my attacker. His assault was so ferocious, I couldn’t even think of doing anything else. I just held my arms up, trying to keep his fists away from my head. I sank down into the mud, while the air in my lungs began to burn like tear gas.

      I was running out of breath, but the Augman pounding away at me didn’t even look uncomfortable. The despair inside me turned to panic, and from panic it became a sudden explosion of rage and energy.

      I didn’t try to fight him, but I kicked and flailed like a caught fish. I was trying to get up, trying to make for the sunlight. I pushed off with both feet, and before I knew it, I felt his hand trying to close around my shoe as I shot upward and past him.

      I kicked down at his face—not intentionally but in pure instinctive desperation. My foot connected, and he disappeared in the dark below. I clawed at the water above me like I was climbing a wall, and somehow I got to the surface. When I felt the fresh air, I gasped desperately and took in all the oxygen I could.

      I couldn’t see where I was, but I saw enough to know we had already drifted well past the Sol Federation building. I didn’t think that would bother the man trying to kill me. Whoever was in charge of killing the Secretary-General, this Augman was solely responsible for killing me.

      I managed to get a single deep breath in my body before his hand closed around my ankle and pulled me below the surface of the river once again. This time was different, though. I wasn’t going to let him drag me down to the bottom. Not while I still had limbs to hurt him with.

      I kicked at his face as he pulled me down, and I punched over and over as he pulled me in. I hit him so hard and so many times that he lost his grip on me, and I was able to get to the surface again and take another breath of air. This time I caught a glimpse of passersby, gaping at the man in the middle of the canal.

      When the killer’s arms came up and closed tight around my waist, my punches were like bullets from a machine gun. One after the other my punches slammed into him, and I even landed another kick to his jaw as I fought my way back to the surface again.

      After that, he never got me under again for more than a few seconds at a time. I kept fighting my way free of him, and even though he remained as determined as ever, I was finally succeeding in staying one beat ahead of him. He’d throw his arms or his hands around me, I’d viciously hit him and kick at him until I broke free and got some air, and then a few moments later he would do it again.

      An Augman is basically a machine with a human mind, so I was surprised to see that I was winning this fight. On the other hand, I could feel my own energy slowly draining. For all I knew, he could continue for another twelve hours. I had to get out and continue the fight from dry land, if nothing else.

      In the distance up ahead of me, I vaguely noticed the shape of a dock. I only glimpsed it for a moment because he was dragging me down again a second later. We drifted down the canal, though, and before long it was above me. I saw the rectangular shape of the dock up above my head and kicked for that with all my strength.

      My head broke the surface underneath the dock, but I expected him to pull me away again. For whatever reason, he didn’t. I looked around, thinking I would see his shape underneath me. The wooden boards of the dock were above my head, and the sunlight shining between them made a lattice pattern on the water.

      I peered down, trying to find him. He’d been so persistent, repeatedly resurfacing and grabbing me again, that I found it hard to believe he was really gone. He never came back, though. Either he’d finally had enough, or he’d simply drifted too far away to find me.

      I rested for a few minutes, taking deep breaths and regaining my strength. I knew I couldn’t stay there, but I didn’t exactly want to face the world outside. Considering the scene I’d just been part of, the world outside would probably involve an encounter with MetSec and I was just too exhausted for it.

      In the end, I had no choice though. I took another deep breath and went back under water, and I resurfaced outside the dock. I reached up over the edge and pulled myself up, fully expecting the Augman to grab me from below the entire time.

      Between the water and my own prosthetic limbs, I felt like I was made of lead. I pulled myself up with all my strength, and I just barely succeeded in hooking my elbows over the edge of the dock and then getting a knee over. I rolled my body weight up and collapsed.
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      I didn’t know if I was safe, but I didn’t have the energy to even care. I just lay there with my eyes closed, gasping repeatedly and starting to shiver with the cold. I think I drifted off, lapsing into an unconsciousness that was much like exhausted sleep. The world felt like it was sliding, drifting along like the canal itself. I saw stars and galaxies floating by, even though it was still broad daylight.

