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	Foreword

	Within this book lies the entirety of the Root Conspiracy Series, originally the “Clean” books.

	This series went under two names, and is not easily available in its first set. Seemed a good time to clear things up for those of you who followed the early stories.

	Memory Lost

	Formerly: “The Mangrove Suite”

	The first book tells a story of Jethro Gall reconnecting to Rebecca, a woman from his past. Her stolen memories join them both to horrors she has touched.

	Mind Chase

	Formerly: “The Cleanway”

	The second book sees Jethro and Rebecca drawn deeper into a powerful family conspiracy within the city. This is a the longest story in the volume, and the only one of novel length.

	Image Storm

	Formerly: “The Bright Image”

	In the third book of the series, Jethro and Rebecca unravel a mystery connecting her and the refugee crisis on the edge of the city.

	Cell Cycle

	Published here under its original title

	The fourth and final book marks a departure from the earlier books as Jethro and Rebecca contend with new enemies and untrustworthy allies.

	I am proud of all these books.  I hope presenting them together will allow more people to read them.  This series marks the end of one leg of this world’s story and the beginning of the next. Look for more Edgework books starting in 2019.

	

	Tim Niederriter, November 2018
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	The metro’s main canal sparkled with light as the ferry carried my friend Thomas and I down the waterway just after daybreak. Sunlight, I reminded myself, is no more real than the light veins provided by the governing aeons, though the sun has been around longer. I stood at the bow of the ferry, watching the water in the cold light of autumn. There was no ice on the canal yet, but even with my heavy overcoat and the stubborn fat around my gut, I felt a bit of a chill from the approaching winter.

	We passed a large garden ringed by trees which bordered the canal, probably one belonging to a local aeon. Concealing foliage remained on the outside, but most of the leaves had turned red or orange already. Deeper inside the garden a glimmer of green confirmed my guess it belonged to an aeon. The central trees of an aeon’s garden stayed both green and in flower longer than other trees. It also reminded me of the valley where I grew up, far west of the megalopolis.

	I yawned, one hand in front of my mouth. Thomas insisted we leave early before the sun rose where we lived in the eastern city. Regardless of those plans, I had been up much of the night talking with Elizabeth about our strategy to break out with our own private network. I was tired. Elizabeth had a way of getting me focused on the future. 

	Just like when we had initially planned to live together four years ago. Even after our romantic relationship ended we remained each other’s’ best hope for striking it rich. From our positions with existing networks, the two of us could become the first mental network not run by aeons higher up, though someone would still have to invest in us, of course.

	Thomas walked along the side of the ferry, a piece of toast in one hand and a thermos of coffee in the other. He looked as he always did, in a bit better shape than me and about the same height, dark hair and pale skin with black-rimmed glasses. He wore a small beard, which already showed a few strands of gray, and a dark coat. He stuffed the toast into his mouth and put his hand on the railing as he chewed.

	I glanced at him. “Getting ready for a big buy?”

	Thomas chewed a little more and then swallowed. “We’ll see,” he said, “but the right goods have to be there, or I won’t buy.”

	The goods he referred to had once been people, but I never mentioned that to him anymore. Besides, they were all clean. Human slavery was wiped out over two hundred years ago. The aeons would not have allowed it once they took control of the cities, regardless. But cleans weren’t people, however human they might appear.

	I nodded. “Didn’t you hire the ferry for a round trip?”

	Thomas smirked. “I have a good feeling about the market today.”

	“Where’d you get the tip?”

	He grinned. “Jeth, I’d almost think you were ready to get into this business.”

	“No way.” I smelled the coffee as he unscrewed the lid and let steam waft out of his thermos.

	“Not a chance? You mean even once you and Elizabeth have your new network set up?”

	I shrugged. “It’s not just because I don’t have the money.”

	He looked out over the water, avoiding my eyes. “They creep you out, don’t they? The cleans?”

	“Isn’t it kind of strange, how they look at you?”

	Thomas took a sip from his thermos. “It’s too early in the morning for this conversation.”

	“Sorry,” I said.

	“Never mind. Just take your ichor and you’ll cheer up.”

	“You know I don’t drink ichor on my days off.”

	“No wonder you’re so grumpy. You cut your own network. How demanding is making shows all week?” 

	“It’s not that.” My job as a memeotect mostly involved building network programs like the old world’s television programs but for projection directly into people’s minds. “I’ve seen the problems with overusing ichor. That’s all.”

	He got a far off, clouded look in his eyes as he accessed a network, telling me implicitly he had definitely taken a dose of ichor that morning. Thomas only connected for a moment. He disconnected and his eyes returned to normal. “One dose a day isn’t gonna get you cleaned, you know?”

	I shook my head. “I don’t think like that. But I’ve seen too many people overdo it.” Like Rebecca, from back home in the Green Valley. I hoped the signs of memories of the girl I once thought I loved didn’t register on my face.

	“Some day you’re gonna have to tell me why you’re so conservative.”

	“Maybe I will. Someday.” Too much ichor could be poison to the mind even if it didn’t transform you into a literal monster. And it did turn humans into beasts if overused.

	“But not today, grumpy guts. I got it.” Thomas turned from the water but then paused. “If they bother you that much, you didn’t have to come with me.”

	I smiled out over the lapping waters of the bright canal. “We haven’t seen each other enough lately.”

	“True that,” he said. “But you can come upstairs and play cards any night. Elizabeth probably wouldn’t mind that every now and then. Shit, man, you two can’t work every night, am I right?”

	“We’re preparing for a network launch, but I see what you mean. I’ll clear a time.”

	“Glad to hear it.” He walked back down the length of the ferry. When he neared the tower that formed the helm, he turned and called out to me, “Looks like we’ll be there in a few minutes.”

	I looked up from the water and glimpsed the dock carved into the side of the canal’s concrete wall. “Got it,” I called back. The sun poured down over the megalopolis, making skyscrapers gleam and shine. To the west the slender citadel towers of Aeon Heights rose even higher than the buildings constructed below for ordinary citizens, catching more than their share of sunlight. I turned from their brilliance and walked down the ferry’s length to the raised bridge where Thomas waited to disembark.
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	The market on the south side of the canal was alive with countless people and cleans. Thomas and I arrived at the far end of the line and made our way along it to the mouth of the large auditorium repossessed from some sports team of times past. It now served as the showing area of the market. I didn’t like the overall feel of the place. The veins that lined the ceiling glowed too bright in unhealthy white, and the cleans wore gaudy clothing that dazzled with reds and pinks and yellows.

	Thomas marched down the center of our line into the mess of twirling, dancing cleans who displayed bodies perfected by pure endorphin-hunting days where nothing else mattered but the pleasure of the moment. I followed him, trying to remember why I had wanted to come to this place, even with a friend. We passed near-naked men and women with figures in suits hunched around them, inspecting nooks and crannies, cleans being examined by potential buyers. 

	I tried not to imagine Thomas doing the same thing because I didn’t want to hate him. I didn’t mean to hate him. What I wanted at that moment was to be anywhere but there. As if on cue, he stopped ten meters ahead of me and turned to a seller with two scantily clad women on either side of him. I made a face and turned to look into the center of the room where the dancers twirled and cavorted.

	In the center of the dance, a woman whirled in a violet gown with a skirt riding high on her thighs and a trailing strand of golden cloth, flowing from her hair. Her skin was dark, though not as dark as mine, and perfect in the lights falling from the ceiling. I watched her enraptured for a moment, forgetting where I was. She reminded me of times past, back before I came to the megalopolis.

	Back in the Green Valley. Years ago. Back with Rebecca, before she left to travel to the east.

	Then my eyes narrowed. That dark haired, fine-skinned woman… eyes closed in gentle concentration, one leg raised in a frozen-seeming spin, was more than familiar to me.

	“It can’t be,” I said under my breath. Rebecca, what has become of you?

	No one paid any heed to my words. I took a step from the path, leaving Thomas to his business. Things needed to be seen. The truth needed to be found. Rebecca had probably been an addict of ichor when she left the valley, but what could have happened to her to place her among the cleans?

	Could this really be her? I stood for what felt like several minutes, gazing at her, then tore my eyes away. After more than twelve years, she looked almost exactly as I remembered, sleek limbs and perfect curves. I fought the urge to return to staring, and instead, directed my attention to searching for Thomas. I had to tell someone.

	A giant man stood beside the market stall closest to where Rebecca danced. As he talked to a buyer his massive arms folded, muscles rippling beneath the tattoos of intertwined snakes on both arms. My eyes passed over him twice before I realized the snakes on his arms had fanged, eyeless mouths on both ends.  

	Part of me knew not to feel intimidated by the giant’s fearsome appearance. Another part of me did not like the idea of talking to him without knowing more about the woman on the stage. No matter how much she looked like Rebecca, the vast population of the megalopolis made it impossible for me to be certain she was really the girl I had known as a young man in the Green Valley. Without ichor, though, I had no networking ability so I could not even begin to search for any information I could use to identify Rebecca. 

	I glimpsed Thomas moving through the crowd a way down the path from me. He might have some ichor left from his morning. Most people carried a flask of it with them if they had business to attend to, and his management of the Mangrove Suite put him in demand during the day even when out on other business. I slipped through the crowd and caught up with Thomas.

	“There you are, Jeth.” He grinned. “I thought you might have gotten lost.”

	“Thomas, do you have any ichor left?”

	“Woah, man. What happened?”

	“I need to use the network.”

	“Sorry. I’m out, but there should be a supplier here you can buy a few drops from.”

	“Thanks. I’m going to go look.”

	“First of all, tell me what happened. I thought you didn’t use on your off days?”

	I shook my head. “I need to find something out. I’ll tell you later.”

	“Alright.” He nodded. His eyes seemed understanding despite his confusion. “I’ll be making my way around the market. The ferry leaves a little after nightfall.”

	“Okay,” I said. “I’ll make sure I catch up with you before that.” I turned and went back down the path toward the exit, my eyes peeled and searching for someone hawking ichor.
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	Aeons produce ichor, and they give it to the humans under their management. That’s the most common way to get ichor in the megalopolis, but because the city is divided into the domains of different aeons there are other ways for those away from home. Vendors, like the one I found in the outer circle a few dozen yards from the entrance, filled that role in the market. For a price.

	The vendor wore a heavy coat and stood by a low cart that carried a cooler. A security officer stood off to one side, bulletproof vest, triangular badge, but no visible weapons. This kind of vendor usually paid for extra security, and it looked like it cost her a hefty amount of credit. The vendor’s hair was long and frizzy, and though the aeons kept most people in good health, she hunched, looking old and weary despite her smooth features.

	She nodded to me, teeth bared in a grimy smile as I approached. “You need some ichor, sir?”

	“Yes,” I said. “How much for a single dose?”

	“You from the canal districts?” she asked.

	“Lotdel Tower. East of here.”

	“Canal. Got it. Fifty for a dose.”

	“Sounds reasonable.”

	The vendor held out her hand. “Show me some cred, and I’ll hook you up.”

	“Thanks.” I dropped my card into her palm. The card’s light cell glowed in the dimness away from the central market lights. She swiped it on the side of her cooler and it opened a crack. Then she returned my card and lifted the cooler’s lid. Golden liquid in clear plastic bags topped by sealed tubes that when opened could be used to drink the precious contents, lined the cooler. She reached in and retrieved one of the tiniest bags. I took it from her.

	“Is that all?” she asked.

	“For now.” I might have to return if I used up this ichor before I could locate the memories and information I needed. I turned away from the cooler and the dirty vendor and popped the cap of the tube on the ichor bag.

	Most people try not drink ichor straight to dilute the taste. I don’t usually mind how it tastes, which differs by the aeon from whom it flows. I put the tube to my lips and drained the bag with a single long pull.

	At that moment, my senses heightened and the light gleamed even more bright and sickly. The smells of perfume and the sounds of bartering ran amplified through my mind. Ichor usually does that to people when taken fast. Trained sensocyclers can control this rush of senses and keep the enhanced perception for as long as a memeotect like me can maintain network access. My senses quickly dulled some but still remained sharper than normal.

	I paced to a bench, perhaps leftover from the stadium’s past, and sat down. I checked to see if the security officer working the ichor stand was in view and found him close enough to put my mind at ease a little. But still, if I dove into the network for any stretch of time the chance of getting my card stolen went up dramatically. I left the market, walked along the canal to the ferry and boarded. Nobody but the captain would even be watching.

	I stood on the deck, near the center of the ship, and looked out at the sunlit canal waters. I took a deep breath, and then set my mind to sail through the network with a mental push.

	The network appears to the mind’s eye as a variety of things, but most of us notice how bright it seems. The threads of my consciousness unwound, spreading out through the mindscape like skinny tree branches. The minds of others connected to the network drifted around me at a distance. I was at once both aware of them and uninterested. I sent my thoughts through the market where not many were using. Cleans never used ichor so they were invisible to the light network approach I had at the moment. With enough ichor in my system, I could detect the minds of anyone in the region.

	I worked through the minds of these people slowly, searching for any facts that would prove to me that the woman was Rebecca.

	Rebecca, with her laughter, head thrown back, and shawl tossed to the ground. Rebecca with her ambition to go east from the Green Valley where the two of us had grown up. Rebecca who gave me hope when I was a geeky kid who always finished behind his older brother. 

	I sighed at the thoughts but kept looking. The network helped me ignore the cold of the day, but it wasn’t until I turned my thoughts to the memories I kept within me that I lost all perception of the outside world.
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	Unregistered Memory, Spring 2063

	In the Green Valley in the center of the wildlands between the great cities of the east coast and west coast spring brought rain that swelled the river and turned the dirt of country roads into mud. I lived in a town a few hours from nowhere. There was one aeon in the whole county where I grew up, a member of the first generation named Kedhos. I never met him, but like everyone, I had a daily relationship with his blood, his ichor.

	I was walking a forested path, trying to not get my sneakers too filthy with the mud that sucked at them with every step. To avoid the worst of the mud, I walked along the side where the leaves provided a thin covering for the pitch-black mixture of dirt and water. Birds chirped in the trees, sometimes startling me. 

	I had a messenger bag tucked under one arm. I’d had that bag for years, and at thirteen, there wasn’t a lot more important to me in the world than its contents, a worn blue folder containing photographs of people and places from before the rise of the aeons. I had brought it with me that day to see if I could find some of the landmarks it mentioned from the city closest to my hometown. 

	As I walked, I considered how it was too bad that aeons had needed to tear apart the world I saw in those images. Once, there had been cities in and around the Green Valley, but now they were dust, swept under the roots of tall trees. 

	Those trees and their stubborn frost-resistant leaves gave the valley its new name. I picked up my feet and pressed forward to climb a trail of mud up the hillside to a place where the path met a paved highway. The road’s asphalt surface was pocked with craters and split with cracks, but it wasn’t muddy, and it pointed the way back to town.

	I walked along the road for a mile before town came into view, spread over a slope that formed one of the earliest foothills of the valley’s edge. Once, my brother and I climbed to the top of the tower that stood on the hill’s peak and looked east to see the route the trains still used to get between the coasts, cutting across plains of waving grass. 

	But on that road, thoughts of the world outside the valley felt fanciful. I followed the curve of the road toward town and was less than a half mile from my house, near the western edge where the ground softened and we risked flooding every year in the spring, when the sound of a loud combustion engine made me turn to look back.

	A single vehicle appeared around the bend of the road, a white van with dirty sides and a cracked windshield. I watched the van approach with its roaring engine and the smell of fuel drifting closer. The vehicle sputtered and slowed as it neared where I stood with my messenger bag tucked under one arm.

	I raised my other arm and waved, as innocent as youth can be, never having seen a vehicle on this highway before. The van slowed and stopped not far from me. I walked toward it, searching through the windshield for whoever might be driving the old-fashioned machine.

	A sliding door opened to the side where I couldn’t see. Then the driver’s door swung outward with a clank. I froze. A towering man with tanned skin and a thick black beard stepped out. A girl in a white and blue shawl that covered her hair came around the side from the sliding door. She looked to be about my age, skin the same color as the man’s.

	Her face came back to me in a rush, how Rebecca had looked when I’d first seen her. She was thinner and less healthy looking at thirteen, but her eyes were as beautiful as always. She smiled when she looked at me on the road.

	“Father,” she said. “It’s a boy!”

	The man with the fierce beard looked at me with a level gaze. “Are you from this area?” he asked.

	I looked between the father and the girl with the entrancing eyes. “Y-Yes, yes,” I said. “I’m from the town up there.” I pointed at the hill where houses were interspersed among the trees. I looked at the father. “Are you travelers?”

	“We’re from further north.” His dark eyes looked nothing like his daughter’s. “But we’re not travelers. We’re settlers.”

	My eyes widened. I stammered out some words even the enhancements of ichor did not allow me to recall.

	The father laughed. “Come on boy. Don’t just stand there, I want you to show my family and me to town.”

	“It’s right on the hillside,” I said. “You probably don’t need my help. Not really.”

	The girl walked up to me, and put her face close to mine. Her expression changed from playful amusement to gentle concern. “Father gets what he wants,” she said softly. “Or he hurts people.”

	I swallowed and fell back a step from the girl. “Oh. Okay.”

	She led me to the van where a woman in a dark shawl held a young boy in her lap in a seat behind the driver. The girl and I sat beside them. She smiled weakly at me, then leaned close to my ear. “I’m sorry. But don’t worry, I’ll make sure he doesn’t hurt you.”

	“Thanks,” I said, suddenly very aware of this beautiful girl so close to me. “I won’t forget.”
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	My heightened memories diminished as the ichor went inert in my system. By then dusk crept over the megalopolis from the seaside to the westernmost Aeon Heights. I shivered, my mind made up. I walked back to the market. Confidence drained from my mind like fading ichor with every step as I entered through the front gate. The lights inside the market were brighter than ever, casting my shadow across the ground.

	Did I really dare do this? Elizabeth could still be sensitive even after we decided to limit our relationship to the professional, and I had almost no proof beyond the memories in my mind that this clean was Rebecca. Had been Rebecca. Unless the whispered rumors of a cure for cleans were true.

	Still, I walked to the stalls near where she had been dancing that morning. The giant still stood there, propped against an adjacent stall’s side by one huge arm and still standing easily over two meters tall. His eyes moved toward me as I approached, but I ignored him.

	I ducked the giant’s tattooed arm and approached the raised area where this woman who so-resembled the Rebecca of my memories once again danced among the other cleans on display. Her form shifted, and she turned her face to scan the crowd. No expression graced her features beyond the simple bliss of emptiness that came with being cleaned.

	I stared at her, eyes searching that face for a spark of recognition. One thing was certain—despite the gulf of time and place—she was Rebecca.

	I stifled my cry of dismay with one hand to my mouth. Then a man’s heavy arm fell around my shoulders. It was the giant. “Sir,” he said. “I take it you see something on display you like?”

	My eyes moved to meet the grinning face of the huge man. I stammered, “I-I believe I might.”

	“You know the dancers on display are among the finest cleans sold at this market, especially on a day like today.”

	“I am aware. Are you selling?”

	“Not all of them are mine.” He whistled and pointed at the clean that looked like Rebecca. It can’t be her, I told myself. It must not be her. She must be free, probably having long forgotten me, but free. “That one is. She goes by the name of Rain.”

	“Rain?” I said.

	“That’s her name.”

	I looked at Rain’s face, unsure of myself with the giant’s arm still across my shoulders. “I am sorry,” I said. “How much for Re-For Rain?”

	“You make up your mind fast, my friend. Don’t you want to know where this one comes from first?”

	“Let me guess,” I said.

	He shook his head. “You’ll never figure it out.”

	“Have you ever heard of a place called the Green Valley?” I asked.

	His jaw dropped ever so slightly, betraying his surprise. “Someone you knew?”

	“No,” I lied, “but I happen to have an eye for the middle country.”

	“You must, but there aren’t many of her kind out there.”

	“And what kind is that?”

	“No need to get testy, sir.”

	“Fine. How much for her?”

	He released my shoulder and looked me up and down. “Two thousand.”

	Two thousand. That would have made up a sizable portion of my investment in the network building I was planning on renting with Elizabeth soon. Of course, we didn’t strictly need a building being that we could relay everything by ourselves using ichor in our own apartments, but it could help for when we had more staff, and Elizabeth wanted more staff. But I made over two thousand in a month when I was working on high commission for the Aeon Omasoa’s network as I had been doing lately.

	I stared at this woman called Rain, whose mind had been cleaned by the aeons. I closed my eyes for a moment, frowning. Thomas would be curious. He would ask about her. I knew right away I would tell him the truth. For all his baseness at times, Thomas was a good friend. Rain’s eyes opened, at last, sparkling and dark. Those eyes, that face. These belonged to Rebecca, whatever she had become.

