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Book Description
 
   Jordi set out to find the truth—and discovered the unthinkable. President Darius Roberts, his own brother, was a member of the terrorist organization Celeste. After Darius’s death, Jordi discovers a holographic message left by Darius, urging Jordi to join Celeste.
 
   He has to decide between loyalty to his country and love of his family. When he tries to do the right thing, he finds that the two people now in charge of the American Conference, Chief of Staff Sam Burnett and Bureau Director Mari Larsen, have their own agendas, which seem to have nothing to do with the good of the people.
 
   All he really wants to do is drink and forget, but first, he has to let the American people know the truth—before Burnett and Larsen can bury it. As the lies unravel one after another, Jordi finds he can no longer trust anything he believes or anyone he knows.
 
   Part 2 of a 5-part serial. Each part is around sixty pages long.
 
    
 
   Join my new release mailing list to get alerted when each new part is published www.davidjnormoyle.com/mailinglist
 
   Check out my other work on my Amazon author page: www.amazon.com/author/davidjnormoyle 
 
  
 
  



Chapter 1
 
   Christina climbed down the metal rungs into the maintenance shaft. I waited until she was halfway down then followed. Neither of us had said anything since leaving the train. My mind was still in so much turmoil that I couldn’t get my thoughts straight. On one hand, everything pointed toward the message from Darius being genuine; on the other hand, it made zero sense. He couldn’t be part of Celeste. He just couldn’t.
 
   At the bottom of the shaft, Christina poked her head into the vent, about to go back through.
 
   “Wait.” I stopped her. “We need to decide what to do.”
 
   Christina turned to face me, and the light of her headlamp shone into my face. “What do you mean?” She took a step toward me. “You can’t plan to hide what we found. Are you on his side?”
 
   “No, of course not. I certainly don’t want to protect Celeste—no one hates them more than I do.” I just realized that Darius hadn’t addressed Celeste causing my accident in his message. Perhaps my brother had been involved in that somehow.
 
   I had tripped on the rocks several times on the way back from the train, and I now rubbed at the cuts on my hands, wanting to feel pain. My legs had threatened to buckle with every step, so I was only surprised I hadn’t fallen more. “We don’t know that what Darius said is true. What if he was forced to say the things he did? What if… it just doesn’t make any sense. We can’t ruin Darius’s reputation until we’re sure.”
 
   “Come on, Jordi. Don’t kid yourself,” Christina said. “We both saw the same hologram. I’m as shocked as you, but there’s no way that wasn’t real. America is surrounded by our enemies outside; we can’t allow ourselves to be blindsided by the enemy within right now. This is not something we can keep quiet about.”
 
   “Let’s just wait until we figure everything out. We need to be sure that the holographic message wasn’t faked or that Darius wasn’t forced in some way. He’s family. He deserves a little time, at least. I owe him that much.” Darius had wanted me to find the message alone. He had probably expected me to hide what I learned.
 
   “I can’t believe you’re even asking this. Come on.” Christina reached down and pulled herself through the vent.
 
   “Is that a yes?” I wasn’t even sure what answer I wanted. I had no intention of protecting a terrorist. And I still hadn’t figured out how the message could have been faked. I just need more time to think.
 
   Christina popped out the other side, and I crouched, stuck my head into the vent, and started after her. Once I was inside and felt a squeeze around my shoulders, I remembered getting stuck on the way in. I couldn’t waste time on stupid shit like getting stuck, though. I pushed hard with my legs and twisted my shoulders back and forth. Once my hands broke free through to the other side, I wrapped my fingers around the edge and wrenched myself forward, making sure to keep up the momentum all the way through.
 
   My shoulders were out the other side of the vent when Christina shouted, “They have me. Go back. Go back!”
 
   Before I had a chance to figure out what to do, a hand grabbed the back of my jacket and yanked me to the ground.
 
    I landed on my face with my left foot caught inside the vent. A glimpse of two pairs of black boots told me the two mibs from earlier had caught us. I jerked around onto my back, freeing my leg. The taller mib had his gun trained on me, and his partner had shoved Christina against the wall, with her arm twisted behind her back. She struggled to get free, but that was only making the situation worse.
 
   “Stop hurting her.” I sprang to my feet.
 
   “Get back down on the ground.” The other mib took a step back, flipping a switch on his gun.
 
   “Release my wife, and I will,” I shouted back. “We have no weapons. We aren’t a fuckin’ threat. There’s no need to attack us.”
 
   White lightning shot from his weapon. I shuddered violently, then everything went black.
 
   When I came to, I was strapped to a chair in a small interview room. A steel table pushed against my stomach, and a second chair, empty, sat on the other side of that table. Glaring light reflected off the white walls. The stale air and cloying heat told me that the air conditioning unit wasn’t working—probably broken deliberately to make conditions uncomfortable. I wasn’t sure how long I’d been out, though I sensed it’d been a while. The electric stun on one of those guns could knock someone out for twenty minutes, or for twenty hours—it all depended on the person. Since my insides felt as though they’d been liquefied into soup, I figured my body had reacted rather badly to being shot at point-blank range, so I likely had been unconscious for quite a while. At least the gun wasn’t set to laser. I wouldn’t have been doing any thinking if it had been. I would have been on a table in the morgue, with smoke spiraling out of the hole in my chest. I tried to move, but my muscles had no strength. I could barely lift my fingers an inch before they collapsed back down to the arm of the chair.
 
   Time crawled. I heard no noise from outside, indicating that the room was soundproofed. Shouting wasn’t going to help me. My skin was clammy, and rivulets of sweat trickled down my forehead, to drip from my nose and chin. Gradually, my strength returned. I struggled against my bonds, but all it got me was raw wrists and forearms. A patch of skin on the right side of my chest itched with a strange burning sensation—obviously where the worst of the electricity had entered my body. My mouth was dry, and a deep thirst cried out to be quenched. For once, it was more than a desire for alcohol—water would have been almost more welcome than whiskey.
 
   Trying to distract myself only made me feel worse. I had no idea what had happened to Christina. And when I thought of what I’d seen in the train, any explanations that didn’t involve my brother being a monster contorted under the weight of their own contradictions. I thought it better to experience my gradual desiccation in harrowing detail than to think of what Christina and I had discovered.
 
   More time passed, with the sweat drip-dripping from my nose marking the long seconds. Finally, I heard the door open. The rattle of a key in a lock had never sounded so wonderful. I was ready for anything to break the monotony of mindless waiting. I didn’t even care if the person entering intended to shoot me.
 
   A mib entered, an unopened bottle of Invernes Red in one hand, a crystal whiskey glass in the other. Saliva squirted into my mouth at the thought of getting a drink. The mib didn’t look at me; he just placed the glass on the table, twisted the cap off the bottle, and poured a generous measure. The golden liquid splashed against the crystal contours at the bottom of the glass. The smell of the whiskey burst through my nostrils, so sweet, sweeter than life itself. I could barely believe it was happening. Am I dreaming? Maybe I fell asleep.
 
   The mib picked up the glass, and I opened my mouth and leaned forward. He didn’t touch it to my lips, though, even as I was imagining that happening. Instead, he lifted it above me and upended it onto my head. The alcohol cascaded down the side of my face and soaked into my shirt.
 
   “What are you doing?” The words came out in a hoarse whisper.
 
   He ignored me, replacing the glass on the table.
 
   “You can’t just leave me here. At least tell me what’s going on. Where’s my wife? Did you hurt Christina?”
 
   He exited the room and locked the door behind him.
 
   I threw myself against my bonds in frustration. They didn’t budge, and the attempt left angry grooves in my arm. The waiting began all over again, only worse. The smell of whiskey was steeped in every breath I took, amplifying my craving. I was permanently on the edge of my seat, straining hopelessly against the metal cuffs. I licked at the sweat on my top lip, and the occasional bead held the merest hint of whiskey, which heightened rather than sated my thirst.
 
   My energy waned. The second wait was longer than the first, and by the time the lock turned on the door again, I couldn’t summon the energy to raise my head. My gaze shifted upward enough to see the lower half of a woman in a black uniform. She held a plastic bottle of water in one hand. The condensation on the outside told me it was ice cold. Another trick? I didn’t get my hopes up. I heard the water being poured into the glass. Then the glass was touched to my lips.
 
   “Drink, Mr. Roberts.” Her hand touched the back of my neck and guided my head forward as she tilted the glass. The water, gloriously cold and wonderfully refreshing, trickled into my mouth. “Slowly,” she said, when I strained forward and gulped.
 
   Even at the slow pace, the glass emptied too quickly. My parched throat still felt raw.
 
   “More,” I croaked.
 
   “More? Maybe if you are good and answer my questions.”
 
   My eyes focused on her face, and I recognized her. She wasn’t just any mib—she was the chief mib: Mari Larsen, the Bureau director.
 
   I glanced across at the bottle of whiskey, full except for that one glass that had clumped my hair into a sticky mess.
 
   “You ask for more water, but I know what you really want,” Larsen said. “All the water in the world won’t quench your real thirst.”
 
   “You know nothing about me.” The single glass of water had made a big difference. My voice sounded halfway normal, and a spark of energy had returned to my limbs.
 