      I don’t think it was all that long, but my memory of lying there is vague and timeless. After I collapsed, it couldn’t have been more than a few minutes before someone came by and stood there leaning over me.

      Whoever they were, they said something in French. I could probably have understood what they were saying if I was fully conscious, but I was far from being fully conscious.

      “What…?” I murmured, and the person leaned closer.

      “You are an English-speaker?”

      I nodded weakly but didn’t open my eyes. “Yes.”

      “Did you fall in the canal?”

      I opened my eyes this time, realizing that this good Samaritan had not observed the fight. If I didn’t stay here too long, I might even be able to avoid an immediate conversation with MetSec.

      “Yes. Thank you, I think I fell in the canal.”

      “I’ve called for an ambulance. Just lie down and rest. They will be here soon.”

      I couldn’t have that. I shook my head, which only confused the man who was trying to help me. I put a foot underneath me and managed to get up on my hands and knees.

      “You do not understand, sir. You need to lie down and wait for the ambulance.”

      He was a middle-aged man, with gray hair and concerned eyes. “I don’t need anything else,” I told him. “Really, I’m grateful.”

      I pushed against the dock with my prosthetic hands and got to my feet unsteadily.

      My would-be rescuer was now extremely uneasy. He put a hand on my arm. “I must insist, sir!”

      I shook his hand off and stumbled away just as an ambulance appeared at the end of the street. I was soaking wet, had almost drowned repeatedly, and was now faced with the necessity of avoiding medical assistance before I could even contact my commanding officer.

      The man who’d been trying to help me—if that’s really the word for it—was now attempting to flag down the ambulance, pointing in my direction and shouting something in French. I walked rapidly away, while the emergency medical crew called out to me.

      When I reached the street, I hurried to the nearest alley and ducked into it before anyone behind me could get close enough to see. I walked through the alley to the other side, wove left and right a few times, then finally stopped and leaned back against a wall.

      Fairly confident that they would not pursue me, I sent a message to Veraldi.

      I’ve managed to shake the Augman.

      Raven thought you were dead, he replied.

      I’m dead at least a dozen times over.

      His next message was over our shared channel. Raven, where are you?

      South of the building, she responded. I’m in the car gearing up.

      Pick up Tycho, he said. He’s further up on the north side.

      On my way, Raven said. Glad you’re still with us, Tycho.

      Me too, I said, while filthy canal water ran down from my hair and clothing. Any update on the assassination plot? I asked.

      Everyone knows that an assassin was intercepted, Veraldi replied. They seem to be taking it about as seriously as they can.

      What do you mean by that?

      An evacuation order has been issued. The Secretary-General and all heads of state are being marshalled out of the building.

      I had an ominous feeling when I heard those words. I don’t think I like it, Vincenzo.

      An old man walked by me, his medical exoskeleton humming with every movement. When he saw me standing there, soaked through with canal water, he stopped and stared for a moment. Then he shook his head, chuckled to himself, and went on walking.

      Neither do I, replied Veraldi, but what’s your reason?

      The Sol Federation Building is a defensible position, and they have a lot of people there to defend it. If they stay put, the assassins will never get through to the Secretary-General. The best tactical response is to shelter in place and wait until the exact scope of the attack can be determined.

      That’s not our decision to make, Tycho.

      “Maybe it should be,” I said to myself.

      Veraldi continued. From their perspective, one assassin already managed to get inside the building, past all that security. For all they know, there are other teams already in place to strike. They’re taking the position that it’s a compromised location, and that the safest thing to do is just to get all the leaders out.

      The Sol Federation Building was filled with heads of state, and all of them were terrified they might be targeted. This wasn’t a plan. It was more like a stampede for the exit.

      I guess there’s nothing we can do except get back to the Secretary-General and try to help.

      That’s the current plan. We’re not doing the undercover thing anymore.

      Where are we headed? I asked. I was starting to shiver, my synthetic muscles following an organic reflex. My time in the canal had really lowered my core body temperature.

      The Secretary-General is being taken to the airport, and that’s the most likely place for a follow-up attack.

      We’ll stop them, Vincenzo.

      I hope you’re right, Tycho. I really do. I’m almost at the airport now. Raven, ETA to Tycho?