	“I’ll take her.” I held out my cred card to the giant man. Now that face, those eyes will belong to me.

	The giant took the card and scanned it. “A pleasure doing business with you, sir. Just give us a moment to get her down and dressed.”

	“Thank you,” I said.

	And I meant it. I’d never missed anyone like I missed Rebecca. Cleaned or not, I wanted to be near her again. And I couldn’t bear to see her taken away by some slave master or brothel owner. Part of me warred with these thoughts because that part of me knew, even if she resembled Rebecca, Rain did not know me. Rain did not care if she spent her remaining days in some brothel being sold to anyone who could afford her for an hour, a night, a day.

	The giant sent a more ordinary-looking man up to the platform to retrieve Rain. When the man returned with her she wore a long coat of shabby gray material. “Is this acceptable?” the giant asked me.

	“I think so,” I said.

	The giant leered at Rain. “You think?”

	“It’s fine.”

	“Stars be with you friend.” The giant turned to the other man who pushed Rain gently from the back, directing her toward me. “If you have any trouble with her, here is my card. I’ll gladly take her off your hands, at least until the market closes next month.”

	“Thanks.” I took the man’s card as well as my cred card. I wanted to scream at myself. What was I doing? She’s clean. The Rebecca I knew is dead. Yes, but if there’s even a chance… A chance of what? 

	Everyone knows the cleans cannot be restored, only urban legends say otherwise. I stuffed the card in my pants pocket and took Rain’s soft hand as gently as I could. “Hello, Rain,” I said softly.

	“Hello.”

	“Jethro,” I said. “Call me Jeth.”

	“Jeth?” Her voice reached my ears, so familiar. Her breath touched my neck as she passed close to me.

	“Yeah,” I said. Some structure inside of me collapsed at the questioning tone of her voice. She really remembered nothing.

	I took Rain’s hand and led her away from her former owners. When we reached the center of the path, I stopped and looked around for Thomas. My friend was walking toward me, leading a handful of cleans and checking his card’s light cell to see how much he could still afford on it.

	“Well, well.” He looked at Rain, then at me. “Mister Jethro Gall, it looks like something could tempt you after all.”

	“Someone,” I said. Then I leaned closer to him, one hand still holding onto Rain. “I’ll tell you the rest later.”

	He raised an eyebrow. “Alright,” he said. “I don’t get it, but alright.”

	“Maybe I should go back to the ferry.”

	I stared at Thomas, brows bent, and hoped he got my meaning.

	He nodded. “Sure, Jeth. I think we’ve got everything you need right now.” He clapped me on the shoulder, almost jarring my grip on Rain’s hand loose. But I didn’t let go. I turned and led Rain out of the old stadium that now served as a trading ground for empty-minded cleans.
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	That evening, Rain and I rode the ferry back to Lotdel Tower district, sharing the vessel with Thomas and his dozen or so new additions to the Mangrove Suite. I decided we should stay on deck despite the falling temperatures because I didn’t want to lose track of Rain among the other cleans.

	The night sky lit up with ghostly aeon lights that danced from the skyline. I stood by the tower of the bridge, watching the heart of the city grow closer. Rain shivered beside me, and I resisted the urge to put my arm around her. It would do me no good to think of a clean as a person. Though, if that was the case why had I bought her?

	She pressed herself to my side, seeking warmth. Her touch thrilled me, as much as it would were she still Rebecca. I wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “Should we go inside?” I asked.

	“Is it warm inside?”

	I frowned, taken aback by the clean’s lucidity. I had never really tried to communicate with a clean before, not as an adult at least, but I did not expect such a human answer in a perfectly normal voice.

	“Yes,” I said.

	She stared at me wide-eyed. “Please. Let’s go in.”

	“Alright.” I led her toward the entrance, guiding her with my arm.

	When we entered the ferry’s upper hallway, I found Thomas waiting by the door, back leaned against the wall.

	“Jeth,” he said.

	“Thomas.”

	“I think it’s time you came clean,” he said. “Just this morning you told me you weren’t going to buy anything.”

	“Anyone.”

	“Forget your damn terms for a minute, Jeth!” Thomas pushed his back off the wall and faced me. “You bought a girl.”

	I swallowed bile. “I recognized her.”

	“You what?” He put a hand to his ear.

	“Recognized her.” I glowered at Thomas. “She’s an old friend.”

	“She’s a clean. Cleans aren’t friends with anyone.” Thomas folded his arms. His eyes moved to Rain, who was still pressed to my side.

	“I know what you’re saying.” I held back my anger at Thomas’ words. What he said was common knowledge. Cleans don’t remember anything. Cleans don’t want anything but pleasure. “I just… I knew her when she was human.”

	He took in a sharp hiss of breath. “So, you bought her.”

	“Yeah, I bought her.”

	Thomas sighed. “You know how bad this idea is?”

	“I didn’t want to see her taken away. Again.” I clenched the fist at my side. “I didn’t think about the consequences.”

	“You sure as hell didn’t. What’s Elizabeth going to say?”

	“I don’t know, but I can guess she won’t be happy.”

	He shook his head. “Look, I want to help you. Maybe she could stay at the Mangrove Suite while you explain things to Elizabeth.”

	“I’d be alright with that if you promise me one thing.”

	“She won’t work any clients. Cross my heart and drown me if I should lie.”

	I looked up at him. He appeared earnest. I unclenched my fist. “Thanks.”

	“It’s nothing. You still have to tell Elizabeth about her.”

	“Do I? Me and Elizabeth, we’re just business partners.”

	“She may be under a different impression, Jeth. I shouldn’t have to tell you that.”

	I felt heat in my face. “I’m not leading her on.”

	“I know. Okay. Let’s focus. What are we going to do about her?”

	I released my hold on Rain’s shoulder. She stepped to one side of me and Thomas, looking at the space between us with an empty gaze. 

	“I don’t know,” I said, “but haven’t you heard the stories? The stories of cleans being restored by aeons.”

	He frowned. “I’ve heard stories, Jeth, but I don’t think the cleans want it. They gave up their humanity to escape from pain, not because they were forced into it.”

	“You’re right.” But was he? I couldn’t believe Rebecca would willingly give up her mind. “Forget I mentioned it.”

	“No problem. I really wish you hadn’t brought that up in the first place.” He frowned. “Look, Jeth. I think we’ll have to see what happens. I’ll take her with me tonight. She can stay in the Mangrove Suite until you and I decide what to do.”

	“Okay.”

	“I need to check on the other cleans.”

	I nodded.

	Thomas turned and walked down a passage to the cabins. I turned to Rain. 

	“Warm,” she said.

	“Yeah.” I smiled at her. 

	She gave me an expressionless gaze in return.

	We reached shore and took Thomas’ aging gray van to Lotdel Tower. There, Rain and I parted. Thomas took her up to the fortieth floor of the gleaming skyscraper that was Lotdel Tower. I rode the elevator to the twelfth floor, where my apartment overlooked Bailey Court Garden and its always-green central trees. 

	I drew the curtains and sat down on my bed. Tomorrow, I’d be back to work at my network, and I’d be back to making plans with Elizabeth, but tonight, I needed to remember why I missed Rebecca so much. I needed to remember because a wall had come tumbling down today, a barrier I didn’t ever expect to fall.

	I lay back on the bed, darkness and warmth all around, and I closed my eyes.
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	Unregistered Memory, 2066

	

	When I was sixteen and living as a student in the Green Valley far to the west, I had one great friend. Her name was Rebecca Malik, and I loved her.

	The two of us went through life like any other students at the time, almost fifty years after the rise of the aeons. We shared a few classes, physics and biology, and we sat side by side during them. Neither of us paid much attention to the material.

	I was more interested in memeotecture and the advanced study of ideas relayed by ichor. Without reliable electronics because of the war, the biological-ichor relay had become indisputably the best way for humans to communicate over great distances to mass audiences. Rebecca loved memeotecture even more than I did. She took to constructing thoughts for others from her own mind easily.

	Rebecca and I drank our ichor cups in the morning like the nectar of the gods. Some people still think of aeons as gods so I suppose that makes sense. They sure seemed like it at the time. Ichor enhances human senses and gives us access to sensory and memetic networks.

	Her parents were hard on her. And they never liked me or ichor much. Some days she would come to school with bruises. On those days, she wouldn’t say a word to anyone but me and wouldn’t answer when called on in class. She told me it was her father, trying to beat the evil out of her.

	I told her she shouldn’t take that kind of thing from anyone.

	Through all of it, I thought we’d grown closer than she must have. Because she left for the east coast five years before I did. A week after her sixteenth birthday, she jumped a train and rode out of my life. She left me a note at school, delivered by our dull-eyed homeroom teacher. The last line is the only part I remembered clearly.

	I’m sorry I won’t see you again, Jeth, but you would do the same if you were in my shoes.

	I was angry for a long time.

	Eventually, the anger faded. Then I just missed her.

	Five years after she left, I followed the railway as far as I could go on foot, the side of the great highway leading out of the Green Valley and across the hills. I hitched a ride on a truck that burned diesel like an athlete burns calories. That truck carried me to the east.

	I never forgot Rebecca, but I thought I’d never see her again.

	When I woke in the morning, the day after buying Rain, I still wasn’t sure if I would or not.
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	I left my apartment for the restaurant on the tenth floor around seven in the morning. Nageddia, the aeon who owned Lotdel Tower, mandated a credit-free breakfast for all inhabitants of the building. Apparently, she didn’t like to see people underfed. I brought the smaller of my two ichor flasks with me, because I had to work today, and met Elizabeth when I stepped out the elevator doors.

	The doors closed behind me. 

	Elizabeth smiled from under waves of golden brown hair. “Good morning,” she said. “Guess Thomas didn’t keep you out too late.”

	I blinked at her. “I suppose he didn’t.” I smiled with all the weariness I felt. “The real issue is the travel time, you know.”

	“Why’d you want to see a clean market anyway?”

	“I’m not really sure. I guess part of me is fascinated by them. The cleans, I mean.”

	“I knew what you meant.” We walked to the doorway leading to the open restaurant. “I guess it’s all the ichor, isn’t it?”

	I frowned. Even though I refused to use ichor except on work days I did sometimes overdo it for shaping scenes and thoughts.

	“You may be right. I suppose you’ve also heard that many of them were previously insane from ichor overdose.”

	“That’s a rumor. I’ve never actually seen an aeon clean someone.”

	I frowned as we walked to a table in an alcove of the ornately gilded square room. She set her purse in one seat, and we headed for the sparse line. They served all sorts of food that would be familiar to people across the country. Fried and scrambled eggs in a tub beside bacon, and on the other side, a large coffee machine dispensed hot water and fragrant mix. Fresh fruit sat along the opposite side of the food line.

	“You don’t have to see it to know it happens,” she said. “Jeth, are you in a bad mood?”

	“What do you mean?”

	She shrugged. “I don’t think it’s worth arguing before we have something to eat.” 

	She dished up some eggs, then turned to a salad bowl.

	I put a few strips of bacon on my plate, then headed straight for the fresh fruit. A lot of guys my size tried to steer clear of eggs when possible, but I never did. I backed up and took some of those, too. If I was trying to eat healthily, I would have cut out the bacon, but I liked bacon the most. I took an apple and a few strawberries. Then, I turned to face Elizabeth.

	“You don’t honestly think I’m trying to argue, do you?”

	“You seem pretty riled.”

	I shrugged. “I guess I had a rough night.”

	“Tell me about it,” she said and headed for the table in the alcove.

	I followed her, still reluctant to tell her the truth about Rain. But I knew I’d need to do it sometime. If Thomas could be trusted with this, Elizabeth definitely could. We sat down across from each other. She looked down at her plate, apparently thinking. Then she picked up her purse and removed a small purple plastic bottle that contained her daily ichor.

	She poured it into the cup at her seat. A lot of memeotects wake up without coffee. The amount of ichor it takes to activate a network is always relatively large compared to simply attaining enhanced senses so the heightening of energy is significant as well. It’s like caffeine, but with less crash and more addictiveness.

	Elizabeth sipped her ichor. “You ready to tell me what happened?”

	I frowned. “It’s the clean market,” I said, then paused, chewing on my thoughts. “I saw someone familiar there.”

	“Familiar? Jeth, the megalopolis has a population of at least a hundred million people, but the market isn’t that far down the canal from here.”

	“It wasn’t someone I knew from the megalopolis,” I said. “She was a girl I knew back in the Green Valley.”

	“You knew her…”

	“Liz, it was never like that.” A stretch maybe, but I didn’t want to get into that with Elizabeth. “We were friends.”

	“Now she’s here, though.”

	“Well, not exactly.” I couldn’t believe I was doing this, but the words kept spilling out. “Liz, she’s been cleaned.”

	Elizabeth’s eyes widened slightly. Everyone knows the cleans used to be people, but nobody likes to think of friends or family going that way and losing their minds. My partner, strictly my business partner, cleared her throat.

	“Jeth, I’m sorry.”

	I clenched my flask in my hand. “Don’t be sorry,” I said. “It’s not your fault.”

	She reached out and put a hand on mine, easing the flask back toward the table. “Jeth, I’m glad you told me.”

	I shook my head. “That’s not all, Liz.”

	She frowned.

	I looked up from her hand on the hand that held the flask. “I bought her.”

	Elizabeth’s hand withdrew from mine. The color rushed to her face. “You bought her?”

	I nodded.

	Elizabeth’s lip trembled. She sniffed in a breath and sat back in her chair. Her gaze moved to the cup of ichor on the table between us. “I guess that explains it,” she said.

	“Explains what?”

	“Why you don’t want to talk to me today. You slept with her, didn’t you?”

	“No, nothing like that!” My face heated up, and I scowled. “I did not sleep with her.”

	“You didn’t?” She crossed her arms. “You expect me to believe that?”

	“It’s the truth! She stayed in the Mangrove Suite last night. Thomas took her there.”

	She flushed despite her scowl. “You may want to rethink that phrasing.”

	I shook my head, fire coursing in my blood. I raised the flask of ichor to my lips, then hesitated. “I thought you were grateful I told you. I couldn’t lie, you know.”

	She nodded but didn’t look at all mollified. “Fine.” She drained her cup of ichor.

	I downed the contents of my flask. The energy of the ichor flowed into me, and my senses heightened. I reached out with my mind, feeling the mental presence of Elizabeth and the cooks and waiters. My feelings expanded, giving me the sense of filling up the room, then the building, then the city.

	I reached into my mind, knowing my eyes were glazing over visibly, but also knowing Elizabeth was doing the same because of the aura that built around her mind, heavily woven and beautifully intricate.

	Every mind has a different sense to it, different aptitudes and weaknesses, and they present as different forms and senses in the mental world.

	I set my hands on the table and felt the hardwood beneath my palms. It pulsed with the mantle of the earth far below the surface, but here it almost made the polished tree remains feel alive again. More alive than ever because now they seemed to be breathing. The feeling of new life was normal, but every time it took a few minutes to recede.

	My mind’s willowy expanse brushed against the finely crafted fortress of Elizabeth’s. She blinked and her eyes returned to normal. I tried to normalize as fast as I could, but in the meantime, I built an image of the clean market and sent it to Elizabeth through the network we formed locally through our proximity to each other.

	I chose the images that showed the bizarre objectification of the cleans, the dancers, the sellers in their perfume-laden stalls. 

	Then I normalized with a hiccup. “Sorry,” I said, “but I couldn’t leave her like that.”

	Elizabeth nodded. “I don’t really understand, but I’m glad you didn’t try to keep her secret.”

	I put a fist to my chest and took a deep breath, trying to still the incessant hiccups that threatened to disrupt my entire mentality. Finally, the sensation of unrest in my diaphragm faded. “I appreciate it. I wouldn’t lie to you, partner.”

	She nodded again, but her smile from earlier was long gone.
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	The mental alarm normally embedded deep in my subconscious went off about five minutes after Elizabeth and I finished breakfast and were on our way out of the restaurant. It did not blare harsh sounds but spoke in the gentle voice of Nageddia, the aeon owner of Lotdel Tower. She lived near the tower. and it was her responsibility to inform the tenants.

	“A rogue star has been sighted in the local district. Please use caution when leaving your buildings.”

	Elizabeth glanced at me and mouthed, “A rogue star?”

	I shook my head. “I dunno.” Rogue stars could be any sort of inhuman monster from beyond the city, outside of any aeon’s control. When they infiltrated, they could kill a lot of people who got too close unless the aeons stopped them first.

	The message repeated a few more times, but then fell silent. Elizabeth and I headed for the elevator down to the first floor. “You think it’s actually dangerous?” I asked.

	She shrugged. “I doubt it. There are thousands of aeons in the megalopolis, not to mention all the purifiers and the Teloite guards.”

	I nodded, but I didn’t like the names she brought up. Purifiers were human but invested with the right to act as police and inquisition in the megalopolis. The Teloites were even worse as far as I was concerned, a gang of extremists, both human and aeon, acting as extra-jurisdictional law enforcement. Aeons used their own ichor to boost their physical strength and vitality so they could be a match for most rogue stars.

	My ichor let me connect to networks for news, so I did as the elevator moved down to the first floor. The voice of the Grand Network’s newscaster, Peter Harrison, echoed in my mind. “The rogue star sighted in the Central Megalopolis is likely some kind of creature composed by the beast forces across the sea. It may have physical powers at its command. Do not approach any unusual individuals. The rogue star is reportedly capable of creating very convincing disguises.” Peter had a harsh voice for delivery in general, and today was worse than normal. Each word sounded as though it had to be scraped off the roof of his mouth. His company evidently wouldn’t let him change it or mask it with emotions or other feelings, even though that would be simple over the network.

	Things always seem worse after a big change, I reminded myself. And yesterday, I found Rebecca. If that wasn’t a big change I didn’t know what was. Elizabeth glanced at me. “Are you okay?” she said. “The network news doesn’t seem all that bad.”

	“I need to go into work today,” I said. It was true, but more than anything I wanted to be able to say the opposite. “Omasoa wants to see how productive we can be.”

	“She’ll understand if you’re late. Aeons aren’t monsters.”

	Funny saying, that. “I know what you mean,” I said, “but this is important.”

	We stepped into the elevator. Elizabeth hit the controls for the first floor before I could do anything. I glanced at her. She smiled at me. “You could use a head start. If anyone does, you need the help today.”

	Normally, I thought Elizabeth would make a great newscaster or network branch. She really did have a way with words sometimes. Too bad this wasn’t one of them.

	“Thanks,” I said. The elevator doors closed in front of us, and we rode down to the first-floor entrance.

	I stepped out of the elevator, and Elizabeth took it back up. I made my way to the front doors. They stood open, and I shivered at the breeze blowing through them. As I approached the doors, I found myself looking out into a cloud-covered city, as if bulging gray curtains moved through the air above the earth.

	Wind blustered through the streets, carrying the first drops of a rainstorm. I pulled my coat around me and headed out into it. My every other thought turned back to Rebecca, still in the Mangrove Suite. I would have liked to see her again and talk to Thomas before I went to work, but I didn’t want to do anything else to make Elizabeth angry with me.

	Across the street, to the train station, I walked. I was late for the first train of the day, but only twenty minutes shy of the second. The warning on the network had rattled me a bit. A rogue star of all things. Star was another way people sometimes referred to aeons, but a rogue could hardly be anything but one turned into a beast and crossing the wasteland or the sea. I did not dare activate my network connection to surf through information because of the warning.

	Silly, I thought, as I waited on the bench at the train station lit by veins of glowing blue that crept across the concrete ceiling. It’s not as though a rogue star would be looking for me. I tried to relax as I picked up a newspaper from the stand and paid with my cred card. The print news aggregated plenty of information left untouched or buried in the mind networks. With computers remaining highly disliked by aeons in general, and considered less than reliable with any aeon around, I suppose people saw the wisdom in reverting to the older form of distribution.

	My fingers turned the pages absently. I skipped over a section of local obituaries to read the news of the war in the west. Beasts preyed on the opposite coast’s megalopolis far more than they ever approached us here in the east. In general, I was glad for it, but I couldn’t help but look it up. My older brother, Luke, had moved out west just a few weeks before I followed Rebecca east. He’d gone to become a journalist, and he’d had stories published across the country by both memeotects over the network and print papers.

	The train whistle blew as it pulled into the station. I rose from the bench, folding my paper as I went. As I approached the train to board, a voice came from behind me. Ryan Carter. “Jeth, wait up!”

	I turned as skinny little Ryan sprinted across the terminal. His bag banged into his side with every dashed step. He stopped before me, breathing hard. He looked at me with a grin. Then together we boarded the train.

	“Morning,” I said.

	“Pretty good, yeah,” he said. “You hear about the rogue star?”

	“How could I miss it?” I said. “I suppose that’s why you’re working at the office today?” Ryan was a defensive analyst at a technical combat company near where I worked in the area north of Lotdel Tower.