   Mari swirled her finger around the threads at the top of the whiskey bottle. “Did you know I had this bottle brought in especially for you? Not today, but months ago. I knew I’d have you sitting here in front of me.”
 
   I frowned. I could have understood her checking on me after my outburst at Darius’s funeral. But why would I have been on the Bureau’s radar months ago? “Where’s Christina? I demand to see her.”
 
   Larsen stepped behind me. I twisted my neck to follow her movement. She reached up toward a camera in the far corner of the room—I hadn’t noticed it before—and pulled a cable to disconnect it. “Your wife is a beautiful woman,” Larsen said.
 
   “What have you done with her?” There were surely other cameras in the room. Not that it mattered—I had nothing to hide.
 
   “She was the one holding that rather incendiary message, even if it was directed at you. She’s no innocent in all this.”
 
   “She’s not involved. She just came along to help me. She doesn’t know anything.”
 
   “How noble. You want to protect her.” Larsen fiddled with the bun at the back of her head, and her hair came free. She shook her brown curly hair down around her shoulders and sat down opposite me. “It’s hot in here. Isn’t it?” She fanned herself then pulled down the zip in the front of her uniform. Her cleavage and the edges of her black bra were visible. “That’s better.”
 
   I swallowed hard. Whatever interrogation I’d imagined, it hadn’t been anything like how it was actually turning out.
 
   “You already dragged your wife into this.” Larsen leaned closer to me, until her face was inches from mine. “Tell me. Do you love her?”
 
   I would have pulled my head away if I weren’t strapped down. To avoid her intense stare, I found myself staring at the slopes of her breasts. “Why are you asking me that?”
 
   “Is the question difficult for you?” Larsen touched the side of my face with her fingers.
 
   I jerked my head away. “None of your business.”
 
   Larsen stood up. “Are you a philosophical person, Mr. Roberts? Probably not. You’re a military man. We live in an era of war, a time for people of action, not thinkers. Having little time and inclination for reflection suits people best. We like to think of ourselves as special. We aren’t. We are bags of flesh with reproductive organs. I like to read about the animal kingdom to get insight into survival and evolution. Some spiders and insects engage in sexual cannibalism.” Larsen stood and walked behind me, letting her hand drift across my shoulder and across my neck. The gesture sent shivers racing down my spine, and not the good kind. “The female spider will kill the mate during or after copulation and eat it. That seems perfect to me. Males are sperm donors, and once that is done, the father can provide sustenance for the mother. So I wondered why humans haven’t evolved in such an elegant way. Then I realized human babies and children are quite frail things. So the mother and her children require protection. So that’s where your instinct comes in. You don’t even love your wife, and still, you are desperate to protect her.”
 
   “I never said I didn’t love her.”
 
   “Do you know I would have brought your wife into the station even if she hadn’t been with you? Always better to have someone’s loved ones close by when they are being questioned.”
 
   “Don’t hurt her.” I didn’t know what kind of crazy pills Larsen was on, but the threat she carried felt real.
 
   “So we understand each other. Good.” Larsen sat down opposite me again. “Now tell me what you know about Darius and Celeste.”
 
   “All I know is on that damn hologram. Wish I’d never seen the bloody thing.”
 
   “Come on, you’ll have to do better than that.”
 
   I wished I knew something more. “Darius came to me the day before the Battle of Rockall and wanted me off the Eisenhower. He also mentioned the tunnels we used to play in when we were kids. When the attack happened, I wondered if Darius had been trying to protect me by ordering me off the devastator. That didn’t make much sense, but I decided to visit the old tunnels anyway. I brought Christina with me. We found that hologram that you now have. I still don’t understand how any of it makes sense. You arrested me and now tell me that the Bureau have been watching me for months. The more I find out, the less I know.”
 
   “Are you really as clueless as you seem?”
 
   “Abso-fucking-lutely.” Finally, a question I can answer with confidence.
 
   Larsen smiled and reached across the table again. She touched my cheek again, and I didn’t move away, trapped by her gaze. “Imagine what’s it’s like to be one of those male spiders, knowing that success will likely mean death, but still driven by instinct toward the powerful female. Can you imagine what that would feel like, Mr. Roberts?”
 
   Her hand drifted down to my chest. Her finger pressed down, pushing the fabric of my shirt against my nipple, causing it to pucker up. She licked her lips. My gaze drifted to her cleavage, and I swallowed. In spite of myself, I felt a stirring between my legs.
 
   Larsen smiled. “I can see you don’t need to imagine it. Instinct wins every time.” She stepped back. “You really don’t know anything?”
 
   I nodded, my throat dry.
 
   “Well, I’ve exhausted my temptations for now.” She recapped the bottle of whiskey and picked it up. “This will have to wait until next time, when hopefully, you’ll tell me more. I’ll have you released shortly. Don’t tell anyone about what you saw on that hologram. That’s restricted information.”
 
   “I thought you’d let the world know.”
 
   “Is that what you want, Mr. Roberts? You’d do that to your own brother?”
 
   “If it’s true, then yes. There’s no other choice. Everyone must know.”
 
   A light chuckle escaped Larsen’s lips. “You really are that naive, aren’t you?” She unlocked and opened the door.
 
   “Wait. What about Christina?”
 
   “Oh, I released her hours ago.”
 
   Anger surged through me. “Bitch,” I spat.
 
   “Bitch. That’s cute.” She paused in the open doorway. “Couldn’t you come up with something more imaginative? My favorite was being called a black widow cunt, even though it makes no sense since I’ve never been married.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2
 
   After two mibs dumped me outside the Bureau headquarters, I didn’t take long to decide what I needed. My hair was still sticky with the stench of whiskey, and if I didn’t get a drink soon, I was going to fall to pieces. The Fallen Tree, one of my favorite bars, was close by, so I took off in that direction. My walking pace increased the closer I got, and I was practically running by the time I reached the door.
 
   The Fallen Tree was a “Goldilocks bar.” It was never too full or too empty, never too noisy or too quiet, never too dirty or too clean. It was always just right. I had spent too long thinking about things like that over the past year.
 
   Usually, when I stepped inside a bar, I took a moment to savor the atmosphere and aroma, but I was already doused in the smell of whiskey and rather desperate, so I scooted straight for the nearest barstool. I stepped aside to let a bearded man pass me on his way out. I glanced at him, and as our gazes met, I felt a jolt of recognition. I twisted around to get another look, but he was gone before I could figure out who he was. I sat and raised my arm toward the barman, ignoring the tremble in my fingers. “Invernes Red,” I said. “Double.”
 
   That first drink would last me around two seconds, of course. I would need at least a second or third to get back onto an even keel, and after that, I would check on Christina. We needed to talk about what had happened and decide what we should do. My thoughts drifted back to the man I had just passed. I couldn’t think of anyone I knew with a beard like that. I thought about the rest of his face. The beard wasn’t the feature that had drawn my attention—it had been the… eyes, those gray oval eyes. But it couldn’t be. Those eyes belonged to—
 
   I stood so quickly, the stool fell over. The barman had finished pouring the whiskey. I hesitated for a moment then rushed for the door. “I’ll be back in just a moment for that drink,” I shouted over my shoulder. “Hold it for me.”
 
   Outside, I saw no sign of the bearded man. I instinctively chose the shortest section of corridor, racing for the closest junction. I reached that just in time to see a person disappear around the next corner. I sprinted after him—not sure that I was after the right man. At the next turn, I was much closer. “Hey, you,” I called out.
 
   A head turned enough that I could see a bearded cheek, then he took off at a run. I cursed under my breath as I took after him. He took a left, another left, then a right. At each junction, I gained a little more, but I was tiring quickly. My breath came in ragged gasps, and my stomach clenched up into a knot. Finally, I managed to grab hold of his upper arm, and he slowed to a stop.
 
   I kept a grip on him as I bent double and sucked in long rasping breaths. With my free hand, I pounded on my chest. My stomach spasmed, but there was nothing inside it to puke up—it’d been too long since I’d eaten.
 
   “You used to be a fine physical specimen. Look at what you’ve become.” The voice confirmed what I’d suspected. The bearded man wasn’t a man at all—it was Arianne.
 
   “I caught you, didn’t I?” The words were chopped out between gulps of air.
 
   “Maybe I wanted to get caught. Like many a woman before me.”
 
   I released her arm and took a step back. I exhaled long, deep breaths as my heartbeat returned to normal. “How is it possible that you’re back here in the undercity?” Arianne had been my girlfriend before she’d disappeared just over a year ago. When I’d looked her up on the system, she was listed as having gone rogue. That meant she had left Under Nyork and gone to the surface. Those who went rogue weren’t allowed to return. Even if they survived, they were dead to the rest of civilization. And yet, here she was, alive and healthy.
 
   She peeled off the fake beard, exposing skin that was reddish and blotchy from the adhesive. Despite that and the men’s clothing, she was as sexy as hell. I couldn’t believe I’d mistaken her for a man, even for a moment.
 
   “You recognized me despite this beard? Or do you chase every broad with a hairy face?”
 