      Ninety seconds, she replied.

      A young couple walked by, holding hands and smiling out at the world together. They had no idea what was going on as far as I could tell, and no sense that their world was about to be cracked in two.

      Even if we did succeed in stopping the assassins now, how could we possibly expect to hold back the momentum of the approaching war? The attempt was enough to provoke a conflict on its own, but the flight of the NAS Prime Minister would make the whole thing look intentional. The only thing that could stop the conflict now would be the most sober and thoughtful leadership, and even if one side was lucky enough to have leaders like that, it wouldn’t matter unless the other side did as well.

      These thoughts were weighing heavily on my mind as I waited for Raven to show up. The young couple walking by didn’t even seem to notice me, although maybe it makes sense not to notice a soaking wet man standing alone on the street. In any case, the water and the chill together were probably doing as much to depress me as the ominous prospect of a solar-system-wide war. When Raven’s car finally pulled up in front of me, I smiled despite my mood and hopped in immediately.

      “Shit, Tycho, I am so glad you’re alive,” Raven suddenly blurted out, throwing herself into my arms as soon as I had the door closed. The car took off and maneuvered through the busy streets on the way to the airport. She squeezed me tightly, then said, “Holy hell. You don’t smell so good.”

      “Yeah, well, I wasn’t in the cleanest water…”

      “You need to get changed.”

      She was already in her full complement of field gear. My bag was on the seat next to her.

      “That’s going to be a little awkward,” I said.

      “What are you, twelve years old?”

      “No, I mean physically awkward.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll help.”

      She grabbed my shirt, which was soaked so thoroughly that it was stuck to my chest. Before I could say anything, she peeled it up and it lifted away like a second suit of skin. I started shivering uncontrollably, although it did actually feel good to not be wearing that soaking wet shirt anymore.

      “Okay, well, that was the easy part.”

      Getting my pants off was a lot more complicated, as wiggling out of a pair of wet pants is difficult enough when you have room to move. In the cramped space of a moving car, it was a ridiculous procedure. I sat there completely naked, while she grinned at me with her eyebrows raised.

      I reached into the bag beside her and pulled out my clothes, and a few minutes later I was finally completely dressed. The sensation of clean, dry clothes on my body was already doing a lot to raise my mood. I was beginning to think our situation wasn’t as bad as I’d previously thought.

      “What happened to the man you were fighting?” Raven asked. “The assassin who fell in with you?”

      “I think he made it out. He kept pulling me back in, trying to drown me or strangle me or just beat me to death underwater.”

      “Wait, he did all that while you were under the water?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. He didn’t seem to care about the water much. He just wanted to kill me. Preferably three different ways at once.”

      “So how did you lose him?”

      “I came up under a dock to grab a breath of air. I was expecting him to just grab my ankles and pull me under again, but he didn’t do it. I think he just kept drifting away downstream.”

      “Maybe you wounded him too badly to continue.”

      Her voice sounded doubtful, though. It was far-fetched to think I had even hurt the Augman at all.

      “I don’t know,” I replied. “It’s equally possible he just ran out of air.” I reached back into my bag and picked out a selection of hand grenades, then I clipped them to my belt. “If I see him again, I’m just arming one of these and sticking it right down his throat.”

      “If that doesn’t do it, I don’t know what would.” She nodded. “Remember not to just go running in as soon as we get there, though. They won’t know who you are, and they could easily mistake you for an assassin and open fire.”

      “If we worry about that, there isn’t much we’ll be able to do.”

      “Well what else can we do, Tycho? We’re a covert unit. This type of overt scenario is not so ideal for us.”

      “Fair point. Still, they’ll be loading up the planes as soon as they get there, I imagine. If the assassins want to make a move at all, they’ll have to do it right away. If that’s the case, we can just engage as soon as we see them.”

      “I honestly hope that’s how it plays out. I haven’t done anything all day, and I’d love the chance to put a bullet in these wankers.”

      “You seem to be taking it a little personally.” I smiled to take the edge off, but she glared at me anyway.

      “Of course, I’m taking it personally. That Augman tried to kill you.”