	He nodded vigorously. “Yep, gotta protect the city and all that.”

	I shook my head. “What would you do if you ran into a rogue star yourself?”

	“Call for backup,” he said without hesitation. “I’m an analyst, not a soldier.”

	I grinned. “Good attitude. I wouldn’t want to face down one of those monsters either.”

	The train started moving as we found seats. It was sparsely packed. Not many people who had jobs in knowledge went to work every day because of the network and most of the time they wouldn’t want to if they knew a rogue star was roaming the neighborhood. Hopefully, the train would take us clear of danger zone. Where there were more aeons, things would surely be safer.

	I leaned back in my seat and opened the newspaper.

	“Anything good in there?” Ryan asked.

	“Not in particular,” I said, going back to my search for any news on the western war. I found what I was looking for a few seconds later, between an article on a new generator heart maturing out at the Aeon Heights west of the more packed parts of the city and an ad for a network I didn’t recognize.

	“The western forces pushed elements of a beast unit back toward the interior.”

	“The war again?” Ryan said.

	I glanced at him.

	He shrugged. “You were reading about the war last time we ran into each other on the train.”

	“My brother’s out there.”

	“But he’s not a soldier. He’ll be fine, Jeth.”

	“I guess I’m not so sure about that. Luke once went to poke a hornet’s nest. Literally. And he didn’t even use a stick.”

	Ryan laughed. “Bet that gave him some interesting lumps.”

	I smirked. “You have no idea. But my point is, Luke doesn’t have a lot of common sense.”

	“I get what you mean.”

	“Well then.” I shook my head. “You can see how I might think he’d go diving into danger when he really doesn’t have any need.”

	Ryan nodded, still smiling from his burst of laughter. “Really, a hornet’s nest? You gotta be kidding me.”

	“I wish.”

	“Your brother wishes.”

	“Well, I was right next to him.”

	Ryan’s palm flew to his forehead. “Somebody should have put a leash on you two!”

	I shrugged. Rebecca had told me I’d be better off not following Luke around after that. “That was Green Valley life,” I said.

	“I bet.” Ryan spoke between wheezes of mirth. “Do any of you middlers think before you act?”

	“Not in general.” I thought of Rain who had once been Rebecca, sitting in a sweetly perfumed room in the Mangrove Suite. That was one piece of information I wouldn’t be sharing with Ryan or anyone beside Thomas and Elizabeth, if I had my way.

	The train lurched at its next stop. The doors on either side of our car slid open. Through one of them, a bearded man in a button-down shirt and blue jeans stepped. He shook his head fitfully, possibly from an over-consumption of ichor. Sometimes people went overboard, and if one did that too much, one could end up cleaned. Like Rebecca. The more I thought about her, the more I considered the possibility that things could have happened exactly that way.

	My fingers tightened together, tearing the sides of the newspaper where I gripped it.

	“Woah, Jeth, what’s the matter?” Ryan asked.

	“Nothing,” I said. “Just thought I might lose my grip.”

	He shrugged his shoulders. “If you say so.”

	The doors slid shut, and the train started moving again. I watched the man who’d just entered, more and more sure he had overdosed on ichor. He rubbed his palms against each other, then pressed them both to his forehead. His eyes quickly turned glassy from network access. He stood like that for a minute or two, stock still, hands pressed to his forehead.

	Then he let out a gasp of air and collapsed to the floor of the train car.

	Ryan was out of his seat in one instant and by the man’s side in another. He checked the man’s pulse immediately, a trained first responder. I rose more slowly and looked around the train car. “Is anyone here a doctor?”

	None of the other half a dozen passengers answered except with looks of nervousness in their eyes. 

	I knelt beside Ryan and the fallen man, who I then saw was breathing. “He’s not dying?” I said. The ichor overdosed man on the floor of the train could be a threat to all of us on board if he turned into a beast.

	“He’s already mad, most likely,” said Ryan, “but the ichor he overdosed on will turn him into a beast if we don’t move quickly.”

	“I understand.” I accessed my network even as I spoke. My mind reached through space and time, and I signaled the universal distress call to the aeons. The nearest visible aeon mind gleamed in my mental sight, two dozen blocks across the city at our destination, Omasoa, and even she could not stop a train in motion. I cut the network connection. “This isn’t good,” I said. “How long do we have?”

	“I don’t know,” said Ryan. “Do you think I’m an expert on beasts?”

	I shook my head. The car sped across the city, rising from the ground on elevated tracks. I glanced around the car once again. “Damn it,” I muttered. “If he turns before we come to the next stop, we’ll be stuck on here with him.”

	Ryan nodded, eyes focused on the man on the floor.

	I felt a gentle hand on my shoulder, a feminine touch, followed by a woman’s low voice. “Remain calm.”

	The flicker of an image slipped through my mental barriers and evaded my antibodies. The image was of Rebecca, wearing a business suit. She turned to face my vantage point, but then the vision faded.

	The woman on the train passed me and Ryan, a long black coat flowing around her shoulders. She knelt beside the man on the floor, softly moving Ryan away from him. Her hair was shockingly pale, nearly white, and I couldn’t see her face because of its length and thickness.

	She placed one small hand on the man’s forehead, and in that moment, I glimpsed a trickle of pale gold flowing from her palm. Ichor. The strange woman, who I had somehow, impossibly, not noticed before the moment she touched my shoulder, eased the wound flowing with ichor over the man’s eyes. Her body tensed for a moment. Then she withdrew her hand.

	The man opened his eyes, seeing clearly, but I knew nothing mattered to him anymore.

	This impossible woman was an aeon. And she had just cleaned this man.
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	The woman straightened her back and raised the hood of a sweatshirt under her coat. She turned without me seeing her face and strode past me. Her long sleeves hid the aeon wounds in her palms. Normally, one cannot see into the mind of an aeon without their intent. For some reason, she had showed me an image of Rebecca. This aeon had known her. My focus fixed on the end of her sleeve.

	Each aeon has five wounds. No more. No less. From each wound flows ichor. Every child learned these things in school.

	I had never seen an aeon clean someone before, but the vacant joy on the man’s face struck me as obvious. He was clean. Ryan spoke to him, but the man shook his head. He stared adoringly after the woman who had just wiped his mind away. I gritted my teeth. She may have saved me, but I hated to see it. I hated to think of someone doing the same thing to Rebecca.

	The woman paused at my side, long coat flowing to the floor. “Why are you angry, Jethro?” I glanced up at her, still unable to see her face through the strands of white-blonde hair and the dark hood. She bowed her head slightly and full lips curved, the only visible part of her face.

	I sat hunched, paralyzed. Everything had happened so suddenly. She took another step as if to move on. I had not detected her. How could that have been? 

	In defiance of good sense, my hand snaked out and I seized her forearm before she could pass me by. “Wait!”

	She did not struggle or resist my touch on her sleeve. She shook her head. “Jethro, be calm.”

	“You saved the life of every person in this car.” I raised my voice as I continued. “Please, tell us your name.”

	“My name,” she said, “Is Yashelia. Please, unhand me, human.”

	I did not relax my grip. The other people in the car stared at the two of us, locked together by my hand. She looked down at me, at last. I grimaced. “How do you know my name?”

	“You assume we aeons would require means you would understand to learn of you.”

	“I’ve never heard of an aeon called Yashelia,” I said.

	“Then you are poorly informed.”

	“Oh, am I?” I looked forward. Ryan turned toward me. He shook his head as if to tell me to stop my press on this woman. She would have appeared on the network when I had sent the warning to the aeons. 

	This is the rogue star.

	“So, you figured it out?” she said.

	And she can hear my thoughts, regardless of my safeguards.

	I put all my strength into hauling her down. She struggled then, but not for long. Ichor suffuses the body of every aeon and, unlike humans, they are built for exploiting it to gain improved strength and speed. She moved herself like a whip, and I hit the ceiling with a crunch. My back screamed in protest. My mind flooded with pain. I had only a moment to hesitate before I fell to the floor of the car. Again, pain exploded through my hands and knees. Shock ran through both arms. I groaned.

	Whatever she was as a rogue star, she worked a lot like an aeon. Yashelia spun to face me. Her hood fell back, revealing a beautiful face, but one pale as death. Ryan stumbled to his feet. He backed away from Yashelia, not making even a small move to help me. I didn’t blame him.

	Her flawless nose wrinkled. “I take it you know what a rogue star would do in this situation?”

	I glared up at her from my hands and knees. “You plan to kill all of us. Monster.”

	She smirked, then turned and walked past me to the sliding door. One of my arms gave out under me, and I fell, feeling sticky blood run down my arm inside my sleeve and coating my skinned hands. Yashelia ignored me. She pried the door open with her fingers, tearing metal and breaking locks. Cold air rushed in from the autumn of the city. Yashelia glanced back at me. “Until we meet again,” she said in a booming voice that drowned the rushing of the air, “Jethro.”

	Yashelia threw herself from the train car. She caught like a mote of dust in the air and glided over the low rooftops and out of sight. I stared after her from my place on the ground, unable to move except to roll onto my side. 

	Ryan ran to my side. “Jeth, are you alright?”

	I grunted and nodded, but I never took my eyes off the open door on the side of the train car. The light veins above us shimmered as the train continued to drive north. Ryan helped me sit up, and I ached all over. My back protested most movement so I sat on the floor of the car for the rest of the trip to our stop.
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	My spine was intact, and both arms were swiftly repaired by the heartlink I attached to them when I arrived at the office. Ryan had helped me get there once we reached the station, before heading on to his own office at security. The aeon who managed my network, Omasoa, came down to meet me while I sat with aching, if whole, limbs in the break room on the fifteenth floor of our forty-story office complex.

	She wore her hair long like most aeons, and the dark locks framed her face. She was a typical aeon in a lot of ways, I supposed, beautiful to the eye, and careful to wear no covering on her hands so her wounds were prominent, two fine holes drilled one through each palm.

	I did my best to cover the surprise on my face as I bowed to her when she entered the room. “Ma’am.”

	She walked to the break room table, followed by her assistant. “Jethro Gall,” she said in a voice higher than Yashelia’s, familiar, more girlish. “I hear you had an interesting encounter on the train today. A rogue star is dangerous, and you are but a human. I do not want to lose your work for some foolish sense of duty you hold. Do not take that chance again.”

	I raised my head from my bow. “I understand.”

	“Good,” she said. “With that in mind, take today easy.”

	“Ma’am, I can work.”

	“And I expect you to, but do not push your tolerance for either ichor or physical action any more than you already have.”

	I nodded. “I will be as responsible as I can be.”

	“Good.” Omasoa turned and left the room. Her secretary followed behind her. I rarely spoke to any aeon as much as I had spoken to Omasoa over the past few minutes. They were usually so aloof from humans I had been surprised to even see Omasoa come to speak with me. Most of the time, when people got injured, the aeons sent a representative. Aeons almost never spoke to those affected for themselves.

	“Huh,” I said and sat back in my chair. I activated my network absently. From here, I had proximity to the storehouses of memetics that would allow me to work.

	My job had me constructing information packets to be distributed by sensotects. I rarely transmitted much of the information personally because it required a lot of ichor, though all professional memeotects had to have a little understanding of sensocycles to do their jobs. I compiled the data and then sent it to a sensotect to distribute.

	I searched through the raw data materials, as if rummaging around in drawers of infinite light and uncounted bits of information. Computer technology was too distrusted by aeons to store most of the material we used. Mostly, it was kept in the minds of people, lower journalists, who sought out new information constantly. Memeotects like me, and Elizabeth, and once Rebecca, would take the information and sort it, prepare it, and then convert it into packets understandable by the minds of other humans over sense networks. Casters like Peter Harrison would frame the information using their own voices and self-images to give things a human touch and a spin.

	I worked as hard as anyone that day, but my mind was elsewhere, even more elsewhere than usual while diving through banks of information as deep as the Grand Canyon and twice as long. The locus of my private thoughts remained on the Mangrove Suite, and on Rain. Memeotects need to practice to hold back their thoughts, but it is quite possible to network without exposing everyone to your dreams and feelings.

	Rain had looked so beautiful dancing, but her eyes were empty. Though I had rarely thought of it before, I knew there had to be some way to restore her mind. Aeons could clean humans who overdosed on ichor, and for all I knew, they would simply restore any mind they reset to a state of madness rather than its prior sanity. I went looking in the information piles on my lunch break, searching for facts related to clean restorations.

	My efforts turned up nothing I didn’t already know. And soon, I was back to work. By the time I was informed over the network that I could leave for home early, I was burning with the need to see her again, Rain, my angelic husk of a woman.
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	The elevator carried me up to the Mangrove Suite. I went there straight away, not wanting to run into Elizabeth before I could see Rebecca, or Rain as she now called herself. The machinery rumbled beneath me, then stilled. I stepped out of the elevator and into the warm, mute lights of the lobby of the Mangrove Suite.

	Deep maroon carpet covered the floors. Soft laughter, that of a woman, lilted down the hallway that led to the rooms where the cleans were kept. Lived. Whatever. A wastebasket by the elevator looked as though it had never been used. I stood in front of the elevator for a moment with no other human in sight, unsure of what to do.

	My skin crawled despite knowing Thomas ran the place as above board as he could. Some places just can’t ever get all the way clean of evil. Still reluctant, I forced myself to walk down the hall toward the rooms and the woman’s laughter. A desk and a guard stood in a semicircular room between the elevator and the rest of the suite.

	The guard, another black man almost as large as me, and built a lot meaner, wearing a suit, crossed his arms. I didn’t know him, so odds were I would need to ask for Thomas to get through. His face was impassive. “Do you have a reservation?”

	“I’m not a customer,” I said. “I’m a friend of Thomas Fenstein.”

	He raised an eyebrow. “You a friend of the boss.”

	“My name is Jethro Gall. He may have mentioned I’d be by today.”

	“You know, I don’t think he mentioned you.”

	Keep cool. It won’t do any good to get into a mix up with this guy. I met the man’s eyes. He grinned. “There ain’t no way I’m letting someone with such a weakass story through.”

	I clenched a fist. I may have been beaten by a rogue star earlier that day, but I wouldn’t let that stop me from getting past Thomas’ clueless flunky. “I’m telling the truth. Look!” I produced my wallet with City ID.

	He shook his head, a shit-eating grin plastered to his face. “You know, this just keeps getting funnier and funnier. Get back on that elevator, you fuckin’ bum.” He laughed.

	I glared at him. “Let me talk to Thomas.”

	“Oh, Thomas is a little busy at the moment,” he said. “I have it on good authority he’s far too busy to see anyone.”

	I tapped into the network for an instant, to check the place of Thomas’ mind. He was near the far corner of the suite, in his office behind the rooms with the cleans. He wasn’t networking but seemed to be alone because I detected no other minds in the room. I had a bad feeling at that moment, and an image of Rain flashed into my mind. I severed the connection. The guard did not take even a step toward me. But his arms uncrossed and he reached for the gun holster at his belt.

	“I’m gonna ask you one more time,” he said as his hand continued to drift. “Get back on that elevator.”

	That tore it, tore it straight in half. I accessed the network. The man could shoot me in seconds, but if he did, he would alert everyone. I reached into my mental information catalog, a vast library of irrelevant information. I packed as much as I could into the fastest sort of poison packet. Then I shot it at the guard’s unsuspecting mind. 

	His mentality resonated like that of musician, visible as an outline that hummed in the mental space. His safeguards were nothing special, a simplistic maze of barriers and a few antibodies. Though I didn’t have a lot of experience cutting through defenses, I was able to guide my poison packet through the maze to the end. A pair of antibodies surged at my mentality and the packet, but I pushed my cargo past them before I shot back out of the maze.

	He folded under the weight of the information, at least for the moment. When I severed the connection he stared vacantly at me, mind overloaded with the forced download. If he had been at all prepared for a network attack I could have been shot before the packet took effect on him. But he hadn’t been. He might be under the protection of a rogue star, but she didn’t help him.

	Yashelia. 

	With the guard incapacitated by the flood of information and staring vacantly into space, I charged down the hallway toward the office. I ran with a serious lack of sprinters’ muscles. Even when I’d been young, I didn’t make a fast runner. I was out of breath when I slammed my shoulder into the door of Thomas’ office and hurled it wide open.

	Within, a glimmer of white blonde hair greeted me. Damn it. Yashelia stood with one slender arm extended, pinning Thomas against the wall by the throat. She turned as I entered, and one eye of yellow with red flecks fixed on me.

	“So, you are here,” she said. “I take it my guard did not inconvenience you much?”

	“Let him go,” I said. “I don’t know what you’re after, but I’m pretty sure it isn’t Thomas.”

	“What makes you say that, Jethro?”

	“It’s because you’re looking for someone.”

	“Perhaps I am. What of it?”

	Thomas struggled, both hands working against Yashelia’s impervious grip. I gritted my teeth and stared into Yashelia’s eye.

	“I can tell you where she is.”

	“She. Who am I looking for?”

	“The one thing that connects you to me and Thomas. Rain.”

	She released her grip on Thomas’ throat, and he slumped to the floor, barely able to even slow himself. He disappeared into shadow. Yashelia turned to face me full on. A wound, patterned by angry red lines radiating out from it, was bored into her forehead just over her right eyebrow. She smiled coldly. “Well, well. You are an interesting one, are you not? How did you know?”

	“What else changed between today and yesterday,” I said. My breath caught. “And she’s here. Here in the Mangrove Suite.”

	“Take me to her,” she said.

	“Thomas knows where she is. I just know she’s here.”

	Yashelia’s arm extended. She grabbed Thomas by his suit collar and dragged him to his feet. “Thomas, lead the way.”

	He tried to push her arm away, but she did not let him go. Behind me, the guard arrived at the door, having recovered from my mental dump in his mind. 

	“Matthias,” said Yashelia. “Follow us. Keep an eye on these two better than you watched the elevator, please.”

	The big man grunted but nodded, too.

	I turned toward her as Yashelia strode past me, half-dragging, half-pushing Thomas in front of her. Matthias shoved his revolver at my face, barrel first. Then Yashelia caught his eye. He lowered the weapon and let us past. He brought up the rear of the group, following with a sickened expression.

	Thomas led the way down the hallway to a door like any other door. He opened it, muscles taut in his face. Yashelia swept inside and I followed, not knowing if she would be angry or not. But I needed to see Rebecca, Rain, what Rebecca had become.

	Rain sat on the bed, dressed in a thin button-down shirt and pair of dark pants. Both shirt and pants were far too big for her. She looked up at Yashelia with a vacant expression. The same look in her beautiful eyes as she’d had for me when I’d seen her the previous day. I clenched my fist but felt the barrel of a gun in the small of my back. Fuck, Matthias was still right there.

	“There you are, my dear.” Yashelia let out purring sound. “I missed you, Rebecca.”

	She drew close to Rain who recoiled with wide eyes. 

	“They never should have taken you from me. But this time, I won’t let them clean you out. Give me your hands, deary.” Yashelia reached for Rain’s hand, but she recoiled, trying to get away.

	“What do you want with her?” I said, no longer registering the threat of Matthias behind me. He clocked me on the back of the skull for my trouble. The steel of the barrel rocked my skull, dazing me and sending pain shooting through my nerves. I stumbled into the room.

	Rain screamed. Yashelia did not turn to face me.

	“Matthias, kill the men.”

	My eyes widened as Matthias raised the revolver. His finger eased toward the trigger.

	I sent my mentality flying into his mind to delay the inevitable, if only for an instant. I darted through his maze again, no packet prepared, and dove into his poorly-tended mind. He stiffened. I looked over my shoulder just Thomas swept in from the other side.

	Matthias grunted and dropped the revolver. Another packing sound, like meat getting tenderized. Matthias slammed into the door frame. I glanced back as he fell to the ground. Yashelia released a cacophonic scream and turned toward me.

	“Fucker,” Matthias gasped. Thomas kicked him in the head and silenced him.

	Thomas picked up his revolver and trained it on Yashelia. I eased to one side to give him a clearer shot and ready to run to get Rain as soon as he fired. Yashelia’s scream heightened in pitch, searing my ears, but I refused to cover them. Even if I had, I guessed that as much of the scream was inside my head as was outside it. Rain winced and bowed her head, hands over her ears. I took a step toward Yashelia.

	Thomas gritted his teeth and glared at Yashelia. “Leave. Now. Bitch.”

	The gun might not kill an aeon. They looked human, but their abilities and toughness varied.

	She reached out to grab Rain’s arm. Rain tried to pull back, but Yashelia’s grip was too strong. The pale aeon dragged Rain toward the window. Aeons were tough and could glide on the wind. If Yashelia got outside with Rain, I might never have a chance to see her again. 