   “Your eyes,” I said.
 
   “You looked into my eyes and saw my soul. Is that it? You old romantic, Jordi. How’s your wife, by the way? You didn’t wait long after I left.”
 
   “I never would have married her if you hadn’t left me. It was you I lo—” I spluttered to a stop and swallowed. What am I saying? I hadn’t seen Arianne in over a year.
 
   “Loved.” Arianne gave me a smirk that I knew so well. “Is that the word that caught in your gullet like a hairball?” She moved her face closer to mine. The year apart melted away as the familiar, intense desire swelled within me. She affected me like no woman I’d known before or since. “You thought you and I were about love?” she asked. “We must have spent too much time fucking in missionary position. Eye-locking combined with dick-pumping can have a strange effect on some men. Some long-term chemical reaction in the brain that they mistake for love.” Arianne reached down between my legs. It was only then that I realized I was rock hard. “That’s my kind of love.” As she cupped my testicles, my dick wanted to explode out through the foreskin.
 
   I took a step backward, away from Arianne and her wandering hand. I needed to figure out what the hell was going on; it was important that some of that blood flow was diverted to my brain. I’d spent the last few days inside a nightmare of some kind. In a dream, things that make sense at the time were actually ridiculous when scrutinized the following morning. Lately, everything about my life seemed like that. And now I was getting to the sex part of the dream where I was getting seduced by a femme-fatale Bureau director and by my kind-of-dead old flame. This can’t be real life.
 
   “You practically rise from the dead then rush out of one of my favorite bars in front of me—wearing a fake beard and men’s clothing, no less. I need some answers, or I’ll go crazy.”
 
   “The beard was so you wouldn’t recognize me. I was keeping an eye out for you, but didn’t want to be seen. I figured you might go to that bar, but I panicked when you came in, and I left a little quickly.” She shrugged. “Maybe it’s for the best.”
 
   Now making even less sense. She was spying on me? “I demand you tell me what’s going on.”
 
   “Demand, is it?” The corners of Arianne’s lips quirked up. “Am I your prisoner?” She squeezed my biceps, and I flexed it unconsciously. “I’ve been subdued by a big strong man—who wasn’t at all out of breath after a short sprint—and I better answer his questions. Or else! Is that the way of it?”
 
   I just held her gaze and waited. I wasn’t sure whether I was staring her down or I just wanted to soak her in again after all this time.
 
   Either way, she blinked first. 
 
   “Darius asked me to look out for you.”
 
   “What?” I threw my hands in the air. Explanations were supposed to make the situation simpler to understand. “How did you even meet Darius? I never introduced you two or even talked about him.”
 
   “I knew him before I ever met you.”
 
   “He set us two up? You were some kind of honey trap?”
 
   “No, silly. He found out after. There was nothing manufactured about us. You and I were all about the animal passion, baby. Forces are in motion, and Darius suspected you would be at the center of them. So just before he left for the Eisenhower, he asked me to keep an eye on you when you returned.”
 
   “That’s ridiculous. How am I at the center of anything?”
 
   “You’ve just been inside Bureau headquarters for over twenty-four hours. Interrogated by the Bureau director herself, if I’m not mistaken.”
 
   “How could you know that?”
 
   Arianne sniffed the air. “Though from that smell, you’ve been partying inside there. Your favorite brand of whiskey, if I’m not mistaken.”
 
   “I haven’t been…” I shook my head. There was no point getting into what happened with Larsen. “Is Darius a member of Celeste?” I blurted out the question that had been at the forefront of my mind ever since I’d seen the message.
 
   “Yes,” Arianne said.
 
   “You’re sure?”
 
   “Certain. He knew it would be hard for you to accept. Repeat after me: My brother, Darius Roberts, is a member of Celeste.”
 
   I had expected a final confirmation to hurt, but I felt as though a weight had been lifted. Deciding what to do would be easier now I knew for sure. “According to the message he left me, he expected a trap. Why would he get on that transport?”
 
   “Darius was willing to give his life for a cause he believed in. There’s a larger plan at work here. I don’t know any of the details, but you have to admire Darius’s ability to walk to his death with a smile on his face.”
 
   “And you know all this, how?” I thought I knew the answer but still I hoped I was wrong.
 
   “Yes, you guessed right.” She smiled. “Repeat after me: Arianne, your fucktastic ex-girlfriend, is a member of Celeste.”
 
   “And you can just tell me that you’re a terrorist, with a smile on your face?”
 
   “Not a terrorist—a rebel. But you’ll have to open your eyes to tell the difference.”
 
   “Open my eyes? You sound like one of those conspiracy freaks.”
 
   Arianne shook her head. “There’s so much you don’t know. If you are willing to look—to really look—the world is a much different place than it seems. Most people muddle along, content to see only what is presented to them as the truth.”
 
   “I won’t listen to this shit.” That had to be why the Bureau was watching me. If they suspected both my brother and ex-girlfriend, then I could have been involved, too. “Celeste is a cult, and they have brainwashed you. And my brother, too. They are traitors and murderers, killing brave soldiers who risk their lives every day.” It was hard to put the same venom into the words that I had when Celeste had been faceless.
 
   When we were in the old tunnels, Christina had asked me if I was on Darius’s side, and I’d told her I wasn’t if he was part of Celeste, but I needed to be sure. I now had my confirmation. My spine straightened, and my mind felt clear for the first time in a long while. Darius had betrayed the entire country, but I had brothers forged in bonds stronger than blood—brothers like Will Saunders, who pulled me from the burning wreckage after my crash. When Darius joined an organization that killed my true brothers, he’d lost my allegiance. And the same went for my ex-girlfriend, no matter how much of a pull she still held over me.
 
   I grabbed Arianne by the shoulder. She twisted out of my grasp, so I got a firmer grip on her upper arm. Could Arianne have been involved with my plane’s malfunction? She’d disappeared shortly before that had happened. Coincidence? I didn’t dare ask her.
 
   “What are you doing?” She didn’t appear distressed by my manhandling of her.
 
   “I’m taking you in. I had nothing for the mibs when they questioned me earlier, but I do now. You’re a filthy terrorist who deserves nothing from me. Less than nothing.”
 
   Arianne raised an eyebrow. “I’ll admit to the filthy part. I thought that was what you liked about me?”
 
   “I’m not joking.”
 
   “Neither am I,” she said.
 
   A pain rippled up through my core. I gasped, doubling over. The bitch had kneed me in the balls, I realized once the immediate burst of agony faded enough for me to think. I cupped my groin in both hands and tilted my head to the side to watch Arianne walk away.
 
   At the end of the corridor, she turned. “Sometimes a girl wants to get caught; sometimes she doesn’t.” She gave a smile and waved with a twirl of her fingers, then she was gone.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3
 
   I hobbled after her for a few steps, hunched over and keeping a palm on the wall for support. By the time I reached the corner, she was out of sight, and I was in no state to even pretend to give chase. I let out a groan as another stab of pain penetrated my abdomen, and I slid back down to the floor.
 
   She got me good, I thought, a wry smile creeping across my lips. Typical Arianne. Being with her had been like battling through a thunderstorm. She was vibrant and destructive, a force of nature that shook me to the core and always had me going back for more. The only thing that ever made me feel as alive as being with her was flying.
 
   Shortly after Arianne’s disappearance, Christina had nursed me back to health after my crash. My hasty marriage to Christina seemed like such a mistake as I looked back on it now. I’d felt more raw desire in that short encounter with Arianne than I had during my entire marriage with Christina.
 
   My smile disappeared as I considered what Arianne had just told me. I almost preferred that she had remained rogue rather than return as a devil. Celeste, of all things. And there I was, reminiscing about the good old times with her. I had to stop thinking with my dick. Both my brother and the once love of my life were enemies of America. I had to do something.
 
   I stood. As long as I maintained a slight crouch, I could walk without discomfort. I needed that drink more than ever. So, stooped over, I retraced my steps back to the Fallen Tree. My gimpy walk attracted several strange looks. I scowled back at any who stared, and they hurried on.
 
   Unfortunately, the door to the Fallen Tree refused to open. Right then, I realized how late it was—after closing hours for bars in the respectable parts of the undercity. I pounded on the door. “Hey, I ordered a drink earlier. Let me in, and I’ll finish it quick.”
 
   “We’re closed,” the barman answered from the other side.
 
   “I can see that.” I slapped at the door again. “Remember me? I ordered an Invernes Red then had to run. I said I’d be back, and here I am. Have pity, man. I really, really need that drink. I’ve been through shit you wouldn’t believe the last few days.”
 
   “It’s never just one drink. You either don’t need any or you need a lot more than one.” Faint footsteps faded as the barman walked away.
 
   I pounded on the metal door again, out of frustration more than anything, skinning my knuckles. What now? I still had that bottle of whiskey hidden above the roof tile in my bathroom. I couldn’t get to that without going through Christina, though. She would surely want to talk about everything. I knew I should go to her, but I just couldn’t face her. If that made me a bad husband, well, it wasn’t the only thing.
 