      “Doesn’t everyone try to kill me?”

      She burst out laughing. “They never succeed, though, do they?”

      I shrugged. “Not yet, anyway. I’m unkillable until I’m not.”

      I reached into my bag and took out my submachine gun. I checked the magazine and chambered a round before slinging the weapon across my chest.

      “The Secretary-General’s security retinue will already be in place,” I thought out loud. “We’ll have to be off on the periphery somewhere from the time we arrive.”

      “You may be right, but the same security team was in the Federation Building, and in the end it was you who stopped the attempt.”

      I wasn’t so sure. I’d fought the assassin, but it hadn’t really seemed like the Augman was all that focused on the Secretary-General. It had seemed like I was his target.

      “That was just a distraction,” I muttered, but I couldn’t be sure.

      “Eyes up, we’re six kilometers out.” She tapped to wake the interior display, and the screens lit up. In the distance, we could already see the airport’s control tower rising up from the flat countryside. Our street view had been off for the entire ride to the airport, and she turned them on just in time for us to see what happened.

      As we stared out the window at a sky that had turned gray and cloudy, a black military drone streaked by overhead. We watched helplessly as it became a shadowy pinpoint over the airport before a bright flash lit up the sky. A fireball climbed up from the horizon, followed by a low rumble like a peal of distant thunder.

      “What the fuck,” Raven said quietly, staring at the scene ahead in disbelief.

      Veraldi’s message on the shared channel was all that needed to be said. Abort mission. The Secretary-General is dead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            25

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Please state your name and affiliation for the record. True and complete answers only.”

      The man speaking was Director Melikar, the head of Sol Federation Intelligence Section 1. He was sitting across a black graphene table from me, next to Director Jaspa of Section 3 and Director Bisaria of Section 5. I didn’t see the Operator, the mysterious man in charge of Section 9.

      “My name is Tycho Barrett,” I said. “Section 9.”

      “And your commanding officer?” Director Melikar asked.

      “Field commander Andrea Capanelli. Acting field commander Vincenzo Veraldi.”

      “Mr. Barrett, were you in Bruges last Saturday when Secretary-General Claudette de Beauvoir was assassinated?”

      “Yes, I was there.”

      He nodded. “Why?”

      “Section 9 deployed to Bruges in an attempt to prevent the assassination.”

      “That’s exactly the issue, isn’t it?” interjected Director Jaspa. Her eyes narrowed as she stared across the table at me. Director Melikar raised his hand, then he looked across the table at me. “Why don’t you tell us what happened in your own words.”

      “I was approached by a man named Edward Yeun—”

      “We’ll get to that in a moment. Right now, I’m only asking about the events in Bruges.”

      I nodded. “In Bruges, our objective was to operate undercover and identify any hostile actors before they could threaten the Secretary-General. I was assigned to monitor the area of the Sol Federation building between the entryway and the observation hall. While patrolling the observation hall, I identified a man resembling a suspect we had in custody. Realizing that he must be an illegal Augman, I moved to confront him. He attacked me, and in the struggle we fell through the window on the north side of the hall. We landed in the canal, where he was carried downstream. I rendezvoused with agent Raven Sommer and proceeded to the airport. We’d heard about the evacuation plan and wanted to provide support.”

      “So far, so good,” replied Director Melikar. I took this to mean that my account matched the information he already had.

      Director Jaspa leaned forward. “We need to understand why the case was handled in the way you handled it. I am particularly interested in the details of the investigation that led Section 9 to deploy to Bruges in the first place.”

      I replied bluntly. “We were misdirected, although the details of how are a bit complicated.”

      “Take your time,” she replied.

      “As I said, I was approached by Section 5 analyst Edward Yeun. In the course of his duties, he’d discovered what he believed to be a plot against the Secretary-General. His materials suggested the plot involved several cabinet ministers of the North Atlantic States. He approached me because he believed me to be an Inspector General and thought I was the sort of person who would act in good faith to prevent the plot from being carried out.”

      “That was…fortuitous,” replied Director Jaspa. I had no idea what she was trying to imply. I ignored her and kept going.