	I dove toward them, seizing a fistful of Yashelia’s long coat. The rogue star launched herself and Rain toward the window. Thomas fired. A roar of sound cut through the sound of Yashelia’s screeching voice. The bullet went through the arm Yashelia was using to hold Rain. Ichor, golden in the light from the window, exploded across Rain’s face. Yashelia released Rain just as I lost my grip on her coat.

	The rogue star hurtled out the window, breaking the glass and the frame, and tearing curtains from their posts. I slid along the floor with the force of her leap, catching up with Rain just as shattered window glass crashed down and out into the air forty stories over he city.

	I grabbed Rain and covered her head with my arms and body. The curtain came down on us, along with a heavy pole. It hit my back, sending a shock of pain through me to match hitting the ceiling of the train car earlier that day.

	But I held onto Rain. Yashelia’s scream faded into the distance. If she really was an aeon, she could survive that fall by creating a wind current like she had done before when she had escaped the train. 

	I arched my back and pushed the curtain off. Rain sat up and her tongue ran out, lapping up a few droplets of Yashelia’s ichor from her lips. Thomas ran over to us just as a light seemed to come on in Rain’s eyes.

	“Jeth?” She met my gaze.

	My eyes were teary, partially from pain, but partially from disbelief. “Rebecca?”

	“Call me Rain,” she said.
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	Unregistered Memory, Elizabeth Ashwood, 12th Floor Restaurant, Lotdel Tower

	

	After a day of distributing data via the local network, Elizabeth waited in the restaurant for Jeth to arrive. She checked her watch a few times. She had not expected him to be this late. Part of her worried he must have gone up to the Mangrove Suite to spend time with the mindless girl he had bought. Part of her didn’t want to believe he would do something like that.

	The cleans were practically animals. They didn’t have any capacity for intellect, or expression, or love. Could he be so enamored with an animal that he can’t see me? She sighed and sipped her water. She fought the temptation to add a drop of ichor to bolster her diminishing network strength, and then look for him mentally. She did not fight hard.

	She reached into her purse and retrieved the bottle she carried there. She loosened the lid and held it over her water. She dripped aeon’s blood into the cup. As she raised it to her lips, a shadow crossed the table, blocking out the orange sunset coming through the westward window. Elizabeth hesitated, then looked up into the shining face of Nageddia, keeper of Lotdel Tower.

	The aeon wore a soft frown on her dark and finely featured face. Around her shoulders hung a thick robe. Her hands were folded before her. “Elizabeth,” she said. “I take it you are missing someone?”

	Elizabeth bowed her head to hide her surprised expression as much as out of respect. Nageddia would benefit from increased fame once Elizabeth and Jethro got their new network off the ground. For that reason, she seemed to like them even more than she liked her other tenants.

	“Jethro’s late.”

	“You were supposed to share a meal.”

	Elizabeth nodded.

	Nageddia’s eyes narrowed. “He is in the Mangrove Suite.” A slender boy, one of Nageddia’s attendants, approached from one side of the aeon. “Ma’am, I have contacted the purifiers.” 

	“Thank you, William. Tell them to hold back for now.”

	“Is Jeth in trouble?” Elizabeth asked, unable to stop herself.

	“He may be,” said Nageddia, “but do not fear. I am merciful.”

	“Please,” said Elizabeth. “He may be acting like a fool, but let me try to contact him before you send someone up there.”

	“You are brash, Elizabeth.” Nageddia’s lips formed a small smile. “I understand your concern, but it is the rogue star. Somehow, she breached the security of this tower and made her way to the Mangrove Suite.”

	Elizabeth had heard over the network about the attack on the train. Her heart skipped a beat. “Could she be after Jeth?”

	“This is the second time today they have been in contact.” Nageddia turned to the boy. “Tell the purifiers to form a perimeter.” The aeon’s smile faded completely as she waited for the boy, whose eyes glazed into the network for a few seconds, and then Nageddia returned her solemn gaze to Elizabeth once again. “Please, do not be any more brash tonight. My security is already on their way to the Mangrove Suite.”

	Elizabeth choked back her first attempt at a reply. She turned and stared down at her plate. I trust Nageddia. She’s a powerful friend, for both me and Jeth. She won’t hurt him. I trust her. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. “I will take care, Nageddia.”

	“Nothing in the universe is infallible, but trust in me, Elizabeth.”

	“I trust you.” Her head remained bowed, and she fought back tears. “Thank you.”

	Nageddia’s hands folded together. She swept away from the table where Elizabeth sat. Elizabeth listened to more orders given to the purifiers through the boy, a more secure proxy way to network for an aeon who might be under the scrutiny of another of her own kind.

	“Have the purifiers tighten the net,” said Nageddia.

	Elizabeth’s hands trembled, wrinkling the tablecloth. She reached into her mind network. I have to tell Jeth what’s happening. Tell him to be careful.

	[image: Image]

	

	I released my embrace of Rain as the veins of light in the room flickered above us, unstable from the shock of Yashelia’s passage on the structure of the room. Thomas turned to keep the gun trained on its former owner, Matthias, still lying on the floor. I wished right then that I had seen this coming. I’ve tinkered with machines before. I’ve even dipped into some sites to train myself using gun-range records. I’m not a great shot, but I could have done something more.

	Thomas glanced at me. “You alright?”

	I carefully felt down my side and found a few cuts and tears in my shirt from the broken glass but nothing serious. The only blood I saw on Rain was the few drops of Yashelia’s ichor on her cheek.

	“We’re fine.” I rose and helped Rain to her feet. “Thanks, Thomas.”

	Rain turned her eyes toward Thomas. He was still watching Matthias. Rain walked over to them, careful even in shoes, on the broken glass. She reached for the weapon in Thomas’ hand, staring down at Matthias. “He wanted to kill you.”

	“I know.” Thomas sounded numb.

	I walked over to them and put my hand on Rain’s shoulder. “He’s no threat to us now.”

	Thomas glanced at me, looking past Rain. His eyebrows were up and beneath them his eyes appeared terrified despite his otherwise calm exterior.

	“Yashelia is gone,” I said. “We just need to call in the security force and explain things.”

	“And what about me?” said Rain. “I remember being Rebecca. I remember everything.”

	I swallowed and shook my head. Then I looked at Thomas. “We can’t let anyone know she’s not clean anymore.”

	“But why isn’t she clean? She definitely was about five minutes ago.”

	“The blood,” said Rain. “The blood of the aeon contains memories, but not all of them complete. This is only temporary.”

	“How do you know that?” I asked.

	“Rebecca studied it. Before the end, she knew.”

	“You mean, you knew!” I said, unable to hide my anger. “You are Rebecca.”

	“Maybe,” said Rain. “I can’t be sure, and even now I’m losing memories. I can feel it.”

	“How do we stop it?” My fingers tightened on Rain’s shoulder. “There has to be a way.”

	“Do you hear yourself?” Thomas asked. “If the aeons haven’t told us how they can restore someone from being cleaned, then they don’t want to us to know. It’s been two generations since they arrived on Earth. They didn’t forget to tell us.”

	I nodded. “That doesn’t mean we shouldn’t try to find out.”  

	Rain pulled away from my grip and turned her back on us. “I don’t know why they haven’t told us,” she said. “But Rebecca may have. I can’t. I can’t reach that memory.”

	Thomas took a step back from Matthias. “You want to find something that, by the way, probably got Rebecca cleaned in the first place. They’ll want to clean us, too, if we go looking for it.”

	Matthias let out a harsh chuckle from the floor. “You’d deserve it, you bastard. You sell the bodies of cleans for a living.”

	Thomas’s fingers trembled on the gun. “They don’t know what they’re doing. They only know they enjoy it.”

	“Yeah, right.”

	Thomas lowered the barrel of the gun to point at the floor between them. “Shut the fuck up.”

	“Oh, did I hit a nerve?” Matthias chuckled again. “What’s the matter? Gonna shoot me?”

	I walked over to Matthias, who lay on his side, looking up at Thomas. Whatever Thomas did, and whatever I might think of it, he didn’t deserve to hear this kind of shit from a thug like this one. I walked around Matthias and planted my heel on his shoulder. “You heard him,” I said. “Now you can shut up or I can start pressing.”

	“Don’t hurt him,” said Rain. “Jeth, don’t hurt him.”

	“Oh, the girl who just woke up is begging you. Jeth, you’d better listen to her. After all, you’re gonna want to fuck her later, right?”

	My pulse jumped, and the world looked redder than the sunset should make it. I raised my foot. Then I stomped it down on Matthias’ shoulder with all the force I could muster. Something cracked inside the man, and he screamed out. “Next time you get shot,” I said.

	A cold breeze from the broken windows answered me.

	Then came a clatter of footsteps in the stairwell back near the elevator. I glanced at Thomas and Rain. “If this is security, don’t tell them about Rain.”

	Thomas frowned at me for a long moment, then he nodded. 

	Rain bowed her head in a long nod. “I don’t want to lose these memories.”

	I paced around in front of Matthias, and then looked down at his face.

	Matthias gasped from pain and met my gaze. “If I tell them, they’ll clean me. Don’t worry, I won’t let that happen.”

	“I bet you won’t,” I said, fingers clenched. Boots thundered in the hall outside, then a pair of men in white-plated armor with fiery patterned trim, turned the corner, submachine guns at the ready.

	I put my hands up immediately as I recognized the purifiers, and I opened my fists. One of them shouted at Thomas to drop the gun. My friend didn’t hesitate, though he winced at the volume of the purifier’s modulated voice. The pistol clattered to the floor.

	Rain stood looking vacant, the cover she needed to maintain. The purifiers stormed into the room. Two more white-armored troopers appeared in the doorway and I knew there were probably even more of them outside. Purifiers never did things half way, or so was their reputation.

	“Hands on your head.” The lead purifier trained his weapon on me. I obeyed. Thomas did the same.

	He nodded his masked head. Another one kept his gun on me while the leader moved on to Matthias. The thug on the ground looked up at the purifiers. “You got me, you bastards,” he said through wheezes of pain. 

	I may have messed him up more with that stomp on his shoulder than I initially thought.

	The purifier leader hesitated for a moment, seemingly doing nothing as Matthias glared at him. He had accessed the mental network. “Convict Matthias Tannenmoore, on your feet.” One of the other purifiers dragged Matthias up, where he looked as though he might fall. The leader turned to me, networked for an instant, then said, “Jethro Gall and Thomas Fenstein, the team will escort you and your clean downstairs.”

	I glanced at Rain. She returned my gaze with a vacant stare. Purifiers led us out of the room and to the elevator.
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	Unregistered Memory, Elizabeth Ashwood, First Floor Lobby, Lotdel Tower

	

	The crowd of people behind Elizabeth in the tiled lobby of Lotdel Tower murmured rumors as to why they had been sent downstairs. Without Nageddia present to reply, they would get no solid answers. Elizabeth had no plans to tell what she had heard in the restaurant. Her eyes moved side to side and she noted about half of the people she could see were networking, obviously seeking more answers. Her eyes focused on the elevator doors. Jeth needs to be safe. I know he’s done something stupid, buying that clean, but why did things go so crazy so fast?

	The doors to the elevator opened. Elizabeth’s breath caught, but instead of Jeth, Nageddia and her small entourage of servants, including the young boy from earlier, emerged. Nageddia swept out of the elevator behind a pair of bodyguards without visible weapons. Elizabeth scowled at her feet, trying not to blurt out her question for the aeon who owned Lotdel Tower.

	She’s doing her best to help Jeth. She has to be trying. My job is to remain calm. 

	Elizabeth evened out her expression and then looked up from the floor. Nageddia stopped just a meter or two from the crowd where her guards formed a perimeter to keep the people back. Nageddia pressed her palms together, redness and dark spots of ichor-giving wounds visible on the back of her hands.

	“My people,” said Nageddia. “The rogue star has invaded this tower.” A ripple of soft voices ran through the crowd. “Remain calm. For your safety, please remain here until the purifiers secure the higher floors. The rogue star will not attack you here, and the purifiers will keep you safe.”

	Fear ran through Elizabeth, not as a chill, but as a fiery wave, one mingled with her anger. How would Nageddia’s forces deal with the rogue star, as well as the people who the monster attacked?

	“One of the other tenants of this building encountered the rogue star earlier today on a train. Please, be cautious.” Nageddia turned to the boy whose eyes were glazed with ichor. Her voice lowered in volume, but Elizabeth could still hear her thanks to being at the front of the crowd. Nageddia said, “William, where are they?”

	“Network indicates they are on their way down.”

	“Good,” said Nageddia.

	Elizabeth stared at the aeon and the boy and waited. A clank drew Elizabeth’s attention to the elevator as its doors opened again.   A team of purifiers in their shocking white and red armor escorted four other people out of the elevator. Thomas Fenstein, Jeth’s friend, stood beside a black man in a suit and handcuffs with a growing purple bruise on the side of his head. Behind those two walked a beautiful woman with tanned brown skin and dark hair in baggy clothes, and beside her, Jeth, with bloody streaks down one side of his shirt. Elizabeth’s eyes moved from Jeth to woman beside him. Her eyes looked empty, a clean.

	The group made their way to Nageddia, and Elizabeth stared at them as the group of purifiers dispersed except for the team leader who stood beside the four. Jeth, what have you gotten yourself into? Elizabeth stepped forward from the crowd.

	Nageddia’s eyes locked on her, jaw set. “Stay where you are, Miss Ashwood.”

	Elizabeth froze at the edge of the perimeter. She met Nageddia’s gaze and tried not to show the fear she felt. “Please, don’t make me wait to see if my partner is alright.”

	Nageddia’s expression softened just a little. “For a moment. Come forward.”

	Elizabeth bowed her head and walked past the guards to Nageddia and the four. She looked up and found Jeth’s eyes on her. She turned toward him. “Are you alright, Jeth?” she asked.

	“Yeah.” Jeth nodded to her.

	Elizabeth nodded to him, but she couldn’t help her brow creasing.

	Thomas glanced over his shoulder at Jeth but said nothing. Nageddia motioned with a hand, and one of the guards gestured for Elizabeth to move back. Then the team of purifiers regrouped and took the four of them through the crowd, past Elizabeth, and out into the vein-lit night outside the tower’s doors. Elizabeth watched them go. You had better tell me everything, Jeth. I can’t keep worrying about you like I’m doing now. She swallowed hard as the doors closed behind the purifiers.
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	They drove us north in a pair of armored cars, but we didn’t go far. Interrogation at the purifier hall six blocks from Lotdel Tower surprised me with its speed. The purifiers knew we didn’t know anything. Except for Matthias. Despite the thug’s insinuations earlier, I didn’t like to think what would become of him.

	I told my story to a recording memeotect, omitting the part where Rain had regained her memory from Yashelia’s blood. If they caught me, I could be in serious trouble, but I kept those thoughts tight to my center to keep them from radiating out to the memeotects in the building.

	Security released Thomas, Rain, and I just before midnight and gave us all a ride back to Lotdel Tower. I was starving, having eaten nothing since I left the office after lunch. The restaurants were closed, and I had little left in my apartment. Luckily, Thomas kept a cold box in the Mangrove Suite to store food for his cleans. Rain and I took the elevator up with him. On the remnants of the day’s ichor I reached out and checked for reports on the rogue star called Yashelia.

	I had shared the name. Why not? I had not said I thought she was an aeon because that could be dangerous. Of course, the authorities would find her home garden soon if she was an aeon. I delved into a stack of memory that looked like a mountain of light and began rifling through records kept from earlier encounters with previous rogue stars as well as those with Yashelia leading up to when I met her on the train.

	According to records, rogue stars usually appeared in groups, clusters of nonhuman agents from outside the city. Most rogue stars went unidentified even after being killed or driven off. I didn’t find a single record of one taken alive. Whoever designated Yashelia as a rogue star clearly wanted her dead, and only the most respected aeons could assign the designation such that the other aeons would distribute the information through the networks they controlled.

	The elevator reached the Mangrove Suite. The place was dark and closed, the cleans locked in their rooms after the purifiers had sent the clients away. Thomas led Rain and I down a hall opposite the main rooms to a lounge overlooking the shadowy canal and the parks to the southwest. He hit the light switch and the veins in the ceiling pulsed with blue power supplied from some heart far away.

	I sat across from Rain, each of us in a large easy chair, as Thomas went to the cold box in the next room to get us something to eat. Tired, I quickly began to doze as we waited. Rain, who looked more alert now that no purifiers could see us, turned to me. “Don’t fall asleep, Jeth,” she said. 

	“Why not?”

	“I don’t know if I’ll be here when you wake up.”

	I frowned at her, then lurched forward in my easy chair. I put my hands on my knees. “How much do you remember?”

	“I remember a garden. A tall tree of stone at its center.”

	“Sounds like you’re thinking of an aeon’s garden. They always keep at least one stone tree.”

	“It’s stranger than that,” she said. “This stone tree has grown wild. Branches snare and cross with each other. I watched the whole garden overgrow. She told me not to worry about it, but I knew something was wrong.”

	“Slow down for a second is, she Yashelia?”

	“Yes.”

	“Can you remember where this garden was?”

	“Here in the east, west of Lotdel Tower.” She pointed out the window at the darkened city. “It’s by water.”

	“A canal?” I said.

	“Or a reservoir. Maybe a lake.”

	“Standing water?”

	“I think so.” She put both hands to her temples. “It’s getting hazier.”

	“Hang on. Thomas will be back any second now. He knows about cleans. Maybe he can help.”

	Rain glared at me from under her hands. “No human can help me with this. Only the aeon who cleaned me has that power.”

	“Was it Yashelia?”

	“Yes.” Rain pushed herself up from her chair and stood. She paced to the dark window, her skin glowing in the blue lights of the room. “But how can we find her?”

	“It seemed like she was looking for you,” I said.

	“She wanted to take me back. I can’t remember why.”

	“How did Rebecca know Yashelia?” I asked.

	Rain turned from the window. Her eyes gleamed with tears, the first tears I had ever seen on someone who had been cleaned. “Rebecca. She was in over her head. She was afraid of Yashelia before it happened.”

	“Is that all you can remember?” I tried to sound as gentle as I could.

	She took a step toward me. Shadows darkened her face. Her eyes glittered within the darkness. “That’s what I remember.” Her hands clenched into fists. “Jeth, I don’t like being seen like this. I’m fading.”

	I stared at her for a moment. Then I tore my gaze away and nodded. “I’m sorry. I wish I could do more. I will do more. Promise.”

	Her footsteps approached, and she sat down on one large arm of my easy chair. Her legs dangled over the side opposite me. I turned and looked up at her. She shook her head. “I know you will, but don’t get yourself hurt, Jeth. Rebecca would never want that.”

	I took a deep breath. “And what about Rain?”

	Her eyes closed. “Rain never knows what she wants.”

	My hand found Rain’s on the arm of the easy chair. She sat like a statue. The door to the rest of the suite opened and Thomas came in with a plate of food in each hand, his shadow cast in blue lights from the room and yellow ones from the hallway.

	“I hope you’re not too tired, Jeth. I’ve got to tell you something.”
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	Unregistered Memory, Ryan Carter, The Marya Building

	

	Not many analysts got awakened by purifiers for work in the dead of night. Once he recovered from the shock, Ryan considered himself lucky to be in such demand. The rogue star they called Yashelia had struck inside Lotdel Tower, in the domain of a law-abiding and well-connected aeon. Now, security and purifier elements would be working together to catch her.

	Ryan stretched as he followed the masked and armored purifier officer down the dimly lit hall from his apartment. They took an elevator to the ground floor where another squad of purifiers who wore Teloite Lawkeeper emblems on their chests met them by the doors inside the lobby. “Analyst Carter,” said one of the purifiers in a firm feminine voice. “Are you prepared?”

	“I’ll need ichor, and a good sensocycler to assist me.” You guys had better pay well, too, for getting me up in the middle of the night.

	“We have both on location for you,” said the woman. “I’m Commander De Vries. You answer to me for this op.”

	Ryan saluted, one fist to his heart and the other arm locked to his side as aeon security forces demanded. “Thank you for the opportunity, commander.”

	She returned the gesture with a lightning fast movement. Then she waved the other purifiers toward the door. “Move people, we’ve got a ticking clock.”

	Ryan hurried out the door with the others. Outside the doors, they were met by cold night air on their way to the armored car. Only the richest aeons could afford this kind of force just to pick up an intelligence specialist. I’m flattered. Flattered and curious. He climbed into the back of the armored car with the purifiers. He sat in the middle of a row of seats along the side of the vehicle. One of the purifiers, it might have been De Vries, but Ryan couldn’t tell thanks to the dark and the armor, handed him a sealed metal canister.

	Ryan cracked the top with a twist of the cap, then drank the ichor within the little bottle like a shot. His world swam with shadows and shapes. Ryan put a hand to his forehead but grinned as his senses expanded. His consciousness accelerated, sharpened, and spread like ice on the surface of a lake in winter.