   That left the Harlem district, which was off the grid. The conveyor system didn’t extend into it, and mibs left that one district to its own devices. Practically anything and everything was available there for a price, at any time of the day or night. I headed for the nearest conveyor station. The pod would get me close to one of the entrances to Harlem, and I could make my way from there.
 
   Halfway to the conveyor station, I hesitated. If I went to Harlem, it would be the start of a drinking session that would last days. I turned on the nearest newscast monitor to check the latest headlines. There was nothing about Darius being part of Celeste; Larsen was still keeping that to herself, and I had no confidence that she had the best interests of the American Conference at heart. The war news was much worse than I’d expected. Nothing had gone right for our side or the European Union, and our enemies were pushing hard from all sides.
 
   A Latino devastator was bombing above Under Norleans, where the upper levels of the undercity had been evacuated. One of Europe’s devastators had been badly damaged and was out of commission. The Russian Federation had a devastator over Finland and another over Alaska, and Greater India controlled the airspace over the Balkans. The only bright news was that the Chinese Empire hadn’t joined its allies in their attack. It didn’t seem like that would be enough to save us, though. We were being pounded on all sides, and I couldn’t see any way that we would be able to turn it around. We could only hope that Burnett and Commissioner Schneider of the EU had some secret military plan.
 
   And all that was before Celeste decided to spring into action. I didn’t know what they were planning, but Darius had been president for several years—he wouldn’t sacrifice himself without the promise of a huge gain for the terrorists. Whatever Celeste’s master plan was, I doubted it boded well for whatever small chance we had to beat back the Latino, Russian, and Indian forces.
 
   I could no longer defend my country from the sky like I wanted to, but I could still help out by letting everyone know about the infiltration and treachery that went all the way to the top. It wasn’t the news that people wanted right then, but they needed to hear it.
 
   Since I didn’t trust Larsen, I needed to go straight to the top. Getting a meeting with Chief of Staff Sam Burnett didn’t seem impossible; we’d spoken at Darius’s funeral. That would have to wait until tomorrow, of course, and I would need to remain sober until then. My desire for alcohol increased at the thought of waiting another half day for the drink I needed. My nerves had been shredded to a razor edge when Larsen had left me to steep in the smell of whiskey. Arianne had distracted me for a short while, but the need was back, stronger than ever. I touched my hair then brought my fingers to my nose and sniffed deeply. That was a bad idea. My hand trembled.
 
   I turned off the news and continued to the conveyor pod. When the moment came to choose the destination, my fingers hesitated over Harlem before I forced them to key in the Waldorf district. I still didn’t want to face Christina, so I planned to stay in a hotel room for the night. After a visit to Burnett in the morning, I could finally have that drink.
 
   I had to contact Christina first, though. I couldn’t leave her completely in the dark about where I was all night. I slid across the compartment that hid the advanced controls, keyed in a search for Christina, then dialed through to our home. Just as she was answering, I pressed the button to disconnect the video feed, leaving only sound.
 
   “Christina, it’s me,” I said.
 
   “Jordi, thank heavens they let you out. I’ve been so worried. I don’t know how many times I rang the Bureau, but they wouldn’t tell me anything. Are you just out?”
 
   “Just this minute.”
 
   “Where are you? I can’t see you. The picture isn’t coming through.”
 
   “The equipment in this pod is broken.”
 
   “Why did they keep you so long? What did they do to you? They didn’t hurt you, did they?”
 
   “I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
   “Come home to me, and we’ll figure out what to do. We’re in this together.”
 
   “I will. You’re right. Together. The thing is.” I hesitated. “The thing is that the direction controls on this conveyor pod are also broken. It won’t take me to Brooklyn District. I could find another pod, but I’m just too drained. So I’m going to find a hotel to crash for the night, and I’ll see you tomorrow.”
 
   “Oh.” The sound came out like a soft sigh and cut through me like a sharp knife. That single syllable full of disappointment and hurt was like a summary of our marriage. She knew I was lying, but she was going to accept it the way she’d accepted all the lies before. She likely assumed I was going drinking for the rest of the night. I still hoped that wasn’t going to be true, but the actual reason I wasn’t going back to my wife wasn’t much better: I’d seen an old girlfriend and still wanted her so hard that it hurt, even though I knew she was a terrorist. Christina would prefer to think that I wanted to get blackout drunk for three days straight.
 
   “I… I better go.” I had never intended to be a bad husband; I had always thought of myself as a good person.
 
   “Will I see you in the morning?”
 
   I planned on going to see Burnett then getting a drink. And, as the barman had explained earlier, that one drink was unlikely to be enough. What’s one more lie? “Yes. Yes, I’ll definitely see you in the morning.” I hung up before she had time to reply.
 
   The conveyor pod had already stopped at its destination, and the doors were open. The distinctive burgundy carpets of the Waldorf district greeted me. Ornate doors led to plush suites, which I quickly moved past. The cheaper rooms were located several corridors from the center. The lights over the doors were all yellow, and I wandered down several more corridors until I found a green light signaling an unoccupied room.
 
   I scanned my ID at the door then waited while the mechanism checked that I had sufficient funds. When it beeped, I pushed open the handle and entered the room. It was the standard size, with a double bed squashed against a wall and a small bathroom. No wasted space. There was enough room for a minibar, of course. Hotel rooms made a chunk of their profit from overpriced drinks and food. I sat down in front of the little fridge and opened it.
 
   The bottom shelf was refrigerated, and the tiny bottles of rum and gin and whiskey glistened with condensation. I ignored them, instead taking the bars from the upper shelf. I ripped open the packages and gobbled down the food inside. Once I started eating, I realized how hungry I was—I hadn’t eaten in well over a day. I ate every bit of food in the minibar then washed it down with orange juice. My gaze returned to the alcohol. Perhaps I should have one or two tonight? It would certainly help me sleep.
 
   I reached in and pulled out one at random: Findler’s Gin. The label depicted a songbird. I turned it over in my fingers. My heart began to race, and my breathing became shallow. I ran my tongue along the inside of my upper lip and twisted open the bottle. My mouth watered. I raised the bottle—then stopped myself. Burnett wouldn’t see me if I was stinking of drink. What if Celeste made a decisive attack on America, and I did nothing to stop it? I had already retreated ignominiously from battle once in the past week. I couldn’t let myself do it again.
 
   I scrambled into the bathroom before I could change my mind. The drain made a bittersweet glug glug sound as it swallowed the alcohol instead of me. It was a victory, of sorts, but that didn’t ease the desire the lick the remnants of the gin from the bowl. I glanced back at the minibar. There was no way I could sleep all night with all that alcohol beckoning me. I had to act while I was strong, before I had a chance to change my mind. I took every bottle of booze from the minibar and drained it down the sink. They would be added to my hotel bill, but I didn’t stop pouring until they were all gone. Then I stripped off and stepped into the shower, to wash the smell of whiskey from my hair.
 
   The warm water cascading down my head and shoulders didn’t refresh me. I felt like absolute shit and knew that I had just flushed down the drain the only cure for that feeling.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4
 
   The next morning, I stood in front of the mirror, staring at the face of a half-dead man. Weary eyes had sunk deep into their sockets, and a sheen of sickly sweat clung to my skin. I had barely slept. At times, I’d clasped the blankets tightly around my shivering body, vainly trying to retain heat, while other times, I’d thrown off my covers and fanned air against my feverish skin. I had cursed myself to the deepest parts of hell for putting myself through the anguish.
 
   Waking nightmares had prowled the dark all night. Several times, I’d left the bed, determined to go wherever I could get a drink; once I’d gone as far as opening the hotel door and stepping into the corridor. Each time, I had forced myself back under the covers.
 
   That morning, the thirst was still strong, but I felt I could control it at least until I had seen Burnett. I could do that much for my country. Perhaps that would make up in some small way for Darius’s betrayal.
 
   I splashed water on my face, hoping it would refresh me and make me appear less sickly. It did neither. I sighed and exited the hotel room. At the door, I swiped my ID again and chose the option to check out. I headed back to the conveyor pod. The layout in that part of the undercity was a rectangular maze where every corridor looked the same, so I looped back on myself a few times before coming to the ornate doors that indicated the central part of the district.
 
   Inside the conveyor pod, I keyed in directions to the Washington district. Several other people got in at the same time, mainly suited businessmen, who all selected the Manhattan district. I leaned against the back of the pod, and my eyes drifted closed. I staggered and almost fell when the pod jerked to a stop.
 
   Did I fall asleep? I usually only slept in conveyor pods when several bottles of whiskey deep. The remaining businessmen got off over several stops, leaving me alone when the pod reached the Washington district.
 
   Most of the districts of Under Nyork were named after parts of New York. Washington had been the seat of government of the United States, so the districtthat hadbecome the center of power in Under Nyork and the wider American Conference had adopted that name. The tens of thousands of cities and towns of the North American continent had been reduced to just twenty giant undercities.
 