      “We looked into the ministers for him—”

      “By we, you mean yourself and the other members of your Section 9 field team?” Director Jaspa interrupted. She was looking at me skeptically, like there was something questionable about my entire story.

      The funny thing about facts is that they’re true regardless of how one feels about them.

      “Yes, we were operating under deep cover as Inspectors General, but everyone who knew anything about Yeun’s research was in Section 9.”

      “Understood. So how did you proceed?” asked Director Jaspa.

      “The first step was to ensure Yeun’s safety. We were attacked outside his home by an Augman assassin designed to resemble a man I once knew. We survived the attack, but the assassin escaped.”

      “And you believed this Augman to be Byron Harewood?” asked Director Melikar.

      I nodded. “Yes. It’s obviously too much to be interpreted as coincidence, so we believed that it might be evidence of involvement by the Eleven.”

      Jaspa scoffed but didn’t say anything. I went on.

      “We found evidence that the ministers were being blackmailed by a woman named Maria Valeryevna. We traced the woman’s handlers to a penthouse in the city of Xi’an. They were a Bratva cell including three additional suspects: Jovani Pang, Lihua Federova, and Sergei Li. We staged a raid on Xi’an and recovered the three suspects, but they proved resistant to questioning. Further research demonstrated that Jovani Pang was the son of Ivan Solovyov, a confirmed member of the Eleven.”

      Jaspa shook her head, but Melikar raised his hand again. “Please go on.”

      “We tried to draw the conspirators out by staging a prisoner transfer and leaking the details to different channels within the NAS. This approach proved effective, as it exposed Speaker of the House Oliver Worth as the leader of the conspiracy. However, Jovani Pang was killed in the process.”

      “This was a singularly ill-conceived operation,” replied Director Jaspa. “I’m particularly displeased that Section 3 agents were tasked to assist, and that Section 3 resources were used for any part of it. How do you justify the use of a suspect as human bait at all, let alone when it resulted in the death of the suspect?”

      “I justify it by the results,” I told her. “Jovani Pang was a Russian mobster and was heavily involved in the plot against the Secretary-General. His death was a direct consequence of his own decisions, and it exposed the involvement of Oliver Worth.”

      “It’s a muddled story,” Director Jaspa insisted. “First you were trying to draw in Ivan Solovyov; now you’re saying it was Oliver Worth.”

      “The extent of the Eleven’s influence would be hard to overstate,” I said. “I see no contradiction there.”

      She shook her head and sighed, but Director Melikar seemed interested.

      “Please continue,” he said to me.

      “We determined the whereabouts of Byron Harewood, so the decision was made to take him into custody. That same day, we intercepted a message to him from Oliver Worth. This message contained the Secretary-General’s Bruges itinerary, so we believed that we had successfully determined the time and place of the assassination attempt.”

      “And that’s when you decided to deploy to Bruges?” asked Jaspa.

      “That is when we decided to deploy to Bruges. What we didn’t know at the time was that we were being deceived and manipulated all along. From the use of an Augman designed to resemble Byron Harewood, to the elaborate conspiracy we were trying to unravel, pretty much every aspect of what happened was intended only to distract us, preventing us from seeing the Eleven’s real intentions.”

      “That’s nothing but an excuse wrapped in a ridiculous conspiracy theory,” snapped Director Jaspa. “Is it not true that Section 9’s involvement allowed for the assassination to happen in the first place?”

      I looked at her silently for a moment, then calmly said, “I don’t understand the question.”

      “Section 9 is accountable to no one and operates outside the law. The other sections of Federation Intelligence are required to assist it, even on operations of dubious purpose. Essentially, you are licensed rogues who are not required to follow the established procedures the other sections rely on. In light of these facts, is it not obvious that your lawless methods, particularly your inexplicable focus on combating individual villains, caused your failure to uncover the real, much more obvious conspiracy?”

      I took a deep breath. “We made an error. I won’t argue with that. Was it because of our methods? I see that as speculation, and Section 9 does not engage in empty speculation. Oliver Worth’s Augman assassin proved to be a frameup to draw our attention, but the fact still remains that Oliver Worth did orchestrate the plot, likely at the behest of Ivan Solovyov and possibly others.”