	As the initial rush faded, Ryan delved into his own mind, clearing his head of all the emotional data that could inhibit analysis. The eyes of his mind looked around the bright hills and valleys of the network while those of his body closed in the dark. On either side of him sat a memetically trained purifier, both with active minds. One of them was indeed Commander De Vries, evidenced by the public packet Ryan received when his mentality peered at hers.

	He skimmed the little document, picked out a few details, and then cross-checked them to verify her identity. Things checked out, and one other element became clear. Her purifier unit operated under a great aeon called Sudhatho, a Teloite warlord. Interesting, Ryan thought, but it makes sense the Teloites want to stop a rogue star.

	The armored car rumbled through iron and wire gates and stopped in front of an office building surrounded by a perimeter of fences and walls. He climbed out, aware of the security officers and purifiers all around him. Commander De Vries led him into the building through double doors. Officers saluted him and De Vries as they passed.

	She led him into a square room with a vacant circular table in the center. In each corner of the room sat a small human form on a chair. They appeared to be children dozing, but Ryan guessed differently. These four were banks, humanlike bodies grown and birthed using surrogate mothers to house data, the memories of others. I hope they were never real people, Ryan thought, but that is a possibility.

	De Vries motioned for Ryan to take a seat at the table. He obeyed.

	“Search for Yashelia.” De Vries paced around the far side of the table. “We have all the data we have accumulated about her and the other most recent rogue star in these four. Everything you need should be accessible.”

	Ryan nodded, but his eyes remained on De Vries. “And the sensocycler I requested?”

	“He should report here shortly. Be as discreet with any details you learn from these four banks. They are the property of a power you do not want to cross.” She circled the table and walked back toward the door. “Acquaint yourself with as much information as you can, and contact me when you’ve found anything at all that seems promising.”

	“Understood.”

	“Good. Don’t let us down, Carter.” De Vries marched to the door and left for the hall outside. A moment later, the door opened again and a heavily set man with red hair and a black coat instead of a uniform entered.

	“You must be our new analyst,” said the man. He sat down in a seat beside Ryan. “Carter, is it?”

	Ryan nodded. “And you’re the sensocycler I requested?”

	“Conner Kohl.” The man held out a thick hand and they shook. “You find the data, I’ll keep my eyes peeled,” Kohl said.

	“Glad to hear it.” Ryan released the man’s hand and ran his hands over his temples. “Let’s get started.”

	“Could be a long shift.” Kohl smirked. “Finally, I get to work with someone serious.”

	In answer, Ryan closed his eyes and delved back into the network.
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	In the lounge at the Mangrove Suite, Thomas handed a plate to me and the other to Rain, who sat on the arm of my easy chair, then he took the chair across from us. He took a deep breath. “You two have caused a lot of trouble, but don’t worry I’m not about to turn you in as long as we’re open about everything from this point forward. What do you know about Yashelia, Jeth?”

	I shrugged. “Not much. I ran into her on the train to work yesterday. I have no idea why she went after Rain, but she knew who I was on that train.”

	Rain’s hand went stiff beneath mine. She raised her eyes and looked at Thomas. “She was after me.”

	“Why?” asked Thomas.

	She scowled at the floor. “I don’t remember why. Not anymore.”

	“Her memories are fading,” I said.

	Thomas took a deep breath. “I was worried something like that might happen.”

	“You were worried?” I glanced from Rain to Thomas.

	He nodded. “The Mangrove Suite is my brothel, but you’ve never asked me what I did with the proceeds. Why I buy new cleans every year.”

	I started to speak, but hesitated. Ever since I moved into Lotdel Tower I had spent as little time thinking about this floor as I could. Being friends with Thomas had not helped with that. I shook my head. “What are you trying to say, Thomas?”

	“I’ve been connected to a group. They run experiments on cleans, try to figure out what happens to the information aeons take from them, and what cleans really are.”

	“A group. Scientists?” I frowned. “Why haven’t you ever mentioned this to me before?”

	“I figured you wouldn’t like it. They take a few cleans at a time for some credits, but they also share their results with me.” Thomas folded his hands together and hunched forward. “Everyone knows ichor overdose is what gets people cleaned. But my contacts think it’s more than that. The aeon that does the cleaning is tied to every human they’ve cleaned somehow.”

	“Do they not know how yet?” I asked.

	“They don’t know, Jeth.”

	“It was Yashelia’s ichor,” I said. “Just a few drops.”

	Rain nodded. “I tasted it. And I knew she was the one who cleaned me.”

	My eyes narrowed.

	Thomas whistled. “That could explain why she was looking for her.”

	“I don’t want to lose my mind,” Rain said, “but I can feel it happening.”

	I reached for her wrist. She slipped off the chair and stood up. “Let me look at you while I can.” She turned toward me. “Jeth, why did you come to this city?”

	Thomas settled back in his chair and looked at me. I looked up at Rain’s face. “I couldn’t just stay in the valley after you left. I came here to be a memeotect.”

	“You did it.” She smiled, a slight curve of the lips. “I hope you’re happy.”

	“I’ll be happier once we get you back.”

	“Jeth, what are you going to do?” Thomas asked.

	My eyes met Rain’s. “I want to find Yashelia.” My stomach growled, and I looked down at my plate. “But first, I’m going to eat. We’re all going to need to stay sharp.”

	Thomas nodded.

	Rain looked at her plate of food. “I don’t know how long I’ll last,” she murmured, “but you’re right.” She looked at me. “I want to wake up again.”

	I looked at her face. Her smiled had gone as quickly as it had appeared. Thomas sighed but with a hint of a grin on his face. “Nothing but trouble.”

	We ate.
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	I woke with an ache in my back and swung my legs out of bed. The covers already lay piled in at the foot of the bed, and the air was chill in my apartment. I stood, walked over to the dresser by my windows where the beginnings of morning sunlight filtered through, and then put on a pair of blue jeans. Only then did I realize the shower was running in the bathroom. Rain.

	She had wanted to stay in my apartment the past night, but I did not remember more after our embrace on the couch in the living room after she told me she was afraid to sleep. Even as dawn crept over the city, and I turned from the window, I hoped Thomas and Rain had been wrong, though I knew she had felt her memories fading.

	I slipped on a heavily woven shirt and walked down the hallway past the bathroom and into my tiny kitchen. I filled my flask with ichor from a plastic container I kept in my all but empty cold box. Footsteps behind me made me turn. Rain stood naked at the end of the hallway. A few droplets of water glistened in her hair and a sheen of moisture gleamed on her light brown skin. I set the flask on the counter and stared at her.

	“Rain?” I said. “Are you alright?”

	“Are you?” Her eyes never met mine, but I glimpsed them, bright and vacant as she turned away.

	Were it not for the strange question she had asked me I would have guessed she was completely clean again. I felt numb.

	“I’m fine. Rain, do you know who I am?”

	She tossed her hair back and took a step toward me. “Jeth?”

	“Yes. That’s my name.” I felt tight as she approached me. 

	Her hips shifted and her head tilted back. She looked up at my face. “You seem familiar,” she said. “But I don’t. I don’t remember why.”

	“That’s alright.” I put a palm to my forehead and took a deep breath. “Are you hungry?”

	“No. Full.” Her vacant gaze moved from my face down my body to my waist. “I feel the same as you.”

	Heat raced to my face. I grimaced. “Please, let’s not talk about that.”

	“I don’t want to talk either.” She put her hands to the top of my pants. Her fingers ran along the inside of the waistband from side to front. I stepped back and banged into the counter behind me. Her fingers fell out of my pants. “What’s wrong?”

	“I can’t.” I will not take advantage of her. She would understand if she remembered more than my name.

	“You seem ready.”

	“I can’t!” 

	She drew back, a frown of confusion and hurt forming on her face. She shuddered. I tried to swallow with a dry mouth. Rain backed away, eyes downcast. She prowled around the kitchen counter and into the living room. I turned my head after a glimpse of her from behind. I couldn’t let this get out of hand. I still needed to restore her mind.

	I took a flask of ichor and went back to my bedroom. There, I put on my coat, and then I dug into my closet and found the twelve gauge shotgun I had practiced with once. I found a few shells for it, then hid everything in cardboard box under my bed. I didn’t want to be weaponless if something happened or we located Yashelia. Part of me doubted the shotgun would do much to her. Another part of me wanted to think I could at least get more ichor from her that way.

	The third part of me wanted to throw up at both thoughts. I walked through the living room, passing Rain where she had mercifully covered herself with a blanket on the couch. I locked the apartment door on the way out. She glared at me as I left. I took a deep breath and hit the down button for the elevator.
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	Thomas was on the elevator when it arrived. He nodded to me. 

	“How is she?” he asked.

	I stepped inside and scowled at my feet. “She’s clean.”

	“It wore off?”

	“Yeah. She barely remembers anything.”

	“But she remembers something?”

	“My name. Maybe a few mannerisms. Cleans have recall too, Thomas, but only simple stuff.”

	“Jeth, this a lot better than I would have expected from a single drop of Yashelia’s ichor.”

	I looked up at him, only just focused on his face. “You sure that’s the only ichor that will work?”

	Thomas shrugged with both shoulders. “Positive.”

	I sighed and leaned against the wall of the elevator. “That helps a little.” We went down three floors, and then the door opened again. Elizabeth stepped inside. 

	A relieved smile formed on her face. “You two. You’re alright!”

	“Yeah,” I said, my mouth suddenly dry again. “Security only wanted to talk to us.”

	“Are you going down for breakfast?” 

	“Yeah,” I said.

	“I was just in the library looking up some things.” Her smile slipped away as she looked at my face. “Jeth, what happened? You aren’t telling me everything.”

	“That clean I bought at the market.” The elevator reached the twelfth floor and the door opened into the hall outside the restaurant. I stepped out with the others and leaned close to Elizabeth. “She remembered something after the attack yesterday.”

	“Remembered?” She frowned, eyes narrowing. “Did she recognize you?”

	“Yes,” I said. Thomas paced evenly past Elizabeth and went on to the restaurant. I put a hand on Elizabeth’s shoulder. “I’ll tell you more when we’re sure—”

	Thomas turned toward us and gave a thumbs up.

	“Now is fine,” I said. “Basically a clean’s memory can be restored for a limited time by drinking the ichor of the aeon that cleaned her.”

	Elizabeth’s eyes went from narrow, to wide, to wider, but her frown remained. “You can’t be serious, Jeth.”

	“I don’t know much about this, but I’m not lying.” I glanced at Thomas, who stood by the entrance of the restaurant, arms folded. “Look, I’ll let you see the memory. I’ll show you.”

	“Alright, Jeth.” Elizabeth shook her head. “Show me, and we’ll see if I believe you.”

	“You know I’ve never been good at building false memories.”

	Her lips pressed together. “We’ll see.” She turned and we walked into the restaurant together, joined by Thomas on the way. 

	The smell of bacon drifted through the air, mingled with the fresh scent of morning from the open windows. We dished up and took a booth. I felt a lack of sleep as I looked out into the misty air outside, rising from Bailey Court Garden. My eyes drifted over the treetops and foliage where birds chirped and circled above orange and brown leaves.

	Elizabeth turned, sipped from her bottle of ichor, and then set it on the table. “Show me, Jeth.”

	I took a swallow of ichor from my flask. Sensory information flared through me. Bird calls sounded sharper, the bacon smelled more delicious. I reached out a willowy mental branch and touched the tough exterior of Elizabeth’s mind. A mind can appear small on the network, but such is the fractal nature of the mental world one sees more the closer one gets.

	Elizabeth’s mind appeared as a crystal of pale blue and glimmering white. As I drew closer, the patterns of lace-like tendrils and frost fingers curved around the edges of the crystal became visible in my mind’s eye. A bass note accompanied my closeness to her, droning low and completely inaudible to my actual ears. The temperature seemed to drop as I reached out and touched the crystal. At first, I noticed just a slight chill, then Elizabeth pulled me in.

	The shock of entering her mental space sent a message of winter cold through my brain. If I hadn’t known better I would have worried my synapses might freeze from this plunge into an icy world of logic and precision. I glimpsed a memory of an old mechanic’s workshop with the silhouette of the city’s towers thrown up against the distant skyline. A little girl with a face like Elizabeth’s sat on the curb outside. She turned toward my vantage point, which I realized was the remembered vision of Elizabeth herself. The little girl had tears in her eyes.

	Elizabeth pushed me back. Her cold fingers rummaged through my memories from the past few days. Hope and pain blended as images of Rain appeared before my eyes. First she was dancing in the clean market, a frozen image with one leg raised, knee bent and ankle held to her thigh like a ballerina in a spin. I wanted to hide her, to not show Elizabeth this sight. Yet the image remained.

	“Jeth,” Elizabeth’s voice entered through the network. “Don’t pull away from me.”

	I did not reply but tried to relax and still my desperation. She delved past the image of Rain and our mentalities arrived together at the Mangrove Suite on the next day. Yashelia had Thomas by the throat when I rushed in. I blotted out my remembered words. My pulse accelerated. Elizabeth and I followed the group of memories down the hallway to Rain’s room, and we watched the window shatter. We watched as Rain licked the blood from her lips. 

	Her eyes changed, and she said, “Jeth?”

	“Rebecca?”

	“Call me Rain.”

	The image froze with her face imprinted on mine and Elizabeth’s eyes. Then we flashed forward, racing through the next moments. Numb from the cold of Elizabeth’s mind, I watched as we took the elevator down to the ground floor. Watched as Elizabeth approached. Then Elizabeth pushed me back and ejected me from her mind.

	I sat before my breakfast in a daze. “Do you believe me now?”

	Shakily, she put her hands in her lap. “I-I believe you, Jeth. I just don’t understand. Why was that aeon looking for Rain?”

	“I don’t know,” I said.

	Thomas sighed and leaned back in his seat in the booth. “Yeah, but we all know she was the one who cleaned Rain in the first place.”

	Elizabeth glanced sideways at him. “Why would an aeon want anything to do with a clean? I don’t get it at all.”

	“Because cleans don’t have memories?” I scowled at Elizabeth. “It’s possible we’re wrong about that too.”

	“Now, don’t go that far,” said Thomas. “We don’t have the facts.”

	I folded my arms, but nodded nonetheless. “It’s not the facts I’m worried about. It’s the leftover memories.” I looked down at my plate, suddenly without an appetite to eat anything. 

	“Either way, people need to know what we know about aeons and ichor.” Elizabeth leaned back in her seat, legs crossed halfway under the table. “Jeth, this is the sort of thing a human-managed network would be perfect for revealing.”

	Thomas shook his head. “That’s not a survival plan. I don’t think you realize how much the aeons have worked to keep this from people. My contacts don’t even know this much.”

	“We’ll find Yashelia first,” I said with what I hoped was an even gaze leveled at Elizabeth. “Then we’ll find a way to get the truth out.”

	Elizabeth’s brow furrowed and she pursed her lips. At last, she nodded. 

	A loud hum from outside drew my attention to the westward windows of the restaurant. A sleek shape unlike anything I had ever seen before, but which somewhat resembled one of the light vessels I knew the aeons from the seaside portions of the megalopolis used to cross the sea, hovered over the street. The vessel was some twenty meters long and tipped on each long side by spherical blue-glowing flight units. Light veins pulsed along the otherwise sleek surface like trails of azure lava in a volcanic mountainside. I stared at the shape until my eyes burned from the brightness, then looked away, blinking.

	“What is that?” Elizabeth asked.

	“I have no idea.” Thomas whistled. “A chariot of the gods?”

	I glanced at him. “You wouldn’t consider aeons gods, would you?”

	He shook his head. “Some people do.”

	Elizabeth drew in a breath. “There are temples in every district of this city for believers, but that—” She looked toward the light vessel, “that belongs to no god. It’s a ship of Sudhatho’s fleet, you can tell by the odd design.”

	“Sudhatho?” I said, still staring at the vessel.

	“He’s a greater aeon.” Elizabeth tore her eyes away from the flying ship. “He owns security forces all over the city.”

	I swallowed, and then glanced at her. “Security?”

	“Give me some time. I’ll do my best to find out why he’s here.” Her eyes glazed over with network access. 

	I reached out and touched her arm to stop her. “Wait.”

	Her eyes returned to normal and fixed on me. “What is it?”

	“I’m going downstairs. I’ll try to find out what they’re doing outside the network.”

	“Why?”

	I turned to face the window where the ship descended over the street. A pair of purifier armored cars rolled through beneath it. “It looks like they’re taking this real seriously. I feel like it’s got something to do with Shelly.”

	“Shelly?” Thomas raised an eyebrow.

	“Yashelia.” I smirked. “We can’t go around calling her that long name all the time.”

	Thomas put a hand to one side of his neck. “I hope I never have to meet her again, but I’ll help you find her, Jeth. Just be careful.”

	“Yes,” said Elizabeth. “Things could be dangerous down there.”

	“I know.” I stood up. “I’ll try to stay out of trouble.”

	“Really try.” Elizabeth picked up her cup of ichor. “I’ll keep an eye on you.”

	“Thanks. Both of you, thanks.” I turned from the table and left the restaurant for the hall and then the elevator. As the doors closed with me inside I thought for a moment not to go down, but instead to go back upstairs and try to wait things out. Then I thought of Rain in my apartment, her hungry eyes and reaching fingers. I shuddered and took the elevator to the ground floor.
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	I crossed through the entryway of Lotdel Tower marching like a soldier. Ichor still infused my senses if I concentrated, and I knew I had network access for at least next eight hours. As I reached the doors, I hesitated and looked out through the glass at the camp set up on the corner of Bailey Court Garden, across the street from Lotdel Tower. Sudhatho’s light vessel hung over the rooftops, still not low enough for a human to exit the ship, but aeons could float on the air.

	If Sudhatho had come here himself, he could be on the ground. I made a mental note of that fact, remembering the pain of my encounter with Yashelia on the train, and then pushed the door open. The blue lights of its flight systems cast my shadow on the pavement as I walked across the street toward the garden. Overhead, the sky was filled with clouds.

	The dead leaves on trees in Bailey Court looked white under the lights of the ship. My mind hummed with a network buzz. I made my way inward to connect mentally with Elizabeth’s mental packet. She had sent me an image of a towering, pale-skinned, golden-eyed male aeon. He wore a white cloak with a black collar. It was labeled with Sudhatho. I frowned as I thought over the image of the great aeon. What would he be doing here except looking for a rogue star? Yashelia.

	And if he finds Yashelia first he could kill her, and if that happens, Rebecca will be lost forever. I made my way to the edge of the garden, bathed in blue light. Gray autumn clouds rolled by overhead, and I heard a loud voice behind me.

	“Sudhatho, to what do I owe this honor?” Nageddia said.

	I turned to see the aeon that owned Lotdel Tower and her entourage making their way down the street toward a party of purifiers. At the center of the group of purifiers stood a mirror of the image of the pale aeon Elizabeth had just sent over the network. Sudhatho strode out from the center of his purifiers, well over two meters tall and clearly visible over their heads. He swept his cloak back with one arm and put his bloody, wound-marked fist to his heart. He faced Nageddia.

	“Little sister,” said Sudhatho in a rumbling voice that filled the street. “Thank you for meeting me so promptly.”

	Nageddia’s gaze moved over Sudatho and his entourage, and then fixed on me at the street corner beyond them. Her buzz of alert reached me over the network. “Jethro, please come here,” she said in my mind.

	I did not dare defy her, especially not with all the purifiers and a greater aeon nearby. I stepped out into the street and walked toward Nageddia. Sudhatho raised an eyebrow as he noticed me. “What is this man doing here, Nageddia?” he asked.

	“He is one of my tenants,” said Nageddia. “And he encountered the rogue star last night.”

	Sudhatho’s gold eyes moved deliberately. He looked me up and down. His eyes only closed for a moment as he accessed his network. “Jethro Gall,” he said. “That wasn’t the first time you met the rogue star, was it.”

	“No,” I said as steadily as I could while I kept walking toward Nageddia. “She was on a train, and I recognized her from there.”

	Aeons have incredible command of ichor and network powers. Sudhatho appeared to be exceptional even by those standards. I felt a pressure on my mind, vast, but momentary. Then the pressure moved away. I sighed with relief as what I guessed was Sudhatho’s mental attention moved away from me. Nageddia turned toward me. 

	“What is it, Jethro?”

	I shook my head. “I was curious about the ship.” I turned toward Sudhatho. “But now I see why its here.”

	“Why do you think?” asked Sudhatho in a calm, rhythmic voice, his eyes locked on my face.

	I took a deep breath. “You’re here to hunt the rogue star.”

	“You are a clever human.” Sudhatho turned to Nageddia. “Make sure he stays out of trouble. The rest of your tenants too.”

	“I always aim for safety. Jethro, please go back inside. It will be safer for everyone.”