   I exited the pod. It felt strangely quiet and ordinary in the district, considering the seriousness of the situation they were dealing with, but I guessed most of the activity happened behind closed doors. Just outside the Capitol building was a chamber that was bigger even than Times Square though not as useful for meetings—a large crevasse occupied the center of the space. Most of the chasms within Under Nyork were in the outer parts of the undercity and were used as graveyards or for garbage disposal. The one in the Capitol was too shallow for those purposes and just ended up being an ugly eyesore. Though perhaps some liked having something so unique in the Capitol area. The chasm was commonly called the Shroud, and according to the comedians, all the secrets were buried there. The Shroud was also used as a graveyard and for garbage disposal, the joke went, except closet skeletons and political dirt were shoveled into it.
 
   I stepped up to the protective barrier that surrounded the chasm, and I looked down. There wasn’t much to see—just an ugly black pit that the artificial lighting didn’t attempt to penetrate. Sadly, the Shroud was the closest thing to an iconic structure that Under Nyork had. I had seen pictures of old New York before the Third World War, and it had been magnificent. Even when I’d flown over the ruined desolation above, I’d still seen hints of what it had once been. There had been so much glorious achievement in those old cities, but in the undercities, the most interesting thing was a giant hole in the ground.
 
   I continued past the Shroud to the glass doors of the Capitol building. Two mibs flanked the door, standing pillar-like as I approached. I guessed that their eyes were following me behind their sunglasses, but they remained outwardly motionless. I walked confidently up to the entrance, hoping the doors would automatically open for me. They didn’t.
 
   “I’m Jordi Roberts,” I said. “President Roberts’s brother.”
 
   They didn’t react at all. Do these mibs report to Burnett? I wondered. Or directly to Larsen? The Bureau director wouldn’t want me visiting Burnett since she seemed intent on suppressing the information about Darius. Inside the lobby of the Capitol, various other mibs stood at attention—there wasn’t any way I could make a run for the chief of staff’s office, even if I got through the door.
 
   I turned to the mib on my left, a stocky fellow with a forearm wider than my neck. “You mibs all have impressive self-control. Makes me wonder what training you have to go through to achieve that. Does it involve standing as still as a statue during anal probing?”
 
   A muscle twitched on the mib’s cheek.
 
   “As I said, impressive,” I continued. “Listen, I need to talk to the Chief of Staff, Samuel Burnett. I can’t tell you why—it’s above your security clearance. Is there someone I can speak to who’s higher on the evolutionary scale—sorry, I mean higher on the chain of command.”
 
    My knees felt so weak that standing was difficult, and yet, I was taunting someone the size of a small tank, daring him to knock me into last week. I wasn’t sure that insulting the mib had helped at all, probably made me less likely to get to see Burnett, but I couldn’t help myself. I wanted something to happen at least.
 
   Nothing did. The mibs continued to ignore me. Inside the building, staff went about their business, throwing disinterested glances my way as they passed. I would have preferred getting thrown to the other end of the Shroud to being left to wait with barely an indication that I had even been noticed. This wasn’t how I imagined it. I thought I would have to fight my way through a host of mibs until Burnett noticed my bravery and rewarded me with an audience or be forced to retreat to the bar, bloodied and bowed, but at least knowing I’d given it my best shot. If they just left me in front of the building, I would collapse from lack of sleep. That was exactly the kind of ignominious defeat I wanted to avoid.
 
   I turned my back to the glass door and leaned against it. A sigh escaped me as I took some of the weight off my feet. I had the energy of an eighty-year-old man. “What would you do if I fell asleep here?” I asked the mib.
 
   The mib’s head shifted toward the open pit.
 
   “You’d throw me into the Shroud. Is that it?”
 
   A ghost of a smile touched his lips. Then he lifted his hand to his ear. “Very well,” he said, not speaking to me. He reached down to his left side and pressed something.
 
   Before I realized what was going on, the door shot open behind me, and I fell backward and landed heavily on my backside. “Up the stairs to second floor, turn right,” the mib said. Then the glass door slid closed behind me.
 
   Everyone in the lobby had stopped what they were doing to stare at me lying on the floor. I gingerly got to my feet and avoided eye contact as I crossed the lobby and ascended the steps to the second floor. Stairs were unusual in Under Nyork—the undercity was structured as layers of single-story levels. The only exceptions were the Capitol and Times Square. Elsewhere, the conveyor system was necessary to travel between levels. On the second floor, the mibs moved aside to let me pass. I followed the corridor, where the vibrant-blue carpets were even plusher than the ones in the Waldorf district. Portraits of former presidents lined the walls, but I didn’t see Darius, though I didn’t look too hard for his picture.
 
   At the end of the corridor, a secretary was sitting at a desk. She gestured toward a set of double doors, which automatically opened for me. I stepped inside. 
 
   Burnett’s office didn’t have the same sense of grandeur the corridor outside had. Its decor was the same, but it was in a chaotic state. I had never seen so many print books in one room, and various papers and documents littered the desk. Several screens lined the walls, although only one of them was on. It displayed a map of the world, color coded based on each country’s sphere of influence, showing the devastators as large black dots.
 
   Burnett came out from behind his desk and held out his hand. “I always start every meeting in this office by apologizing for how messy my desk is. It’d be easier to allow the cleaners in, I know, but I just feel more at home with clutter.”
 
   “Thanks for seeing me.” I shook Burnett’s hand. “I would never have taken you for a messy person.”
 
   Burnett smiled. “My team makes sure I’m presentable in public. Everyone has secrets they don’t want the world to know. All things considered, being messy isn’t the worst of them.”
 
   Was that a reference to Darius? Or me? Finally in Burnett’s office, I was hesitant to broach the subject of Celeste. I picked up a leather-bound book. I couldn’t read the full title—something about economics. “I didn’t think there were this many of these still around.”
 
   “Only collectors like me value old-fashioned books.” Burnett picked up another book and leafed through it, his fingers delicately turning the pages. “Some of these are not in the system, and it’d be a shame to lose the wisdom. The old world was a fascinating place, and a lot of what we learned has been lost. I understand why it has to be that way. There are more important things usually going on, but I’m a lover of knowledge above all, Mr. Roberts. Every spare moment that I’m not governing, my head is in a book.” He gestured at the map on the wall. “Not that I foresee much free time in the immediate future.”
 
   I put down the book and moved to the screen. “Is it as bad as it looks?” The areas controlled by Europe and America were vastly overshadowed by the swaths of the earth that our enemies had laid claim to.
 
   “Yes.” Burnett stood beside me. “And it doesn’t tell the whole story. The Territories have launched a ground offensive near Under Norleans. They seem to be trying to drill their way into the southern part of the undercity.”
 
   “What about the mines?” The undercities were ringed with mines to avoid an attack like that. Of course, they were a last resort. Normally, ground attacks didn’t happen on American soil because the devastators kept attackers away. Ever since the first devastators had been built, air superiority meant everything both in attack and defense.
 
   “The mines are causing delays and damage to the enemy forces. We can’t send a ground force out to stop them with a devastator hovering overhead. However, we did launch a sneak air attack. Volunteer pilots flew close to the ground during a night mission. We destroyed large parts of their base, but nine out of the ten planes were shot down, so it came at a high cost. That gives us a few days, but they are rebuilding, and they’ll be ready for a similar attack.”
 
   “Do you need more pilots?” Volunteering for a suicide mission—that was something I could try. I might get a chance to make up for what happened during the battle of Rockall and maybe even compensate somewhat for Darius.
 
   “We need more planes.” Burnett went to a side desk and moved aside a pile of books to reveal a whiskey decanter. He pulled off the top. “Where are my manners? I haven’t offered you a drink yet. Would you like one?”
 
   I would have torn off my own skin just for a taste. I wasn’t sure if it was my imagination, but I thought I could smell it even from the other side of the room—a glorious golden-rich scent. I took a step back. “It’s a bit early in the morning for me,” I said. “But you go ahead.”
 
   Burnett smiled and replaced the top of the decanter. I bit down hard on my tongue to stop myself from changing my answer. Soon, I promised myself.
 
   Burnett gestured to the map again. “I’m not sure if we can stop them from taking Under Norleans at this stage. We have a firewall set up to block their network from the rest of our system in the event of a breach. Nevertheless, it’s important we make it as tough as possible for them so they think again before trying to take another city. We’re next.”
 
   “What do you mean, ‘we’re next’? Under Nyork?”
 
   “I’m afraid so. The Bolivar will take up a position over New York within a day. We’re not sure when, or if, a ground offensive will happen, but we expect extensive enemy bombardment soon. Contingency plans have been drawn up to move command and control of military forces to Under Cago.”
 
   “And China?” Their devastators were in a holding pattern around the edge of their empire.
 
   “We have reached out, but they won’t talk to us. China and the United States have been enemies for so long that I don’t know how reconciliation could even begin.”
 
   “So there’s no escape. We and Europe are getting weaker and weaker day by day while our enemies get stronger.” The parts of the map shaded blue for us and gold for Europe looked like an ever-shrinking prison from which we could never escape.
 
   “No one’s giving up. A wounded animal is at his most dangerous when it’s cornered.”
 
   “Why are you telling me all this?” I was pretty sure that some of what Burnett had revealed about Under Norleans and the approach of the Bolivar hadn’t been announced on the news networks yet.
 