      “Frankly,” said Director Jaspa, “I find the notion of the dead Solovyov acting as part of some mysterious organization to be so absurd that it hardly warrants discussion.”

      Director Bisaria hadn’t said a word so far, but she sat up suddenly and contradicted Jaspa. “I wouldn’t go that far. I think the opposite, in fact. When you consider the material evidence Section 9 has collected over the past two years, there’s far too much smoke for there to be no fire.”

      “Are you serious?” snapped Jaspa. “I’ve read those files. Agent Barrett says he hasn’t been trained to speculate, but that entire investigation is nothing but speculation. To be frank, I’d describe it less as speculation and more as complete fantasy. My patience has run thin after being asked to loan my agents, my safe houses, and my aircraft to this so-called investigation.”

      “Is that really what your objection is all about?” asked Director Bisaria. Her gray eyes glittered with an emotion that looked like a mix of anger and amusement. “I believe it is plausible that this Eleven does exist in some capacity as Section 9 suspects. Consider what we’ve learned from the Marcenn experiments.”

      I didn’t know what she meant by that, but I could guess. On Venus, we’d succeeded in taking prisoner one of Marcenn’s copies. He was out of our hands from that point on, and I had never heard anything more about what might have happened to him. Director Bisaria’s reference gave me some context but also convinced me I didn’t want to find out.

      “Yes, but those results were inconclusive,” Director Jaspa shot back. “Those experiments are more of the same. Wild-eyed speculation, unreliable methods, and results that continually fail to justify the investment.”

      I was genuinely angry. I gave myself time to pause, then responded without raising my voice. “Section 9 is the most highly skilled group of professional intelligence agents in the solar system. The idea that our methods are unreliable, or that our conclusions are mere speculation is not supported by our service record. We have repeatedly and successfully carried out the most sensitive missions possible on behalf of the Federation.”

      “Except the mission to prevent the assassination of its most senior official,” replied Jaspa venomously.

      There was nothing I could say about that. We’d failed, and the consequences had been disastrous. I considered my response and spoke with deliberate calm. “Despite our ultimate failure to prevent the assassination, we did succeed in establishing who was involved. The assassination was planned by Oliver Worth, with the assistance of Ivan Solovyov.”

      Jaspa waved her hand as if to dismiss my claim. “Regardless of the veracity of this…claim of yours, the Federation has lost Claudette de Beauvoir. The Sol-6 treaty is now likely to remain unratified. This is the single greatest intelligence failure in the history of the Federation, and it will doubtless have consequences that can only be described as catastrophic. That cannot be argued away.”

      “I have no intention of arguing it away,” I replied. “We failed to protect the Secretary-General. I don’t dispute that.”

      This seemed to mollify her, even if only a little. “Well, then. It seems we agree on something, Mr. Barrett. Section 9 has demonstrated itself to be not only unnecessary, but ineffective.”

      “Unnecessary?” I frowned.

      “I won’t mince words with you, agent Barrett. In the face of an uncertain future, the Federation cannot afford to have an intelligence service with the sort of unilateral authority that Section 9 has.”

      Since the beginning of the mission to protect Claudette de Beauvoir, we had to repeatedly rely on the resources of Section 3 to operate. That had only been a necessity because our own infrastructure had been compromised as a result of Katerina Capanelli’s betrayal. Looking at it with hindsight, the chain of cause and effect was all too direct to be accidental.

      “So, what are you suggesting?” asked Director Melikar. “Do you really believe we don’t need a black ops unit? That seems a little naïve.”

      “Even if there is a need, that unit simply must be accountable for its actions. The way Section 9 has been operating for the past few years goes well beyond plausible deniability. Look at what happened on Mars.”

      I winced at that. It was hard to justify it to anyone who wasn’t there.

      “You see?” insisted Jaspa. “He has nothing to say because he knows as well I do that Section 9 is out of control. I’ll say it again: the Federation cannot afford to have an intelligence service that answers to no one.”

      “That isn’t true,” I interjected. “We answer to the Operator.”

      “Yes, Director Saklas.” Jaspa pursed her lips. “The one member of this Directorate who answers to no one.”