	I nodded. “As you wish, Nageddia.” I obeyed in my actions, walked toward the doors with my head down. I knew already I needed to find another way out of Lotdel Tower, and was doubly sure I needed to find Yashelia before Sudhatho could locate her.

	Sudden pressure made me clutch my temple. Sudhatho’s voice echoed from behind me. “Stay safe, human.”

	I limped inside. My head ached. I took the elevator back up to my apartment where Rain awaited.
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	I pulled the door of my apartment open and stepped inside. Light streamed through the living room window onto the couch where Rain lay curled, arms folded around herself. She looked up at me as the door closed behind me.

	“Jeth?” her face lit up. “Are you ready yet?”

	I took a deep breath. “No, Rain. I’m not. Please don’t ask me again.”

	Her face fell and she climbed off the couch, still naked from the shower.

	I averted my eyes from her beautiful form. “Please, put something on. We need to go back upstairs.”

	Her eyes glistened with tears. I’d never heard of a clean crying. Maybe the leftover memories from Yashelia’s ichor meant she still had emotions more like ordinary humans. 

	She turned from me and walked to the chair on which her clothes from the previous night were scattered. I couldn’t help but watch. To think the girl who had worn a shawl every day in the Green Valley would walk like that without any clothes on. I felt heat rising and turned away from her while she dressed.

	She finished putting on the baggie pants and shirt Thomas had gotten for her, and then turned toward me. “Upstairs?” she said.

	I turned toward her and nodded. “The Mangrove Suite. You can stay there.”

	“Thomas won’t mind?”

	“I don’t think he will. Come on.”

	Rain followed me out the door and down the hall. I felt a twinge of irritation at how long it took the elevator to arrive. No one was on it, which was a mercy. We rode the elevator to the Mangrove Suite and stepped out. Thomas was at the front desk, talking to the two young cleaners he employed. He ushered them away as Rain and I approached.

	“Jeth,” he said. “What’s up?”

	I met his eyes with mine. “Rain can’t stay at my place.”

	He nodded. “Awkward, huh?”

	“Very.”

	“Well, I can keep a room for her, but she already cost me one spare so I’ll have to shuffle things around.”

	“It won’t be for long.” I took Rain by the arm led her around the counter. “Rain,” I said. “Please, stay here for a while. Listen to Thomas until I come back.”

	She nodded without a word. Her eyes narrowed and she looked down at the floor.

	Thomas patted her on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, we’ll keep you out of trouble.” He looked past Rain to me. “Jeth, what’s the plan?”

	“I’m going to search the network for Shelly.”

	“You really shouldn’t call her that.”

	“Think of it as a codename.”

	“Like a spy in old books?”

	“Yeah, just like that.” I forced a smile. “Thomas, I can’t thank you enough.”

	“No,” he said. “You can’t.” He grinned. “Now get out there and do what you gotta do.”

	I nodded, and then left Rain with him at the desk while I headed for the elevator. I felt the weight of the ichor in the flask at my side. I had work to do, and a monster to track down.
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	I spent the next day searching the glittering lights and hummed mental notes of the networks for Yashelia, doing just enough work to keep Omasoa from calling me into the office. Alternately, I spent time mentally sailing over the city and plumbing the depths of the unconscious banks, but turned up little beyond what the news networks filled in for me.

	During that time, Sudhatho’s troops expanded the net around Lotdel Tower, and people were allowed to come and go again. Three days after I had brought Rain to the Mangrove Suite for the first time, I went down to Bailey Court Garden and walked the rows of trees that looked more and more bare of leaves. As I walked, I tried to get my head around the problem.

	Yashelia was hiding somewhere in the city, and even Sudhatho’s army of purifiers and security forces could not uncover her location. What chance did I have? I thought of Ryan Carter and how he once told me that this sort of hunt could go on for months, and only when it was already obvious was the trail was declared cold. By then the rogue star would be gone. This time my chances of restoring Rebecca would go with her.

	I stopped before a large tree and gazed up at its multicolored heights. I knew something about Yashelia that the aeons had not acknowledged. Yashelia was an aeon, not a typical rogue star. She might be mad, but she had the five wounds and all the other powers. She had a human accomplice before. Could someone else be hiding her? I frowned at the tree. All my network diving had been fruitless. Perhaps because I had been looking for the wrong thing.

	My legs carried me deeper into the garden, toward the private part where the trees were still green, nourished by some unseen source despite the gray sky and oncoming winter. I walked on a path between tightly-packed trees, closer and closer to the center of the dense wood. A tree stood at the end of the path some thirty meters off, surrounded by a small clearing. 

	The tree was anything but small, though. It climbed toward the sky, taller than all the others in this part of the garden. Clean-cut spots where branches had been trimmed ringed the trunk at every level. The branches that had not been trimmed completely spread out higher up, covered in leaves of an unnaturally green color. Even those branches were kept tended by Nageddia’s cleans. I’d seen it before, from about this same distance. Most everyone who walked these paths would look at it at least once if they made it this far into the park.

	I walked closer, gradually aware of the shapes that moved in the clearing around the tree, humanoid and lithe. Cleans. I hesitated where the path entered the clearing and gazed upward. Above me, the branches of the tree trembled with a chill breeze. Not one impossible leaf fell, though, despite the season.

	Someone approached along the path behind me. I looked back and found Elizabeth, her coat bundled around herself, making her way toward me. I nodded to her.

	She raised her head. “What are you doing out here?” she asked.

	I glanced up at the tree. “Thinking,” I said. “Even the smallest aeon parks have one of these in them.”

	“Grand trees. They give energy to all the others.” Elizabeth stopped at my side. She looked at the tree alongside me. “I went to see Thomas. He thinks Rain misses you, Jeth.”

	My mouth went dry. “I know.”

	She sighed. “Are you still looking for Shelly?”

	“I haven’t made any progress, so far.”

	Elizabeth put her hand on my arm. “Let me help you, Jeth. Together, we might have better luck.”

	I raised my eyebrows. “I didn’t expect you to want to help.”

	“Look, this is big.” She leaned closer to me and dropped her voice. “Cleans can be restored, Jeth. We have to prove it can be permanent, and this is the best way we have.”

	The tree swayed with another gust. Elizabeth wrapped her arms around herself and shivered. I turned toward her. “Alright. Any ideas where we should look? The banks have been useless so far.”

	“We’d need to break into security memories if we want to know what they know,” she said.

	“Liz, those memories are protected. And not by lightweight aeons, either.”

	“Then it’s a good thing both of us are skilled memeotects.”

	“You want to infiltrate their banks?”

	“I don’t want to.” She looked up at my face. A few strands of hair fluttered at the sides of her face. “We just don’t have much choice.”

	I thought of Ryan again. I hadn’t been able to reach him by network lately. As an analyst, he had access to the kind of banks I needed when on the job. “I have an idea, Liz. You remember Ryan Carter, right?”

	A pair of cleans approached the tree, crossing a circle carved around the base, which humans were prohibited from passing.

	Elizabeth frowned. “The little security guy?”

	“He’s been out of contact with me for a while. Could be he’s working on something secret.”

	“Something like a hunt for a rogue star?”

	I nodded. “It fits his job description.”

	“Great. Well, how do we find him?”

	The cleans began to climb the tree, shimmying up the side to the lowest branches. I envied the athleticism, but at least I still had my mind. They each bore small clippers and climbed along the branch they reached, looking with a bizarre sense of purpose for malformed outgrowths. One of the cleans clipped off a small branch and let it fall to the ground.

	I turned to Elizabeth. “We’ll work together,” I said. Then I reached out with my mind and forwarded all the information I had about Ryan’s work to Elizabeth. She accepted the packet of memories and sent me a packet of her own about security forces and analysis teams. Both of us withdrew into our bodily senses for a moment. She smiled at me, eyes shining. Then we dove back into the mental world together.
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	Unregistered Memory, Ryan Carter, Network Security Center, Delta Complex

	

	Ryan hunched forward at the table, face hanging over a plate of vegetable debris and a burger on a bun. His eyes burned after another twelve straight hours of searching the memory banks for clues as to Yashelia’s precise location. He already felt as though he had learned too much. Of course, that changed nothing except for the increased risks of punishment if he failed to deliver. The fat sensocycler, Conner Kohl, sat beside Ryan, quietly eating some kind of pie off a tray and visibly savoring every bite with his enhanced sense of taste.

	The woman, Commander De Vries, had said they could order anything within reason from outside and someone would bring it to them. Apparently, Kohl had earned his heavy gut. Ryan sighed as he picked up the burger. Kohl might be ridiculous, but he got the job done. Even though Ryan was exhausted, he admitted that much.

	In spite of Kohl’s efficiency and professionalism on the job, Ryan had not uncovered Yashelia’s location yet. Even so, he had it narrowed to one of two parks located south of Lotdel Tower, one that looked unoccupied by a canal, and another in an immense greenhouse run by an enigmatic aeon. Ryan’s suspicions told him the greenhouse was a dud place to look. The memory banks held enough information on the aeon owner that Ryan could infer she was innocent. 

	No, it’s got to be that unoccupied park by the canal. Visuals logged by multiple civilian and professional witnesses from as recently as a ten days ago showed glimpses of green deep inside. And green this time of year meant an aeon’s garden. Traffic on the water was more limited as a source, but a clean market was nearby. A market like that attracted a lot of people. Ryan figured that’s why the reports had been so insistent.

	But ten days ago, all information surrounding the abandoned park simply ceased coming in. I’ve got you now, Ryan thought as he finished his burger. They needed to get back in there. Reinvigorated by the food despite the shadows under his eyes, Ryan turned to Conner Kohl. 

	“You ready?”

	Kohl shrugged. His tray was empty of pie. “When you are.”

	Ryan grinned. “I have a hunch this hunt is almost over.” He took a small cup of pure ichor from the table, looked around at the four childlike bodies of the banks in the corners of the room, and then slammed the drink in one swallow. Sweetness exploded in his mouth. Light from the veins in the ceiling clawed at his eyes with raw intensity. Ryan tasted tiny traces of burger and bun on his tongue. His grin widened.

	Kohl sipped his own ichor. His eyes grew cold. The red of his hair looked more shocking, and he smelled acutely of lemons, like the pie he had just devoured. Kohl turned to Ryan.

	Ryan felt a bit of drool run over his lips. “Let’s do this.” He set one hand down on the table. Khol put a soft palm over top. Person to person interface was a technique of sensocycling only the best could achieve. Kohl reached out with his sharpened senses and Ryan closed his eyes and went with him, overlaying a view of the physical world like a ghost onto the mental. 

	Among towers and canals and streets rose mountains of memories and dipped deep canyons of thought. The shapes of humans moved through these obstacles without heed. Ryan could have laughed. He sped through the eyes of humans, birds, and animals, processing views from all angles as he approached the park by the canal. The combination of sensory and memetic skills made for the wildest ride Ryan had ever experienced.

	He sensed a mind amid the trees of the park, where the grass and bushes were overgrown. Someone forgot this place a long time ago. He rode the mind of a squirrel along the branch. The jittery creature got him close enough to jump skyward to a bird on its way south. From there, Ryan looked down. A towering gray-barked tree with vibrant green leaves stood within the overgrown center of the park, bent over with the weight of the limbs on one side.

	The heart of a forest. Shapes moved around the tree, desperately hacking and sawing at branches with crude metal tools. Ryan sensed no information in those minds. Cleans, huh? He searched for the spark, the spark of an aeon’s mind, and he found it near the base of the tree. 

	“There. You. Are!” Ryan laughed with triumph and nearly fell out of his chair as he opened his eyes. He hung onto the back of the seat with one arm. “You saw that, too? You got that, right?”

	Kohl nodded, a smile on his face. 

	Ryan laughed again. “Jackpot, baby! Store it in the banks. I’ll call the commander.”

	Kohl removed his hand from Ryan’s, and then closed his eyes again. Ryan snickered as he stood up and focused his mind on the commander.
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	Elizabeth and I plunged through the cityscape, two minds together. Without a skilled sensor, neither of us could accurately sense the physical world, but the minds of people gleamed and hummed and seared in the mental world. I searched for Ryan Carter’s mind.

	A smell of ozone burned some ten or fifteen kilometers to the north, intense but distant. I recognized the smell as the one Ryan’s mind carried with it in the mental world, and was thankful despite the bittern twinge in my nose. The fingers of my mind reached out and found Elizabeth’s projection. I guided her in the direction I had caught a whiff of Ryan. What looked like a dark cloud billowed over a cluster of bright minds.

	Wherever Ryan was, he was surrounded by people with powerful barriers and quick emotional antibodies. I could tell the defenses by the phantom signals that danced on the outside of their signature sounds and shapes, colors and feelings. A bright flash flickered at the center of the black clouds, a solitary bolt of jagged lightning. I guessed that pointed toward Ryan. 

	He got intense when he worked evidently, but it finally explained his odd projection signature. When lightning strikes in the real world, ozone in the air burns. Ryan took that concept to his personal mental space. 

	The sensation of my projected consciousness racing over a tableau of bright bank towers and the diverse minds of others infused in me a sense of power as Elizabeth and I glided down into the clouds that surrounded Ryan’s lightning. My mind glanced off a barrier I had not even glimpsed as I got closer. Elizabeth, slightly behind my projection, skirted the barrier without colliding. My head ached, but I refused to return my mind to my physical body.

	I rejoined Elizabeth, and we circled the barrier, wary of the nearby lights and sounds and smells of the minds that occupied the clouds before us. “They’re going to be aware of us,” I said through our connection.

	Her projection flickered against the invisible wall. “Make sure you hide your identity information.”

	“Right. You too.” 

	We each took a moment to bury our information within ourselves. I picked a memory of pain as intense as I could approach, the one from the hornet bites, and hid my information in the stings. Anyone who tried to uncover that truth would have to endure the same pain I had back then to do so. I hid some of my recent memories in the bee stings as well, the ones about Rebecca and Rain reawakening. Particular memories were harder to smoke out of a mind, but with enough mental attackers, details could be uncovered.

	I rejoined Elizabeth at the barrier. “Any ideas how to get through?”

	Her frosted mind turned slowly before the invisible wall. Tendrils of consciousness extended and felt carefully along the barrier. I watched as she appraised the defenses, then set to evaluating it for myself. Clearing a barrier could take some time. Our bodies were still in Bailey Court Garden and, for a moment, I worried about being found out. I suppressed the feeling, burying it under a thin layer of thought about my mission, about Rebecca.

	My mind brushed against the barrier. The wall was painful to the touch and appeared to enclose the dark clouds completely. I withdrew my mental fingers. There’s always a chink in the armor or I wouldn’t be able to sense beyond this wall. I probed a few points. This was no simple mental maze. A barrier like this had to be created by multiple minds at once.

	“Any idea where the anchors for this might be?” I asked. “Or how many there are?”

	Elizabeth withdrew her tendrils from the barrier. “There has to be at least three of them. As to where they are, I’m not sure.”

	Anchors provided the basis for temporary mental structures, whereas banks usually formed more permanent constructs. Disrupting even one of them could cause the barrier to become unstable. I racked my memory for the types of clues I should be looking for. With a barrier this strong, there had to be at least one outside the barrier. Elizabeth must have had a similar thought.

	“We should check the perimeter,” she said. “This barrier feels curved.”

	“Split up?” I asked.

	“Probably, but signal me if you find an anchor.”

	“Gotcha.”

	I circled around the barrier but found nothing on the outside. Oddly, the area around the barrier was only sparsely dotted with minds on the outside. Within, I could sense at least three dozen minds. I checked the identities of all ten of the minds I found on the outside. The pair that made me the most suspicious turned out to be a mother with a child in a stroller. I continued circling, but when I reached the far side of the barrier, Elizabeth had yet to arrive.

	Nervous tension crept into my mind. I sent a packet to Elizabeth, just to make sure she wasn’t in trouble. She fired one back. I’ve found the anchor. 

	Charged with even more nerves, I put on a burst of speed and sailed over the top of the barrier, estimating it to be spherical. I was lucky enough to be right, and I sensed Elizabeth’s mind below me, near the edge of the barrier. Then I plunged down to float beside her.

	A single mind huddled near a bank-formed memory tower a short distance from the tower.

	“That’s him.” Elizabeth floated toward the tower. “We’ll have to attack if we want to disrupt the barrier.”

	“But they’ve got enough minds inside, we’ll have to fight if they notice a breach.”

	“I’m not up for tangling with forty military consciousnesses.”

	“Neither am I,” I said, “but we’ve got to do something.”

	“You’re the faster thinker. I’ll disrupt the anchor. You get in and get the information.”

	That worried me a little. If I darted inside fast enough, I could get to Ryan before they caught me, but Ryan’s mind would not be undefended, between his memetic and security training. He might be tougher than me defense-wise.

	“I’ll try,” I said, “but I might not get all the way out, so once you break the barrier, get out of here.”

	She hesitated for a moment, and I could imagine her frown of concern. “Alright.” She flew toward the anchor.

	I waited for what seemed like an hour, primed to rush inside, and burning with nerves. The barrier before me flickered, visible in blue haze for a moment. Then it broke into splinters, and the shards rained down around the clouds. I accelerated into the storm.

	A trio of minds noticed me. I evaded one of them completely through sheer speed. Another moved to block my path. I dodged that one, too, but hit the third moving sideways. The mind identified herself as Alesia De Vries, commander of a purifier unit under Sudhatho. That made sense.

	Her mental maze was dense with turns and dead ends. My swift pace allowed me to backtrack as quickly as I was cut off. A flame burst up in front of me, blocking my path suddenly. I hesitated only for a moment, then dove though. Fiery pain burned through my mind and I gasped, almost thrown back to my body by the agony. Then I emerged from the fire, seared through with misery but within De Vries’ mind.

	She sent a team of antibodies after me. As I looked up through my dazed and teary mental eyes I glimpsed a though moving within her mind. It looked like a file cabinet with three words written on its side. Rogue Star, Yashelia. 

	She is the commander, I thought. If they’ve found Yashelia, she should know.

	De Vries’ antibodies swarmed around me, pounding at the edges of my psyche. One of them injected a cleaning agent into my unconscious, the kind that would clear all my barriers in no time. I leapt for the thought cabinet above me, tearing the out of the grip of each antibody one by one. Only the injector remained embedded. I reached out and seized the cabinet.

	In real time, it took only seconds to capture the information, but here it would feel far longer. I held on tight as the antibodies closed in once again. Heavy blows rained down upon me, battering my projected essence to the core. I held on.
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	I felt as though I was falling through shadows. Pain flared behind my eyes. Blood rushed through my head and pounded against the inside of my temples. I felt my brows furrow, and then my eyes flew open. Light stabbed into my eyes from the window in my bedroom. I lay atop the covers and listened to my breath slow from the panicked draw in and push out.

	The pain did not subside and throbbed in my skull even worse. I grunted, drawing the attention of Elizabeth who I became aware of as she turned toward me from my doorway. She sighed, sounding relieved, and walked over to my side.

	“How do you feel?” she asked.

	I squeezed my eyes shut. “Not the best.”

	She tilted her head to the side and looked down at me. “They stopped you pretty hard.”

	Despite the ache in my skull, I smiled. “I got it.”

	She frowned. “You found the information?”

	I winced as I sat up. “Yeah,” I said. “Shelly’s at the overgrown park near the clean market, but on our side of the canal.”

	Elizabeth nodded, and looked ready to reply, but the sound of footsteps from behind stopped her.

	Thomas walked in. “Hey, man,” he said. “Are you alright?”

	“I’ll live,” I said. “We have to hurry.”

	“I got some things from my associates ready. They’re interested to see if we can find proof that aeons can restore cleans.” Thomas leaned against the door frame. “Where are we going?”

	“The park southwest of here, beside the canal.” I swung my legs off the bed with a groan of effort. 

	Elizabeth stepped back from my bed and folded her arms. “You want to fight an aeon?”

	Thomas rubbed his goatee. “Yeah, Shelly’s not just gonna give us her blood.”

	I staggered to my closet and pulled it open. Then I fell to my knees and rummaged through until I pulled out the shotgun I had hid earlier, along with a case of shells. I supported myself on the wall and stood, then turned around.

	Elizabeth shook her head. Her eyes fell from my face to the weapon. “Even if that can hurt her, what then?”

	“I’ve got this,” said Thomas. “I have some hypos upstairs. Should be able to get a lot of blood out that way.”

	“Good.” I massaged my temples with one hand. The pain began to fade from that spot little by little, but remained in the back of my head just as intense as ever. “Sudhatho was sending a strike force to attack the place. How long was I out?”

	“Half an hour,” Elizabeth said. “Thomas helped me carry you up here.” She handed my keys to me. “I let us all in.”

	I looked into her eyes. “Thanks. It’s a good thing I didn’t try that solo.”