   Burnett leaned back against his desk and smiled. He certainly was a charming bugger. I wished I could figure out if it was all an act. “Because I want you to understand the gravity of the situation we are in. So that you’ll understand when I have to turn you down.”
 
   “You know what I’m going to ask of you?”
 
   “I’m never one hundred percent sure of what will happen.” Burnett’s gaze was piercing. “I am rarely surprised. I did expect you to accept my offer of a drink, though.”
 
   Has everyone read my file? And what the fuck does it say about my drinking? “I didn’t come here to ask for anything. I just came to give you information.”
 
   “Maybe. So you just came here to tell me about Celeste and your brother? Mari Larsen informed me about that yesterday.”
 
   So she had told Burnett. “Why haven’t I seen anything on the news about it?”
 
   “You were at the funeral. I presented Darius as a symbol of hope, our light in this dark time. We can’t go and tell the people that he’s a terrorist after that.”
 
   “But it’s the truth.”
 
   “People don’t need the truth. Right now, it’s crucial to keep morale high for the upcoming battle. Survival is the most important thing.” Burnett flicked his wrist in a dismissive motion. “Truth hardly registers.”
 
   “But they have a plan; I know they do. Darius knew he’d be killed when he got on that transport, but he was willing to sacrifice himself for what he thought was the greater cause.”
 
   “It’s better not to destroy your brother’s reputation right now.”
 
   “He destroyed his own name. I just want what’s best for the American Conference.”
 
   “Do you?” Burnett went to a pile of books and riffled through them then held aloft a slim volume. “This book is called The Prince by Niccolo Machiavelli. Around two thousand years old and still quite fascinating. Through the ages, those who followed its principles did so in secret, despite their effectiveness, because its ideas do not sit easily in the human gut. One of the main themes is that the ends justify the means. The rightness or wrongness of each individual act is unimportant in itself. The crucial thing is whether the final result is better or worse. So, say I tell you that lying about Darius is in the best interest of the country—would you do it?”
 
   It took me a moment to work through Burnett’s logic. “Of course. But it can’t be best to let the lies and treachery of Celeste to continue unreported. What if Darius had given secret instructions to loyal Americans who don’t know his true agenda? Throughout Under Nyork, there are bound to be people who know something that can help the mibs find Darius’s accomplices, but they’ll only come forward once they know the secret.” I knew I should mention Arianne, but I hesitated. Then the moment was gone.
 
   “You’ll have to trust me, Jordi. You don’t mind if I call you Jordi, do you? It’s possible that Darius’s plan was for him to be revealed to the world as a member of Celeste and undermine our country that way.”
 
   “Wouldn’t he have stayed alive if that was his plan? His reveal would then be even more shocking.”
 
   “Perhaps.” Burnett shrugged. “Don’t mistake me—I don’t underestimate Celeste, and our mibs are working harder than ever. We will foil whatever they’re planning. It’s just more important right now that President Darius Roberts remain a martyr and a source of strength to the people right now.”
 
   “You can’t hide something this big. What if I go directly to the news network?”
 
   Burnett smiled. “Remember earlier, when I told you that I’d have to refuse what you asked of me? This is what I thought you’d want—to reveal the truth of your brother to the world. I think you are an idealist at heart. Surely you have to realize that’s a selfish request. You feel that some part of yourself has been sullied by your brother’s actions and that you would gain redemption for exposing him.”
 
   I shook my head. “That’s not it.”
 
   “Very well. Who on the news network do you trust?”
 
   “Levitt. Alan Levitt.” It was the first name that had popped into my head, but after some thought, I liked the choice. He was one of the main anchors at the network, but he often took positions that were critical of the establishment.
 
   “Very well.” Burnett pressed a button on his desk. “Get me Alan Levitt.” A moment later, one of the screens came to life, and Alan Levitt’s face popped into view. Burnett went to stand in front of the screen.
 
   “Who is it?” Levitt asked grumpily. Then he sat up straighter in the chair. “Oh it’s you, Sam.” A girl was dusting the side of his face with makeup, and he shooed her away. “What can I do for you?”
 
   “Sorry to bother you, Alan. There’s been a disturbing discovery in the last few days, and a friend of mine wants to let you know about it. Are you alone now?”
 
   Alan turned around. “Shut the door behind you,” he said to someone behind him, then he faced Burnett again. “I can get it out in this evening’s news if you want.”
 
   “No, Alan, this is unofficial news.”
 
   “Unofficial? So why are you even telling me?”
 
   “My friend thinks you’ll want to know.” Burnett nodded at me, and I stepped beside him so I would appear on Alan Levitt’s screen.
 
   “My name is Jordi Roberts, and the late President Darius Roberts was my brother. He was a member of the terrorist organization Celeste.”
 
   Levitt looked across at Burnett, who nodded.
 
   “Shit. This news becoming official anytime soon?”
 
   Burnett shook his head.
 
   “Dammit, that’s going to ruin my digestion for the day. Hard to forget a thing like that.” He turned to me. “Listen, next time you have something like that to get off your chest, tell it to your pillow or whisper it to a newborn baby or shout it to someone who’s so drunk they won’t remember the next day. Don’t make me miss dinner due to my ulcers acting up.” He pressed a button and disappeared from the screen.
 
   I turned to Burnett. “What did he mean ‘official news’?”
 
   Burnett sat down behind his desk. “All news that gets reported gets checked out at this office first. If we deem it unofficial, it doesn’t get reported. Go to any journalist or anchor—heck, you can go to the head of the news network if you want. Unless we decide we want a story released to the public, it stays buried.” Burnett picked up a tablet and started to scan through it. “Now, leave me. We’re finished here. I have a war to win.”
 
   What about the free press? I wanted to shout and scream or throw books across the room. But what was the point? Freedom of the press had always been touted as one of the principles of the American Conference, what made us better than societies like Russia and China. Screaming would have been like fighting for something still living or maybe for mourning something just dead. But I had just seen that the free press was neither of those. 
 
   It had never existed. The free press was a lie.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5
 
   I left the Capitol building through the same door I’d entered. I barely noticed the mibs guarding the door and nearly walked straight into the protective barrier around the Shroud. I was in a daze.
 
   I’d spent countless hours watching the news without realizing how much of it was fake. I’d seen Alan Levitt expose corruption within the government, and he’d launched scathing attacks on military policy. I’d hated him for his attacks but, at the same time, admired his bravery in standing up against the system. I was comforted by the idea that a watchdog was in place to make sure those in power didn’t get away with too much.
 
   And to find out it was all a sham… everything that the news anchors told the world had been sanctioned.
 
   Back inside the conveyor pod, I hesitated deciding where to go. I’d just planned to let Burnett know about Darius, then get a well-earned drink. But now? I couldn’t just ignore what I’d found out. I had to do something. Who could I trust? Only two people came to mind: my squadron leader, Will Saunders, and my wife. I didn’t know where I could find Will, but I could start at home with Christina and figure it out from there.
 
   I keyed in the location of the conveyor station closest to our house then waited while the pod whizzed into action. Being in motion felt better, even if I didn’t have any kind of firm plan. Christina had surprised me by springing into action when we found Darius’s message. Perhaps she would know what to do.
 
   I exited the pod when it came to a stop and traveled the passageways to our door. I scanned it open. Christina sprang to her feet and hugged me even before I was fully inside. I gripped her back just as fiercely, and we stayed in each other’s arms for a long moment. Tension leeched from my shoulders, and I realized just how much I needed support right then. I couldn’t keep going on my own; I needed to share the burden.
 
   We entered the living room, swiped the door behind us, and sat down together on the sofa.
 
   Christina touched the side of my face. “Are you okay?”
 
   “No, not really.”
 
   “What did they do to you in there?”
 
   “In the Bureau—that wasn’t too bad.” It had been at the time, but that seemed so long ago. “I went to see Burnett. It’s all a lie.”
 
   “What’s a lie? Calm down. Start from the beginning.”
 
   “What about you? Last I saw, one of the mibs was manhandling you.”
 
   “I was treated well enough, considering,” Christina said. “They confiscated the holographic message, of course, and asked me the same questions over and over again. I didn’t know much, so they let me go after a few hours. They kept asking me if you were a member of Celeste. No matter how many times I told them you weren’t, they didn’t seem to want to believe me.”
 
   “Did Mari Larsen interrogate you?”
 
   “No, I don’t think I was that important. And you?”
 
   “Yes. I have so much to tell you.” I decided not to go into details about what had happened with Larsen, and I didn’t mention the meeting with Arianne or my sleepless night in the hotel room. I told her everything that had happened in Burnett’s office, though. She listened open-mouthed.
 
   “Alan Levitt,” she said. “Of all people.”
 
   “Burnett asked me to choose who to contact. It was almost random that I chose Levitt. I’m sure I could have picked Johnley, Amendenson, Bryce—any of the anchors—and it would have been the same.” I stood up and paced to the small kitchenette and back. “What do we do?”
 
   “What can we do, darling?”
 
   “I don’t know. There’s no way to let the world know because it will be unofficial news.” I snorted. “Can you believe they call it that? Unofficial news.” I went to the monitor on the wall. “I want to check something.” Will had said he would send me his address when he returned to the undercity. Given everything going on, he might not have had the chance yet, but it was worth checking. I logged on to my mail.
 