      Director Bisaria intervened. “Given that our future is so uncertain, you could make the case that this is exactly the time when we need an organization like Section 9. We still don’t know whether this assassination will lead to war or not, and we may have a need for a service capable of carrying out deniable operations.”

      “And if there is a war?” asked Director Jaspa.

      “Then we would still need a service capable of performing high-risk missions behind enemy lines.”

      Jaspa was unconvinced. “The other eight sections are not without skilled agents, men and women who can complete objectives without commiting reckless acts of spectacular violence.”

      “In an all-out war,” countered Director Bisaria, “I should think there would be a place for quite a few acts of spectacular violence. I’m not convinced that we can do without Section 9, whatever mistakes they may have made.”

      “Nor am I,” replied Director Melikar. “I’m also not convinced Section 9 has been run well or utilized effectively. This young man has made the best case he can, but even he cannot deny that his service completely failed in its last mission. It seems clear that the one thing we can’t do is leave Section 9 unchanged, operating without oversight at the whims of the Operator and its field commanders. We’ve tried that approach, and it clearly didn’t work.”

      Director Bisara steepled her fingers and sat forward. “Should they really be crucified over what happened to the Secretary-General?” They may not have stopped the assassination, but they did alert us well in advance. It wasn’t Section 9 that failed to prepare an adequate perimeter defense capable of stopping a drone strike. That failure belongs to other agencies.”

      “Are you really claiming they didn’t make any mistakes?” asked Jaspa incredulously.

      Bisaria pondered that. “Hmmm. The only error I can see was in the timeliness of their information-sharing. They didn’t keep the other Intelligence branches up to date, even when making extensive use of Section 3’s resources. I can understand why you’re upset about that, Director Jaspa.”

      “Yes, but—” began Jaspa.

      Bisaria talked over her. “Still, given the nature of clandestine operations, it would be difficult to judge the actions of Director Saklas without the benefit of hindsight.”

      It was strange for me to hear the Operator referred to by name. I don’t think I had ever heard it before that day.

      Director Melikar frowned. “It’s clear to me that there are different perspectives here, and that we won’t be able to resolve our differences on the matter without further discussion. Agent Barrett, thank you for your cooperation with this inquiry.”

      That struck me as more than a little perfunctory. My choices were to comply or be executed. “Thank you,” I said.
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      When you don’t have anything to do, there are two primordial options. You can sit still and kill time until the sloth drives you crazy, then do something self-destructive to make yourself feel more alive again. Or you can just go to bed early.

      I like a drink as much as anyone, but after a few days of doing nothing all day and then getting drunk alone at night, I was starting to find the first option even more boring than the second. I started going to bed earlier and trying to stay asleep as long as I could manage.

      My daily life had up to this point been one of constant crisis, so sitting in my house in Antwerp and doing nothing was not so easy. When my dataspike chimed with a notification of a perimeter breach at two in the morning, I felt a little grateful. The prospect of someone breaking into my home meant that things were, in some small way, getting back to normal.

      My eyes were wide open, staring up at the ceiling as I listened. My dataspike displayed a map of my property, with a blinking dot to indicate the intruder.

      I sat up, then got dressed quickly in sweatpants and a T-shirt. This might seem a little bit like a waste of time, but I knew exactly how close the intruder was, and I was trying to be mindful about the psychological factors.

      To put it simply, it’s much easier to confront a potential killer when you’re already dressed, and much harder when you’re not. Since I had the time, I wanted to go into this fight wearing more than a smile.

      I stepped into a pair of slippers, then picked up the Keres 8 from the nightstand. I thought about it for a second and decided against grabbing a hand grenade. Perhaps unsurprisingly, I wasn’t as eager to use explosives in my own house.

      I did need some kind of backup weapon though. I walked over to my closet, which held a selection of various weapons and few articles of clothing. I wasn’t a knife expert like Vincenzo Veraldi, but it seemed like a good choice for close-quarters work. I slipped the knife into my waistband and went out to confront the intruder.

      It had been a few weeks since the debriefing, and the solar system was still drifting toward war. The politicians were taking it slower than I would have expected, though, which gave me at least a little hope that they wouldn’t do anything too stupid.