	“You’re a big guy,” Thomas said. “I’d rather not have to do that again.”

	I couldn’t help but smirk. “I don’t plan to make a habit of getting knocked into my own subconscious.”

	“So,” Elizabeth said, “what’s the plan? You two go to this garden. Get Yashelia’s blood and run back here without security noticing you? Any sensor they have could flag you with a round trip that long.”

	“We’ll need someone to run interference for us then,” I said. “Are you up for it, Liz?”

	She took a deep breath, eyes locked with mine. “I’ll do what I can.”

	I put a hand on her shoulder. “I owe you one.”

	“What about Rain?” Thomas asked. “She’s still up in the Mangrove Suite. If something happens I don’t think we should leave her alone.”

	“I’ll watch her,” Elizabeth said. “Don’t worry about it.”

	Thomas raised an eyebrow. Elizabeth rolled her eyes. “Don’t imagine things,” she said.

	“Can’t help it.”

	I rubbed the back of my skull. “Thomas, the train can get us close, but we might need a getaway plan.”

	“My van,” said Thomas. He glanced at Elizabeth. “You ever drive?”

	“I grew up around trucks,” she said. “I can handle it.”

	The memory of the little girl who looked like Elizabeth crying at the front of the auto repair place returned to my mind. I took my hand from Elizabeth’s shoulder. “Couldn’t do this without you,” I said.

	She flushed in the midst of an attempt at a shrug. “I want to know the truth, too,” she said. “Partner.”

	I nodded to her, then turned to Thomas, leaning on the stock of my shotgun like a crutch. “Let’s move.” I winced. “But first, get me some painkillers. Damn, my skull hurts.”
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	Unregistered Memory, Ryan Carter, Network Security Center, Delta Complex

	

	Sudhatho’s strike force rolled out of Delta Complex an hour after the security breach Commander De Vries had been involved in. Ryan watched the four armored trucks from the window of a boardroom in the office building where had had been stationed. Conner Kohl sat at a table in the same room, digging into another slice of pie, pecan this time. Past Kohl, by the door, stood Commander De Vries with her arms folded and her head down.

	She had removed her armor and masked helmet, revealing a surprisingly young face. Her blonde hair was tied back in a short ponytail, which shook as she seethed quietly. The officer in charge of the complex had not liked her leaking the information Ryan and Kohl had uncovered. Evidently they blamed De Vries and had detained her and her hires to minimize any other possible memory spillage.

	Ryan had to credit Sudhatho’s security forces, they took precautions fast. Evidently, when De Vries tangled with the mentality that had broken through the barrier, the still-unidentified invader had gotten a glimpse into her mind. She had given up the plan, so if the rogue star was behind the attack it would only be a matter of time before they got the wheels turning to prepare defenses. Ryan turned from the window to where the red-haired Kohl sat eating calmly.

	“How long until they release us?” Ryan asked.

	Kohl kept eating with an expression of glee on his face.

	De Vries turned toward Ryan. Her blue eyes flashed. “Once they’ve run the operation, they’ll investigate us. If we’re lucky we won’t lose our jobs.” She clenched one fist at her side.

	“You believe that?” Ryan asked. “Then why are you so angry?”

	“This would have been my first chance at a Rogue Star.” De Vries wrinkled her nose. “I guess I hired the right analysts for the mission. You two found her, but they don’t trust you either.”

	“We’re intelligence assets,” Ryan said. “Can’t have us wandering off during the op.”

	Below them engines fired, drawing Ryan’s attention back to them. Armored cars rolled out of the complex. In the distance the shape of Sudhatho’s light ship hung over the city, as it turned slowly toward the south. This particular security force appeared to have a mad on for Yashelia. Most rogue stars wouldn’t draw a great aeon like Sudhatho into battle.

	Ryan turned to Kohl and De Vries as the last of the cars left through the gate. “Looks like they’ll be fighting soon.”

	Kohl took a bite of his pie, a look of relish on his face. De Vries stalked from the door to the table where Kohl sat. She sat down at a chair beside him and looked toward Ryan. “Is there something you want to do?”

	Ryan glanced at Kohl. “I want to watch.”

	Kohl finished the pie and glanced at Ryan. “I’m game, you have ichor?”

	Ryan frowned. “There’s the problem,” he said. “I’ve only got traces left after our big find.”

	Kohl smiled. “I’m covered. The last pie was made with ichor.”

	De Vries folded her arms and leaned back. “If you fill me in on what you see, I won’t tell anyone.”

	“Deal,” said Ryan. He walked to the table and sat down on Kohl’s other side. “Let’s do this.”

	In seconds, Ryan’s mind went blazing across the city, free to search, and watch, and see once more.
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	The train carried Thomas and I south in an otherwise empty passenger car. When we reached the station closest to the park where the security forces had located Yashelia, we disembarked and went on foot through windswept streets. I carried the shotgun in a long ski case to avoid drawing attention to it. Thomas hid a small handgun in his coat. I also had my flask of ichor and an empty hypo for Yashelia’s blood.

	I couldn’t help but wonder how much ichor we would have to take from her, to restore Rebecca permanently. It might not be possible at all. I pushed that thought away.

	The park loomed before us. The trees on the outside lost orange leaves every now and then to gusts of wind. I stared at the tree line and the dead grass at the base of each trunk. The hand that held the case with the shotgun shook. Yashelia, aeon, rogue star, it didn’t matter what she was. She packed enough power Thomas and I wouldn’t stand a chance in a straight battle.

	“We need to sneak up on her,” I said. “Hell if I know how we can, though.”

	A packet pinged me from Elizabeth. I accessed it immediately. 

	“I can’t sense any minds in that park. Must be just Yashelia because she’s invisible over the network.”

	I sent back, “She has some cleans in there with her too. They’re always mentally invisible as well.”

	Thomas and I stopped at the corner of the last building before the park. Elizabeth’s next packet arrived as I peered around the wall at the trees, seeking movement.

	“I’ve architected a few poison packets. I’ll do my best to hit anybody you see with them.”

	I frowned as Thomas removed the pistol from his coat’s inside pocket. After a moment of hesitation, I replied to Elizabeth.

	“Good, but cleans and aeons probably won’t stop from that.”

	“I can at least distract them,” she sent back.

	“True.” I turned to Thomas. “Stay sharp.” I set the case on the sidewalk, looked down the empty street over my shoulder, and then cracked it open. The shotgun barrel gleamed dully under the cloudy sky. I hefted the weapon, then loaded it. The weapon could hold eight shells.

	I only had six, but I loaded them up as carefully as my unpracticed hands could manage. “Alright, Shelly, ready or not.”

	Thomas glanced at me, hunched forward a little, both hands on the grip of his pistol.

	“You ready to kick a hornet’s nest?” I asked.

	He shrugged and then straightened. “I’m ready to find out what’s inside this one.”

	I nudged the case I had brought the shotgun in to one side. As I stepped past the box, a mental alarm went off in my head, the voice of an aeon local to this part of the city.

	“Citizens, security is performing an operation in Lind Park this afternoon and possibly into the evening hours. Be advised the area is very dangerous. Do not enter,” the voice said in my mind.

	I put a palm to my temple, felt it throb, and then lowered my hand. Thomas glanced at me. I shook my head. “Let’s go.”

	We hustled across the street, heads down, weapons held close. My head began to ache despite the painkillers I had taken before leaving Lotdel Tower. Thomas and I reached the tree line and sheltered behind large bushes on either side of a path through a tangled thicket. Thomas checked the corner, then motioned for me to follow him.

	The two of us met up on the path.

	“Have you been in security?” I asked.

	“I washed out after a month,” said Thomas, “but I remember a little.”

	The edges of the path were blocked by dense undergrowth. We walked down the center, cautious, moving slow. I didn’t see anything, so I turned to Thomas in the shadows of the tall trees where we stood.

	Thomas pointed through the gloom ahead of us, and I glimpsed movement, a faint sign of human life in the shadows beyond the path. “Do you see that?” he asked.

	“Yeah.” My breath became a faint mist before me. “Can you tell if its human?”

	He laid the barrel of his pistol across his shoulder and squinted ahead. “Not yet.”

	I took a step forward down the path. It suddenly seemed narrower, and the leaves louder underfoot. I raised the shotgun and kept moving, conscious of the rustling in the branches and the crackle of my footsteps in dead and fallen foliage. Thomas followed me. I glanced back and saw him take the pistol grip in both hands again. I clutched the shotgun tighter and pressed on.

	About forty meters from an opening in the path ahead, a twig snapped beneath my foot and at the same moment another sound, a high-pitched giggle, came from my right. I spun and looked for the owner of the voice. Yashelia had to be around here somewhere, and whatever had set her at odds with the rest of the aeons, I supposed had also damaged her mind.

	“Thomas?” I stared into the woods of the park.

	No answer.

	I glanced behind me, where Thomas had been just a second before. He was gone. My eyes widened, and I checked my other sides. I found no trace except for a slight whiff of bitterness in the air. I gulped and held tight to my shotgun as if it could protect me from a rogue star or aeon. What had I been thinking?

	How had he just vanished? I reached out over the network, searching for any sign of Thomas in the park or near it, but I found nothing. My mentality felt a bit unfocused, probably from my headache, but a human mind is an obvious element. One doesn’t just lose a friend on the network. Given the right amount of ichor one could even reach to the western megalopolis and communicate directly.

	“Thomas?” I hissed. “Thomas, where are you?”

	I waited. No answer. Wind played with the branches overhead, and they creaked against the reddening sky. I turned and looked down the path leading into the park. Then I raised my shotgun and started forward.
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	Unregistered Memory, Elizabeth Ashwood, The Mangrove Suite, Lotdel Tower

	

	“You lost track of him?” Elizabeth said over direct connection to Thomas. She had to block out all her senses to communicate in real time with him, but she knew she was trembling.

	“He was there one minute and gone the next,” Thomas said. “I didn’t notice anything off before that.”

	“Where are you now?” she asked.

	“Still on the path where I lost him.”

	She felt herself intake breath as her concentration frayed. “You didn’t lose him. Keep looking.”

	“Look, I don’t see him. I consider that lost.”

	“Consider it whatever you want. Just find him.”

	His mind flared up, probably with a potential retort, but then subsided. “I’ll try.”

	“Send me a message when you find him. I’ll scan the network for him.”

	“Got it.”

	Elizabeth disconnected for a moment, smelled the perfume of the room where she stood. The clean woman, Rain, sat on the bed looking at her with empty eyes. Elizabeth shuddered at the thought of her there the whole time Elizabeth sacrificed her external senses for the network. She hadn’t moved at all since Elizabeth told her to sit down. At least cleans obeyed, usually. Elizabeth began to pace back and forth, one hand on her forehead. Where did you go, Jeth? How does someone just vanish like that?

	Her mind hit on one possibility. Sensotecture. Like memetics, sensory networking could be used as an attack, and when it was someone could feed an illusion into the mind of someone whose security they breached. Thomas could be standing right beside Jeth and not see him, and that could even go both ways if they were attacked simultaneously. Sensory hedges could be used to block spying and keep privacy during important assemblies. The only problem with that theory was the need for multiple sensotects to pull off the attack. 

	And Elizabeth had not detected even one other mind in the forest before Thomas and Jeth had gone in. She groaned with frustration and turned to Rain and grimaced. “Great, stuck in a room with someone mindless. Think Elizabeth. There has to be some way to help them find each other.”

	Rain looked up at Elizabeth, eyes vacant, then reached to the table at the head of the bed and picked up a vial of ichor kept there for customers. Probably so they enjoy their time here better. Elizabeth’s grimace turned into a scowl. “What is that supposed to do?” she asked. “I’m already above normal dose.”

	The clean woman shook her head. “Not for you. For me.”

	Elizabeth took a step back from Rain, eyes widening slightly in shock. “What good will that do? Do you remember training as a sensocycler?”

	Rain shook her head. “Words aren’t easy.”

	“Right, you can barely talk.” Elizabeth took a deep breath. “Look, I don’t know what kind of training you had as a person, but you’re a clean. You don’t know enough to do any of that stuff, and you won’t ever again unless we get you Yashelia’s blood.”

	“Don’t be mad.”

	“I’m not mad.” Elizbeth folded her arms. “I’m worried. I need a solution.”

	Rain held out the vial to her. “Let me try.”

	“Fine. Drink it. If you’re all the way clean, it won’t change anything.”

	Rain nodded. “I know.” She raised the vial to her lips. Elizabeth glowered at her as the amber liquid held within the glass drained into Rain’s mouth. The dark woman blinked her eyes, then squeezed them tightly shut. “Take my hands.” She held her palms out to Elizabeth.

	With a sigh, Elizabeth pressed her palms to Rain’s, then wrapped her fingers around to hold on. She closed her eyes. She extended her senses into the network and found more than the mountains and canyons of data and memory, but also a cityscape stretching in every direction for as far as her mentality could see. Beside her projection, a faint sensation of warmth radiated from in front of her where Rain sat in the Mangrove Suite, a mind, however subtle.

	She never faded completely. She’s been here all along, and I couldn’t tell. 

	Rain’s warmth reached out and enveloped Elizabeth’s mind. A wave of intense pleasure ran through her thoughts, accompanied by memories of home before the accident, of her sister, of Jeth. Elizabeth fought to keep her knees from buckling and held herself up.

	“Let’s go,” said a gentle voice from mind to mind.

	Elizabeth pulsed back affirmation in her own cold way. She reached out with her mind, aided by Rain’s senses, and flew across the city into the eyes of Thomas in the forested park where flickers of shapes moving on a different path visible through the trees caught her eye. With no sign visible of Jeth, she leapt into one of the minds on the far path and listened for anything within.

	Other purifiers moved in behind the man she listened from on the path. They rustled leaves and passed orders down the line in hushed voices. A single crow circled over them. Elizabeth only barely noticed the bird before she was looking through the animal’s eyes. The crow caught a cool draft of air and rode it out over the center of the park where a massive gray tree with thorns on its branches leaned to one side, looking almost like a person doubled over due to the weight of overgrown branches on one side.

	At the foot of the tree stood a figure, a man whose mind seemed somehow distant. She tried to reach out to him but could not get a grip. The man gripped a shotgun and stared up at the tree from below with clouded, sightless eyes. Jeth.

	Elizabeth sent her mind flying back to Thomas. She dropped a packet for him at his mental doorstep, telling him where to find Jeth. She hastily added they were both under illusions and to be careful of sensotects in the park. He sent only a hasty reply, confirming he understood. Then he pressed forward into the forest, Elizabeth’s senses along for the ride.
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	In the shadow of a tree over fifteen meters tall even when bent on its side, after minutes of creeping through the forest tensed, I reevaluated my sense of the situation. I had seen no one else so far, but whatever had made Thomas disappear could be dangerous, and I knew Yashelia was in the park somewhere. My ears picked up the sound of soft footsteps moving leaves to my left. I turned and looked down that path.

	Black armored troops moved in the shadows on the path, rifles at the ready. I ducked behind the trunk of the massive tree that resembled a hunched and thorny version of the one in Bailey Court Garden. My heart thumped in my chest, and I hoped the security forces hadn’t seen me.

	I reached out with my mind and found no others in range. Evidently someone had found a way to disrupt my network connection, because I knew what I saw. Those purifiers looked real as anything, but if I was caught in an illusion they could appear anywhere to drive me in the direction the puppeteer wanted. Step one has to be breaking the illusion.

	My back to the tree, I took a deep breath, and then delved into the haze of my mind. I let my instinct guide me down paths of light that distinguished between old memories and current feelings.

	I felt as though I descended through mist. A downward tug pulled at the pit of my stomach, and my view inhibited by branches and interconnected sinewy fibers of unconscious understanding. I felt as though I was in the depths of a swamp, surrounded by trees and fog, knee deep in muddy water.

	Discolored liquid lapped at the edges of my perspective, and a bitter tang filled my nose. I recognized the memory from the Green Valley, spring when the river overflowed its bank and filled the lowlands. Trees could drown in such deep water, but many had adapted to survive the season long ago. The whole scene was frozen, birds in flight silenced by the snapshot. If my brother was here, he could tell me the names of each species of insect and animal. 

	But Luke wasn’t here. Luke had never been to the east where I lived. Where I stood in a park, not in a swamp. Why had I imagined my body in the memory? The mud on which I stood sucked down into shadow. My bare feet sank deeper in. This wasn’t how I had felt back then. I hadn’t stood paralyzed and sinking.

	What had I done? I pulled myself out of there. The thought got me pulling on my legs, but it did not free me. I grabbed a tree branch and hung on to the arm of the illusory tree. Yet the pull of the mud grew stronger, and gravity felt heavier. The force weighed on me unnaturally. I gasped in pain. This wasn’t just my mind. This was part of the illusion.

	I hadn’t even noticed my defenses getting breached. Who could have brought this memory out? It had only been a moment in reality, yet here I struggled not to sink. A giggle echoed in my ears from across the mire. I glanced up from the brackish water and found Yashelia standing on a tree branch across a clearing dressed as I remembered her from the Mangrove Suite. Pale hair streamed out over the swamp, carried by a silent breeze.

	“Rebecca had similar memories, filthy things that they are,” she said, “but soon you will both be clean of them.”

	I glared at her, grip slipping on the branch where I clung for the survival of not just my mind, but for Rebecca’s. Beside Yashelia another form materialized, a small woman looking as if she had simply stepped out of the air. She looked hazy and her clothes and face were indistinct, probably because I had never met her and my mind only rendered the vaguest shape.

	“Mistress,” said the woman, “the purifiers are close to the tree.”

	“Delay them.” The wound over Yashelia’s eye dripped ichor which ran down her face, and then fell into the water below her. “This man must be cleaned.”

	I grimaced. “Why are you doing this?” I said. “Why did you want Rain?”

	“Your memories will be gone in a moment if you let go.” Yashelia smiled. “Be a good little boy and you need never know.”

	I gritted my teeth. “But I want to know, and I’m not letting go until I do.”

	“Mistress,” said the hazy woman beside Yashelia, “we should hurry.”

	Yashelia’s eyes moved to the woman at her side. “Leave this to me. Confuse the troops.”

	“As you wish.” The woman faded completely back into the mist. Part of my mentality, the part that wasn’t stuck in a swamp of floodwaters, could still sense a faint presence of her nearby.

	Yashelia turned back to me. “Are you prepared to become clean?”

	I spat into the water between us.

	Her face pinched. Unnatural aeonic beauty warped into a ghoulish mask, and she glared at me. Then she was on a branch above me, hands reaching out to pry my fingers from where I hung on. Her hand wrapped around my wrist, then jerked on my arm. My palm tore and became bloody, and I fell into the water and mud of the flooded forest floor with a yelp.

	I struggled on the surface, fighting for air. A cogent thought arose from fear. Is this how it feels to be cleaned? Yashelia reached toward me and drove my head into the abyssal waters of the swamp.

	Colorless light spilled into my eyes even as oblivion claimed the memory of the forest. Thoughts seemed far off. Someone called to me, a woman, her voice distant and sharp. I fought through a storm of bright colors like binding strings that then tore and seeped away into light. The voice remained, though I could not understand her. My own language sounded foreign in my echoing head.

	Then I was no longer a body. I was a mind alone, free of the memory the illusionist had imprisoned me within. My projected mentality returned in its willowy, shifting state, my familiar presence on the network. I fought to open my eyes, to break the connection. I thought about a nest of hornets, my brother’s face, a van on a road, a girl in a shawl, a woman dancing on a stage in a marketplace. These are the things I’m going to lose. The cleaning isn’t over yet.

	The voice bit into my mind, lodging in my everything.

	“Elizabeth, is that you??”

	“It’s me. And Rain.”

	“You found me. I guess that means I can say goodbye.”

	Elizabeth sounded insistent. “Jeth, she’s not touching you anymore.” 

	A second voice cut in, a familiar one but with a soft tone. “Rebecca you always made a good sensocycler.” 

	“Jeth, open your eyes.”

	I pulled back from my memories. My eyes flew open. I stood beside the tree as I had before, but with a set of footprints in the leaves beside me, then leading off under the overhanging tree. I looked around the side of the tree.

	Ahead of me in that direction the park burned. Bright orange flames licked tree trunks and ignited fallen leaves. Here and there, purifiers in dark armor sprinted. Gunfire howled through the forest. Mentally, I felt Elizabeth and Rain were close, probably watching through my eyes right now. The spell must have broken. Where is Yashelia? Those footsteps must have been hers, but where is she now?

	My head pounded with an illusion hangover. I pressed my palm to the trunk of the great hunched tree to steady myself, cutting my finger on thorny growth from its side. Blood trickled down to my palm, but I was past caring. 