   “Did you think of anything else, Jordi? Now that you know the truth about your brother, did anything else he did give you a clue?”
 
   “Not that I’ve been able to think of. We were close until I was fifteen. Back then, I knew everything about him. He was getting straight As in all his subjects—without trying, the bastard—and charisma was dripping from him even then. He became Zirconia’s golden child, and she pushed, pulled, and prodded him toward political life. We gradually drifted apart then, and I’ve seen very little of him in the last few years.” I shrugged. “Whenever he turned away from his country and into the arms of the terrorists, it was after the time when we were close.”
 
   A message from Will blinked into view in my mail window. I clicked it.
 
   “And you said Larsen and the Bureau have been watching you for months. Any clue as to why?” Christina asked.
 
   “No, still no idea.” Will’s message contained his address and an invitation to visit him. I wondered if Will knew what I’d done in the Battle of Rockall when he’d written that. I memorized the address then reconsidered Christina’s question. “I never told you that the Bureau was tracking me.” I had skipped over relating the weird interview, unsure how to explain what had happened. Had Larsen caressed my nipple while telling me about carnivorous female spiders, or had I imagined it?
 
   “Oh. Mari must have mentioned it during my interrogation.”
 
   I blinked several times, staring at the monitor, then I deleted Will’s message and logged out. I turned around. “You told me that Mari Larsen didn’t question you.”
 
   Christina just stared at me for a moment. “Bugger!” She shrugged. “I guess this was due to come to an end soon anyway. Might as well be now.” Without taking her eyes off me, she reached across the sofa, stuck her hand into her bag, and pulled out a gun. The weapon was very similar to the one the mibs had held on me when we’d emerged from the tunnels. She pointed it at me.
 
   “Okay.” I felt as though I should have been unshockable after all that had happened recently, but I had to remind myself to breathe as I stared down the barrel of a gun my wife held. “You are in Celeste?” It seemed everyone else was. Why not Christina, too?
 
   She laughed at that. Laughter can be infectious, but not then. I had never felt more serious in my life. “No, not that. You do seem to have a gift for getting things arseways.”
 
   “What then?” The gun was steady in her hand even as her head rocked in amusement.
 
   “Bureau agent. What you’d call a mib.”
 
   “I see.” I didn’t see.
 
   “Let me explain. A little over a year ago, certain evidence led Mari to suspect that not all was as it seemed with our then president, Darius Roberts. But it wasn’t in her power to launch an investigation into a sitting president. When you had your accident, she saw an opportunity to attack the problem sideways. She sent me undercover.”
 
   “You’re not a nurse.” I blurted out the words before I realized how stupid they were. Of course she wasn’t an actual nurse if she was an undercover mib.
 
   “I was taught how to give an injection and wrap a wound. I think that’s most of what a nurse needs in terms of technical skill. In terms of mental fortitude, she needs the patience of the deep ocean to put up with the fucking needy patients. You don’t know how many times I wanted to scream at you, ‘Just stop whining about it already.’ Hell.”
 
   Christina already looked different—the set of her mouth, a narrowing of her eyes. Even the timbre of her voice had changed, deepened. It had all been an act.
 
   “Did you ever care for me?” I asked.
 
   “Care for you? You’ve got to be kidding me. I hated your guts. You were my punishment. I had to smile and make appropriate grunts while your pathetic prick slithered inside me.”
 
   Her words should have hurt me, and they probably would in time, but right then, I just felt empty. I knew my marriage hadn’t been great, but I couldn't have imagined it was just an elaborate investigation into my brother. “I never suspected.” 
 
   “You were so vulnerable, I had to play this healing-angel role.” She snorted. “Remember that? You called me your angel. I laid the ‘oh, my darling, Jordi’ shit on thick. You’ve probably guessed by now, that’s not the real me. Quite the opposite.”
 
   “You acted different when we went investigating the old train in the tunnels.”
 
   Christina nodded. “Yes, more like the real me. I was afraid you might get suspicious. But after a year of fruitlessness, to finally have the possibility to find something got my juices flowing. Plus, I suspected I wouldn’t have to uphold the pretense for much longer.”
 
   I remembered when we met the mibs on the way to the tunnel. Christina had pulled a crazy stunt that could have gotten her killed—or so it had seemed. “Those mibs. You knew them?”
 
   She shook her head. “No. But I have a secret ID. I got a bit of distance from you, put the secret ID in my hand, and raised my arms so the agent could see and scan the ID. Luckily, he was smart. He let us go through but watched where we went. When I came back through the vent, I told them to pretend to take me and to arrest you.”
 
   “You told him to shoot me?” And I had been protecting her.
 
   She shrugged. “I left that up to him.”
 
   “And you struggled enough to provoke me into action.”
 
   A lopsided smile crept up one cheek. “I hope it hurt.” She stood and moved toward the door as I took a step back. “I’ve been looking forward to this moment for a long time now. Every time you collapsed into our bed in the middle of night, stinking of drink. Every time you told me some obvious lie and I had to play dumb and swallow it. Every time you had me suck you off. I bore it all, knowing that one day it would come to an end, and I’d make you suffer then.”
 
   “Wait.” I took a farther step back, away from the maniacal gleam in her eye. My shoulders touched a wall behind me. “I’m not an innocent, but you can’t blame me for all that. I had no idea you weren’t willing. Whoever gave you the task to go undercover is the one you should be mad at. I wasn’t the best husband, I admit, but I had no idea what was going on in your head. Why don’t you put the gun down?”
 
   Christina nodded. “Okay.” She placed her gun on the counter. She stepped toward me. “Do you feel less threatened now?” Her leg snapped up, the side of my head exploded in pain, and I staggered to the side. “Kickboxing black belt,” she said. “You can add that to the things you didn’t know about your wife until today.”
 
   Her fist snaked out and caught me in the nose. My eyes watered. I raised my hands to block her, and she moved to the side, her hands jabbing out to hit me on the jaw, the temple, and the cheek. My vision was blurred with my own tears, and each new strike added to the crushing pain behind my eyes. I lowered my head and charged at her, my hands spread wide in front of me, trying to get close to her, get her into a bear hug, anything to stop the hitting.
 
    She didn’t try to dodge, and I managed to get both arms around the back of her shoulders. Before I could get a good grip, my hip made contact with hers. I felt a sudden zero-G sensation, then I was slammed down on the ground. My head cracked against the floor, and breath was torn from my lungs.
 
   Christina stood over me. “I was also Bureau judo champion.” She leaned down until her face was close to mine. “I imagine most of your hand-to-hand combat experience came from bar fighting.”
 
   I sucked in a breath. My side hurt like a motherfucker—maybe a broken rib—but it was nothing compared to the blinding agony in my head. Christina’s face wavered in and out of view.
 
   “You were pathetically easy to fool, you know.” Her voice seemed to be coming from far away. “So desperate for comfort and affection after the injury that you didn’t suspect a thing when your nurse fawned all over you for no reason. Then quickly agreeing to a marriage when I said I was pregnant—as if I would let anything spawned by you grow inside me.”
 
   I had briefly wondered, after Christina told me of the miscarriage, whether there’d ever been a baby then chided myself for such horrible thoughts. “I don’t… I don’t deserve this.” My words came out staggered by grimaces at the stabs of pain in my side at each breath.
 
   “Resisting arrest—that’s what it’ll be documented as,” Christina said. “But don’t pretend you don’t deserve this and more. I know what you did at the Battle of Rockall. I always knew you were scum, but even I didn’t think you were capable of that. She didn’t let me hear the end of that. Stealing a plane and running away in the middle of battle.” Christina stood up and gave me a kick in the ribs.
 
   I gasped, wrapping my arms around myself, grateful for small mercies. If she’d kicked me on the right side of my body, where I suspected a broken rib, I would have passed out.
 
   “Who’s she? Who wouldn’t let you hear the end of it?” I didn’t really care; I just wanted her talking to distract her from kicking me. I coughed—a rasping painful cough.
 
   “Mari, of course.” Christina crouched beside me. “We are soulmates. We’ve been together for five years. Together, we are perfection, and men are only a necessary evil in our world.”
 
   “Why would she make you marry me?”
 
   “We have an unusual relationship, Mistress Mari and I. She invents creative disciplines for me. Being your wife—it was an assignment for the Bureau, as well, of course—was her most diabolical punishment. When she got me alone, she’d make me recount all the vile things you did to me and made me do to you. She’d string me up naked and punish me. But the retelling was the worst part, reliving each moment again. After that, the beating was a relief, something I’d deserved. The worse whipping she ever gave me was after your disgrace at the Battle of Rockall. And even though it was really nothing to do with me, I felt like I had earned it simply by association with you. Even though our marriage was a sham, I was your wife. I still can’t believe that you weren’t shot after the court martial.”
 
   She straightened and went over to the counter. She ran her finger over the handle of the gun.
 
   While she wasn’t looking, I wiggled back and forth to make sure I could still move. My head had cleared a bit, and while every motion was difficult, I had to fight through the pain. Listening to Christina, I knew I had no choice but to try to escape. “I didn’t mean to do what I did,” I said. “When I took the plane, it was to avenge my brother. Something came over me.”
 