      I hadn’t heard from Raven since we went our separate ways that day in Bruges. Not a word from Veraldi either, or Thomas or Andrew. Section 9 had been effectively disbanded pending review from the Senior Directorate, and they didn’t seem to be in any rush to complete the process.

      The way things had been, I could easily have spent the rest of my life in Antwerp. Eventually I would have stopped hanging around my house and picked some seedy little hotel bar to do my drinking in. I would have lived out the rest of my years sipping gin and tonics, and occasionally making vague comments that gave the impression I was a retired spy slowly drinking his life away.

      There’s something to be said for being a local character.

      I wasn’t quite ready for it yet though. As I slipped through my house and out the back door, I felt more alive than I had felt in the days since Belgium.

      The intruder was moving slowly. They seemed to expect my yard to be filled with traps. A motion detector guiding an automated machine gun or maybe my own personal minefield. I didn’t have anything like that. The only defensive tool I had was the perimeter alert, and it was all I needed.

      I walked around to the front of the property, moving from cover to cover so the intruder wouldn’t spot me. Of course, if they had a backscatter scan, they’d see me moving on their screen, and that seemed to be the case because they moved when I moved.

      I was behind a garden statue, peering out into my darkened yard. The intruder was crouching down behind a wheelbarrow. It’s not that I garden, but I do occasionally toy with the idea of taking up gardening.

      “Come out from behind that wheelbarrow,” I called out, “or I’m opening fire. We can do this either way.”

      There was nothing but silence for a few seconds, followed by a quiet laugh. “I should have known I’d never sneak up on you.”

      It had been so long since I’d heard her voice. “Andrea?”

      She stepped out from behind the wheelbarrow with her gun lowered. “It’s really me, Tycho. I’m a little surprised you don’t have any traps.”

      I stepped out as well. “I don’t recall seeing any at your home in France.”

      “I had a secret underground tunnel.”

      “Fair enough. So, what’s going on?”

      “Let’s go inside the house. I don’t want your neighbors to hear this.”

      We went inside, and I poured us each a single malt Scotch. She only took a sip, then gave me a searching look. “You should grab your go-bag. We’ll need to be on the road in eight minutes.”

      I gave her a searching look as well, trying to figure out what she was really up to. After all, she had disappeared right when we needed her the most. Then I turned around and went back to my room. I went straight to my closet and put my go-bag over my shoulder. Whatever she was up to, it had to be a better use of time than drinking at home.

      I came back to the kitchen and found her leaning against the counter, sipping her whisky thoughtfully.

      “You look like you want to tell me something,” I noted.

      She nodded. “I do. I just don’t know how you’ll take it.”

      “You know me, Andrea. I’m flexible.”

      She gave this some thought, then turned around and put her glass down on the counter. “I killed the Operator.”

      I stared at her silently, knowing that whatever happened, it meant that everything was going to change.

      “Okay,” I nodded. “What do you need?”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        For more updates on this series, be sure to join the Facebook Group, “J.N. Chaney’s Renegade Readers.”
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      Join the conversation and get updates on new and upcoming releases in the awesomely active Facebook group, “JN Chaney’s Renegade Readers.”

      

      This is a hotspot where readers come together and share their lives and interests, discuss the series, and speak directly to J.N. Chaney and his co-authors.

      
        
        Join the Facebook Group
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      Don’t miss out on these exclusive perks:

      
        	Instant access to free short stories from series like The Messenger, Starcaster, and more.

        	Receive email updates for new releases and other news.

        	Get notified when we run special deals on books and audiobooks.

      

      

      So, what are you waiting for? Enter your email address at the link below to stay in the loop.

      

      
        
        Click Here

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About J.N. Chaney

          

        

      

    

    
      J. N. Chaney is a USA Today Bestselling author and has a Master's of Fine Arts in Creative Writing. He fancies himself quite the Super Mario Bros. fan. When he isn’t writing or gaming, you can find him online at www.jnchaney.com.

      

      He migrates often, but was last seen in Las Vegas, NV. Any sightings should be reported, as they are rare.
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