   Christina turned back toward me, leaving the gun on the counter. “You’re just so fucking weak. You have a crash and get saved. Modern science fixes you up, but all the military’s psychs can’t put poor Jordi’s brain back together. All my noble husband becomes good for is drinking and whining about his mental fucking suffering. Your brother is traitorous slime, but I have more respect for him than I do for you.” She paused. “Mari told me about your interview with her. How you melted into a dithering heap with a bottle of whiskey in front of you. How you stirred into life in her presence. Did you want to fuck my girlfriend, you good-for-nothing worm? You are not worthy to even be in her presence.”
 
   She pulled back her leg for another kick—but I was ready. I turned slightly, tensing my stomach muscles. Just as her foot struck me, I wrapped my left arm around the back of it. The impact hurt, but I ignored that and the stab of complaint from my ribs at the sudden motion. I reached out with my right hand and grabbed the ankle of her standing foot. I then wrenched her leg out from under her, pulling with my whole body, leveraging enough force to unbalance her.
 
   She fell backward, a look of surprise on her face. Even before she’d hit the floor, I was on my feet, racing for the door. I palmed the switch, and while I was waiting for the door to slide open, I dashed to the counter and grabbed for the gun. I’d just gotten my fingertips onto the gun handle when my left leg went out from under me and I stumbled, grabbing the counter for support. Christina had thrown a leg-sweep kick before she was even fully off the floor. The gun had been knocked out of reach, so I just ran for the door.
 
   My left leg couldn’t take my full weight, and I had my left hand wrapped around my right side, cradling my ribs. I traveled as fast as I could, turning left outside the door, then hobbling for the first junction, twenty paces away. Several people in the passageway turned to watch my strange shambling run. I was just turning the corner when white light flashed, and I fell to the ground. I recognized the sensation from the last time I’d been shot. I suspected it had been merely a glancing blow, since I was still conscious. Just a finger of electricity had touched me. Still, my muscles quivered like water as I stood up.
 
   Christina came around the corner.
 
   Holding my hands in the air, I nodded at the gun in her hand. “No need for that, I’ll go quietly.”
 
   She immediately clicked the safety on and pocketed the gun. She looked up and down the corridor, noting that we were being watched. “I’m a Bureau agent,” she called out loudly. “This man was resisting arrest. I’ve put in a call for backup, and there’ll be uniformed agents here shortly.” She turned back to me and spoke in a lower voice. “Pity you ended our little private chat so quickly. All the time we had alone together, and that was the only time I got to have fun. Still, there are interview rooms in the Bureau headquarters even more soundproof than the first one you were in. I’m sure Mari and I will have a few more questions for you.”
 
   In desperation, I ran at her again. Christina smiled and turned her body slightly, shifting the weight to the balls of her feet. I knew what was coming, and I didn’t try to resist it. Christina threw her hip against mine and adjusted her weight so that I toppled backward. During the whole maneuver, I was concentrating on one thing.
 
   And I succeeded. She slammed me to the ground, but I barely noticed the pain. The gun was in my hand. While she was throwing me, I’d managed to get my hand into her pocket. I aimed the weapon up at Christina’s suddenly unsmiling face, clicked off the safety, and pulled the trigger. It didn’t work. Christina’s foot snapped backward, about to kick. I fumbled with the safety and pulled the trigger again. 
 
   Christina fell backward, a smoking hole in her midriff.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6
 
   No, no, that can’t have happened! a voice inside my head wailed. I scrambled forward to where Christina lay crumpled on the floor. Her eyes were glazed over, and I could see right through the hole in her body. There was no blood; the beam had cauterized the sides of the wound even as it went through her. The gun shouldn’t have been set to laser, though. Christina had caught me with the electric stun just moments earlier. I would never have blindly fired if I’d thought I could kill her. My head fell down against her shoulder.
 
   A tiny voice spoke, and it wasn’t inside my head. It was coming from the side of Christina’s head. I brushed aside her hair and found an earpiece. I took it off and put it to my ear.
 
   “Agent Culliver, have you arrested the suspect? Reinforcements are on the way.”
 
   Culliver. So that was my wife’s real name. Looking down into her unfocused eyes, I didn’t know what to feel. I had cared for her, but it had all been a lie. I’d never known the real person. And how much could I really have participated in the relationship if I hadn’t noticed? Had I just drank my way through the whole marriage?
 
   I looked up and saw several people watching me with horrified looks on their faces. A woman turned and ran, and several others began to back away. I glanced down at myself and realized I was still holding the gun. I threw it away in disgust.
 
   “Neither Agent Culliver nor the suspect are at their home. There are signs of a struggle.”
 
   Shit! There were mibs just around the corner. I pushed myself to feet and started to run, only for my ankle to buckle underneath me at the first step. I grabbed hold of the wall to stop myself from falling, then I continued at a slower pace, keeping all my weight off my injured leg. On instinct, I fled even though I had no real plan of escape. At every junction, I took a random turn, until I was several passageways away from where I had started, close to the edge of the Brooklyn district.
 
   “Agent down. I repeat: agent down. Agent Culliver has been shot and killed, and suspect is on the run. Reinforcements requested.”
 
   I reached a conveyor station and entered the pod. I entered a destination without paying attention to where I was going.
 
   “Culliver’s radio is missing. Probably taken by the suspect. Request that it be disabled.”
 
   And then use the radio to track him. I imagined that was what would have been said next if they hadn’t known I was listening in on their conversation. As the pod came to a stop, I took off the earpiece and dropped that and my ID on the floor. I entered a destination on the other side of Under Nyork then stepped out of the pod before the doors closed.
 
   There was only one place inside the undercity where I could evade the mibs: Harlem. I hobbled through several corridors, until I found another conveyor station, and inside that pod, I entered a destination that would get me close to a little-used entrance to Harlem. Sometimes, being familiar with the dark underbelly of a place was useful. I couldn't have imagined that one of those times would be after I’d killed my wife.
 
   I was worried that even that entrance would be blocked by the time I reached it, but it wasn’t. I was able to enter the district without any trouble. The mibs mustn’t have had the time to mobilize a full response. Once inside Harlem, I continued moving, figuring I was more vulnerable near the entrances. My ankle was beginning to feel better, and I was walking more freely. On the other hand, the pain in my side had gotten stronger and had begun to hurt with every breath. Definitely broken ribs. My face was sore to the touch and seemed to be swelling up in places. And my brain was trying to pound itself out the back of my head, like a hangover headache, only more intense.
 
   I made sure to avoid eye contact as I passed other people. I didn’t want to be recognized, and in Harlem, someone was usually looking for a fight. I wasn’t sure whether my bruised and bloodied face would attract or repel someone looking for trouble. A man with a scar on his left cheek scowled at me, and I increased my limping speed as I passed him. Then I heard my name mentioned. He was watching the news on a wall monitor, and I went to stand beside him. And there was Alan Levitt, with my picture displayed behind his left shoulder.
 
   “—extremely dangerous. Now we go to Bureau Director Mari Burnett for more on this story. Mari, is it true that this man is actually related to our recently departed president?”
 
   Mari appeared on the screen. Her hair was tied up, and she looked serious and professional. “I’m afraid so, Alan. He is the president’s brother, and I really hope that his actions won’t tarnish the president’s reputation.”
 
   Alan came back on screen. “I’m sure our viewers have the discernment not to allow the actions of his brother to affect how we see our beloved president. What details can you give us about his brother, Jordi Roberts? I believe he was in the military until recently.”
 
   “Yes. He served with distinction until an unfortunate accident a year ago. Since then, his mental state has been in question, and he has displayed violent tendencies. The military showed great patience with him because he was wounded while serving his country. Unfortunately, Jordi Roberts took advantage of that goodwill. During the Battle of Rockall, he stole one of the V-Tips and fled the battle.”
 
   “So a plane that should have been used to help defend the Eisenhower was used by this Jordi Roberts to escape the battle. How did he get away with such extreme cowardice under enemy fire?”
 
   “The military was lenient yet again. With his brother having just heroically died, they didn’t want to publicize such an ignoble act. But it now appears that the truth is even worse. Investigations have revealed connections between Jordi and Celeste, so it’s likely that stealing the plane was an act of sabotage.”
 
   “Motherfucker,” I said under my breath.
 
   The man with the scar on his face backed away. I glanced over at him, and he turned and ran. So much for me being wary of the denizens of this district—the tables had turned on that. Along with every fucking other thing. Rage boiled the marrow in my bones. Now I’m the one who was in Celeste?
 
   “And the Bureau have already had a tragic loss while chasing this monster, I understand,” the two-faced cocksucker said.
 
   “I’m afraid so,” the lesbian ballbreaker said. “Christina Culliver, one of our brightest young agents, was shot down in cold blood in front of horrified witnesses just a short time ago.” Larsen shifted her gaze so that she was staring right at the camera; she seemed to be looking straight through the screen at me. “Make no mistake, though. Jordi Roberts will be caught, and he will pay.”
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