	I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. My network connection reactivated. I confirmed the presence of Elizabeth and Rain in my mind and decided I’d have to wait to ask how Elizabeth had accessed Rebecca’s skills with her cleaned. To my left, where the tree stood, sank a great pit, walled with golden and glowing memory that flickered and flashed, a mind at my fingertips.

	I felt the mind within the tree, an enormous mind, one several times larger and more expansive than any I’d ever felt before. “It’s a mystery where the thoughts of aeons come from,” said Elizabeth in my head. “Don’t be too hasty.”

	“What else could it be? This tree, it contains a mind.”

	“I sense it, through you,” she said, “but be careful. A mind is a dangerous place.”

	“But if there’s any truth to finding Rebecca’s memories, I have to try and do something. Now. While I have the chance.”

	Before she could reply I walked to the edge of the great pit of memories, and leapt into the tree’s mind.
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	I fell into the mind, projection plummeting past glowing banks of memories. A barrier of shimmering transparent matter raced toward me, to block my descent, but I armored myself in determination. I hit the barrier and it shattered. It tore at me, saddened me with an external emotion, and slowed my movement. More transparent, shining barriers raced to intercept me from all along the tunnel. Two overhead blocked the exit. 

	They surrounded me completely about midway down the pit, then began to close in. Active barriers like this are tricky, and with my determination momentum lost, I had little chance to break them. Still, I lashed out with an arm like a whip. My blow rebounded from the barrier, leaving me with a shadow’s flicker of despair from Yashelia’s own mentality. Below me, green disks gathered in the pit. I suspected they were antibodies, but they looked so sickly and morose I doubted they would simply repel me if I let them connect.

	Antibodies could contain emotions, and if the despair I felt from my blows against the barriers was any indication, Yashelia tried to sap the willpower and joy of anyone who entered her mind. The green disks ascended, floating leeches ready to bleed my mind dry. And there, I floated, already imprisoned by mental barriers.

	As the antibodies drew closer a high-pitched squeal reached my ears ahead of them. I struggled against the barriers around me, mind throbbing with pain coupled with irritation added by the sound I realized must be a sensory barrier. It quickly began to disrupt my own thoughts. No sooner would I have one, then the whine pierced deeper and drove it from my attention. Antibodies pulsed in shades of sickening green all around my barrier cage.

	My efforts to break out seemed useless, and if I escaped, the antibodies would surely attack immediately. If I weakened my resolve in breaking out they might easily defeat me on the outside. Already, my thoughts were slower, and the inhibiting tone whining through my being could not be denied. With what little concentration I had, I peered through the transparent barriers, looking up and down the memories stacked all the way up the walls of the pit.

	Not one of these memory banks looked large enough to hold a human mentality, so if Rebecca was here, I would not find her within any of them. I peered down, sharpening my senses and focusing all my attention on the depths. Some distance below, the pit opened into a glowing cavern of network information. That could be it. She must keep memories there, and when she needs them, her ichor carries them through her body. This could be why aeons can’t be detected on the network unless they choose to be. Their minds are protected in these trees.

	Antibodies closed in on my cage. The barriers hemming me in from above parted to allow an antibody that had passed overhead to descend into my prison. I darted upward, but not fast enough to get my entire mentality free of the cage. The two barriers slammed on either side of me. I screamed in agony, racked with guilt and sorrow from sources outside myself. All that pain pressed in on me from both sides. Stricken by grief that I somehow knew I had caused myself, I almost sank back into the cage. Only one persistent thought allowed me to keep fighting.

	These feelings aren’t mine. I slipped free of the barriers looped around them, dodging swarms of antibodies as I went.

	I hoped my hunch to dive deeper was correct as I flew into the cavern. Memories played like moving paintings on the walls, images of lives and places I had never seen, the faces of men and women known by those who had been cleaned by Yashelia.

	Dozens of humanoid projections flickered before my mind’s eye, each one distinct but composed of many incongruous features. Scents of perfume and cooking meat and sewage warred with my senses. An uproar of chaotic sounds and voices filled my ears as I plunged deeper into the chamber. I reached out and felt the soft and stiff, the cold and warm with the fingertips of my mind. At last, I tasted a kiss on my lips, and this one sensation alone was familiar to me.

	This sensation belonged in not one memory within the tree, but in two. I had only kissed Rebecca once when I’d known her, and the taste of her fled through the shifting projections and gleaming antibodies. I chased the feeling. Antibodies brushed my consciousness, and I repelled them as quickly as I could, flinging them toward the roof of the cavern with dread building in my stomach every time I touched one.

	I raced after Rebecca’s kiss, my first kiss. A yawning gulf of morning light stretched out below me. An opening in the cavern revealed treetops far below, burning with a fresh dawn. The kiss led me into that forest once more. And then I felt myself inside my body, but not the body I had grown accustomed to over years of plenty and years of building thoughts for others.

	The body I inhabited was young and excited and pulsing with hormones. I stood in the morning of the Green Valley in autumn, cold light and misty air. Disoriented, my mind did not control the actions of this body. The past me turned and looked up the hill to a house with a roman columned porch and a white door, the house Rebecca’s family had moved into after a year of living in the Green Valley and finally moving up in status.

	I climbed the steps to her door, following the sense of her kiss. I opened the door with a slow turn of the knob to keep it quiet. My feet carried me through the house as quietly as young me could manage, careful not to wake the rest of the family. I made my way to the back door where a broad deck overlooked the backyard and a sharp decline. By the wooden railing of the deck, stood Rebecca.

	She turned toward me, shawl over her hair. I walked across the boards of the deck and met her by the side. She smiled at me. “Good morning, Jeth.”

	The blood of my younger self ran with as much nervousness as excitement. I reached out tentatively. Rebecca took my hand with hers. Her other hand pulled the shawl back from her dark hair. We leaned into each other, then fully embraced. Lips met in light and joy, freedom and truth, the kiss as Rebecca remembered.

	I found her.

	“You need to come with me,” I said from my mind as I watched the scene. “We need to leave.”

	Her voice spoke in my ear, “I’ve been lost. Jeth, help me find my way.”

	I reached into the scene and touched Rebecca’s young face. Then I drew back and found her presence following me, not the presence of the teenager, but one of the adult woman she became before being cleaned.

	We fled from the dreamed memory, from the cavern, from the pit, from the tree.

	I woke, startled and dazed. The forest burned and gunshots cracked through the air. I staggered back from the tree. 

	“Elizabeth, can you help Rebecca find Rain?”

	“I’ll lead her.”

	I stepped back from the tree, still dazed from my deep mind delving. Thunder roared. A massive shadow moved over the clearing, darkening the already cloudy sky except for the flickering light veins that ran along its sides. Sudhatho’s light ship hovered above the overgrown park. I stared up at it and trembled.
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	Unregistered Memory, Elizabeth Ashwood, The Mangrove Suite, Lotdel Tower

	

	Elizabeth sat on the floor, leaning against the side of the bed. Her heart hurt, and her breathing came in gasps. The intensity of the mental effort to bring Rebecca’s mind back to her body had more than drained her. The effort had hurt her.

	The woman lying on the bed, legs dangling over the side past Elizabeth, opened her eyes. Rebecca’s breath went in and out steadily. Rebecca slipped off the bed and crouched beside Elizabeth. “Are you alright?” she asked.

	Elizabeth gazed up at her face, eyes wide with recognition. “Hello, Rebecca.”

	A broad smile formed on Rebecca’s face. “You brought me here. Thank you.”

	Elizabeth managed to return to Rebecca’s smile weakly. “I did my best.” 

	“It was enough. Can you walk?”

	“Maybe,” Elizabeth said. Jeth and Thomas are still in danger.

	“We have to hurry.” 

	Rebecca offered Elizabeth her hand. She took it, and Rebecca helped her up. Elizabeth steadied herself on Rebecca’s arm. Her other palm pressed to her forehead. “We’re going after them. Aren’t we?”

	The burden of Rebecca’s memories of her time since her small taste of Yashelia’s ichor felt like heavy weights in the back of Elizabeth’s mind. Everything was so strange.

	Rebecca’s hand clasped Elizabeth’s wrist. “We need to get to the park as fast as we can.”

	Elizabeth nodded. “Thomas’ van,” she said. “We need to get it from the parking garage.”

	Rebecca helped Elizabeth out the door and toward the elevator. Elizabeth reached out with her senses and found Rebecca’s mind nearby. She did her best to shroud them from the senses of others but only had rudimentary knowledge of sensotecture. Managing it in real time was almost too much for her. They reached the bottom of the shaft in the parking garage under the tower, and the doors opened. The two of them walked out of the elevator and headed for the van.

	Elizabeth took the wheel, not trusting Rebecca to drive so soon after her restoration. And what about me? Elizabeth grimaced. I’ll have to do my best. 

	Rebecca slammed the passenger door. Elizabeth drove.
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	The trees in the park burned with black smoke while the light ship hung in the air overhead. I clutched the shotgun and crept under the branches of Yashelia’s tree and found the armored body of a purifier in the foliage beyond. Blood ran from the blackened hole in the chest plate. If the only thing they’re fighting in this place is Yashelia, what killed this man? 

	I had never heard of any aeon using a firearm, but the deadly placement of the shot made me sure it had not been friendly fire. I knelt and retrieved the pistol from the fallen purifier’s hip holster. The weapon felt heavy in my grip. I stuffed it into the pocket of my coat. Both hands on my shotgun, I scanned the dense foliage and billowing smoke for signs of others.

	Thomas. I have to find him, and then we have to get out of here.

	Shouting behind me made me turn. I looked down the barrel of my shotgun at a group of four purifiers as they approached the trunk of the tree in the clearing. They didn’t seem to see me. With as quiet a footstep as I could manage, I eased my back toward Yashelia’s thorny tree. My heartbeat quickened. I checked the network for an instant and found threads of illusion surrounding the minds of the purifiers. Despite the light ship above, the purifiers here did not appear to be winning.

	I walked out from behind the tree, gun ready, but trusting the squad before me would be too wrapped up in their illusions to attack. If Yashelia’s illusionist, the other woman I had seen in the swamp from my memory, was precise enough and intended them to see me, I could easily have been killed. One of the purifiers looked in my direction, face mask expressionless. Then he fell to his knees, dropping the rifle he had been holding.

	Yashelia emerged from the smoke behind them as droplets of cold rain pattered on the branches and leaves all around. I stared as she approached the purifiers who stood paralyzed before her. I aimed at her with my shotgun, but I knew from what I had felt inside Yashelia’s tree-mind, I did not need her blood to restore Rebecca. That was already done. If I found Thomas, that was all it would take.

	The rogue aeon approached the helpless purifiers in the center of the clearing. As she came closer, I saw her sleeves were soaked with blood up to the elbows. The eternal wound over her eye flowed with golden ichor, and the liquid dripped onto the forest floor with every step. Her gore-covered fingers made claws. She reached for the neck of the nearest purifier.

	My hands shook. “Stop.” I stepped out into the clearing, keeping my weapon trained on Yashelia as best I could. “Don’t hurt them.”

	She looked at me. Bright eyes gleamed in a blood-streaked face. With deliberate slowness, she reached out and seized the man by the throat. I squeezed the trigger of my shotgun. The weapon kicked into my shoulder with a roar and sent a spray of shot toward Yashelia. She snapped the purifier’s neck and caught the blast with his body in the same motion. He hung in her grip. Blood trickled through tears in his armor.

	Yashelia threw the body. The corpse hit me high along the chest. I pulled the shotgun’s trigger again as the impact bowled me onto my back. The shotgun’s sound burst in my ears, and the shot went into the smoke and treetops behind Yashelia. Raindrops fell upon my face. I scrambled free of the body, shoving it away with a mix of desperation and revulsion. I stood and found the other three purifiers lying at Yashelia’s feet, crushed or torn or strangled in instants.

	“Jethro,” she said. “You violated my mind.” She stalked over the bodies and advanced on me. I raised the shotgun. She batted the barrel to the side before I could fire. In the next instant, she tugged the weapon from my grip and tossed it away.

	I stepped back and plunged into the network. There, my perception of time gave me more thoughts before she could kill me. Still, it would only be seconds. Once in the network, I detected only two other minds left in the forest. Thomas, I recognized, hidden by the path near the clearing, and a lilting sonic mind I did not recognize, approaching from a path opposite the fires the purifiers had started, probably Yashelia’s illusionist. I drew back to myself. Inside my own mind, I raced to think of way to stop her.

	I opened my eyes. “Wait!”

	Her hand closed around my throat and cut off my airflow. My feet fell back apace. I glared into Yashelia’s face as she shoved my back against the tree. Thorns pierced my coat and dug into my skin. She smiled at me, a single line of blood flowing from the wound over her eye and dripping ichor onto my chest.

	“Maybe it’s not time for you to die,” she said. “I will clean you instead.” I grimaced as her grip relaxed and let me breathe again. Her free hand flew to the top of my head and pressed down. “You will enjoy being a slave. A good replacement for Rain. Yes, child, a good replacement.”

	I reached up and tried to remove her fingers, prying with both hands. She shook her head. “Do not fight. It will all be over soon.”

	I lashed out with a kick at her leg. I might as well have kicked an iron bar. I grunted in pain.

	She smiled wider and wider, lips running with ichor. Then I saw no more reason to struggle. The only thought in my mind was that this beautiful creature, this lethal goddess was doing me a favor. All my worries could leave me. All this chaos could end. A simple way to be. It could be mine.

	Then I tasted her kiss on my lips, covered with golden blood. Yashelia held my gaze with hers as she kissed me. Somehow, it all felt better now. I felt like my mind was falling asleep. Her kiss, the taste of her ichor, both were inhumanly sweet.

	My eyelids began to flutter. On the dregs of the ichor newly fed into my system with her kiss, I entered the network instinctively. 

	A woman in the distance spoke, “Jeth, don’t give up. Jeth? Listen to me. She can’t clean you as long as you don’t have ichor in your system.”

	Rebecca’s voice sounded firm and human, not ethereal and sweet.

	“But she’s feeding me ichor right now.”

	“You have to fight. Thomas is on his way. We’ll all be there soon.”

	“I can’t fight. Not anymore.”

	“I left you, and I regretted it. Don’t leave me now.”

	Those words I never expected to hear, like words from a teenage dream. I opened my eyes and looked at Yashelia, lips still pressed to mine. I spat her own ichor into her mouth. The aeon drew back and screamed. Her hand tightened once again on my throat, and she began to twist my head. I gritted my teeth. A gunshot rang out and made Yashelia turn. Thomas stood at the end of the path, pistol held in both hands.

	I remembered the pistol I had retrieved from the fallen purifier and reached for it with a blind hand, mind blank except for the need to get the weapon. Yashelia turned toward Thomas slowly. I dragged the pistol from my coat pocket with a scratched and painful hand. I angled it upward and pulled the trigger.

	The gun screamed, and a bullet cut through Yashelia’s chest. She gave an animal roar and hurled me through the air. I hit Thomas like a flying rock, and we both went down. My spine ached, and I rolled off Thomas. I looked back at the tree. The light ship moved from overhead, dragging glowing lines, the purpose of which I did not understand, behind it. Falling rain doused the fires and reduced them to more smoke. Yashelia limped toward us from the place in the front of the tree where she had thrown me. Golden blood poured from the wound in her chest. A cloudiness fled from her eyes, making them look even brighter.

	Thomas grunted and found his feet. I pushed myself up on hands and knees. 

	“We have to get moving,” Thomas said and helped me stand.

	I half-laughed, half-groaned. “No kidding.”

	He put an arm around my sides and dragged me after him, moving down the path. I looked back as Yashelia turned her back on us and struggled toward her tree. Her voice whispered after me on the network. “Look after Rebecca, Jethro.” She sounded resigned and exhausted.

	Thomas scowled. “Why is she letting us go?”

	“I think she’s tired.” I glanced back at the tree. The fire hadn’t touched it, but blood splashed across the trunk, and smoke darkened the branches. “We’re lucky to get away.” 

	I put my head down, and we kept walking. 

	Thomas and I emerged from the park, smoke billowing to the sky behind us and cold rain falling all around. Thomas’ van stood at the street corner before us. The side door slid open, and Rebecca waved us inside. We didn’t hesitate.

	As I climbed into the van her hand touched my shoulder. I met her eyes and smiled despite the bloodshed left behind in the park. The expression on her face more than matched mine. The door slammed behind me, and we sped off.
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	Three days later, I still ached all over and my cuts were only just healing. Accessing a healing link would be too suspicious given the circumstances. Instead, I hid my cuts and scrapes under layers of clothes and left my apartment to meet Rebecca, Elizabeth, and Thomas for breakfast. Everyone but Rebecca was worse for wear after the chaos of that evening.

	The women filled me in about how Rebecca had awakened. I couldn’t tell if she was happy or not at the result, but I didn’t let myself worry about it. Thomas suggested, once we could get papers for her, we should find Rebecca an apartment in a different building in the district. 

	She glanced at me for a moment, then gave a small smile and told Thomas she liked the idea. After what had happened with Yashelia, and what she had said to me while we fled, I only had a moment’s hesitation before I agreed. I figured if I wanted to be with Rebecca, I would have to give her some space first.

	A network message from Omasoa called me in to review some text packets for distribution to a production team. Reluctantly, I sent back that I’d be right there. I saw Ryan Carter on the train to work. He crossed the compartment and sat down next to me, a metal flask in his hand. I could only assume it held ichor.

	“You’re better with a gun than you ever said.”

	I frowned at him. “I don’t know what you mean.”

	“I mean I saw you. And Fenstein. In that garden.”

	“How?”

	He tapped the side of his head, and then wiggled the flask. “I worked analysis for the op. Don’t worry. I wanted to share some things with you.”

	I looked out the train windows at the rooftops flying past. “Thanks.”

	“Don’t mention it. A lot of good people died out there, and I want to know why.”

	“You still don’t?”

	Ryan shook his head. “A mad aeon and some kind of illusionist were too much for purifiers without power suits or military support. Sudhatho must have known that when he sent them in because they were the distraction he used to seal the garden.”

	“That light ship,” I murmured. “It was his.”

	“Right. And if Sudhatho knew they couldn’t win, he sacrificed them deliberately.” He scowled. “Let me show you what I know.” He held out the flask, but I shook my head. I was already on my dose of ichor for the day.

	I took a deep breath, and he reached out and gave me some memories he had found, the heavyset sensocycler, the purifier officer, and the furious battle he had seen from all sorts of angles. When the images and sounds subsided, I gasped for air. He put a hand on my shoulder.

	When I recovered a little, I turned toward him. “Let’s get to the bottom of this.”

	“We have to do it right,” said Ryan. “The aeons might not be supportive of what we need to do.”

	“Yeah. Sudhatho is one of their own,” I said. “So, that’s probably an understatement.” 

	We talked a little about other things, though I don’t remember any of the subjects clearly. It didn’t matter, because though the sky looked darker through the week, there hadn’t been rain in three days. And when I got back to the tower that night, Elizabeth and I had a network to set up.
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	Unregistered Memory, Ryan Carter, Security Analytics Offices, Marlowe Square

	

	He sat with a cup of ichor before him on the table. Whenever Ryan thought of the forest, and the great tree he had made out in the chaos of the failed attack he couldn’t help but shiver. All that mental power pent up and inaccessible by humans except when someone touched it. He exhaled slowly, trying to calm his mind. A sigh came out in place of normal breath. What does someone do with that much power?

	“Plenty of time to find out,” he said to himself, then checked over his new contacts. Alesia De Vries’ and Conner Kohl’s mental signatures drifted in his mind. He sipped his ichor, then leaned back and closed his eyes. A small smile worked its way onto his face, then he shot off into the mental city.
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	I returned home to Lotdel tower that night and found Elizabeth waiting in the lobby. She stood up from the chair, where she had been sitting, and met me in the center of the mostly vacant room.

	“What’s wrong?” I asked.

	Elizabeth shrugged. “I just wanted to talk to you.”

	“Can’t we talk upstairs?” I said.

	She shook her head. “Rebecca’s up there. The bureau didn’t accept her new papers.”

	I frowned. “I guess it can’t be helped. We’ll have to find a better set of those to get her registered. Don’t worry, I’ll take care of that as soon as I can.”

	“Do you want her to stay with you until then?”

	My eyebrows rose. “Is that what this is about? I don’t see how I could. Nageddia might start asking questions if I did.”

	Elizabeth looked down at her folded hands. “I talked to Thomas. She can stay in the Mangrove Suite for now.”

	“Thanks.” I remembered the memories she had shared with me from the past few days and put a hand on her shoulder. “For everything you’ve done.”

	She shrugged off my hand and walked back to the elevator. She hit the call button. I looked at her with her hair shining under the light veins set in the ceiling. Elizabeth looked over her shoulder at me. “Come on, Jeth. We’ve got work to do.”

	I smiled at her and followed her to the elevator. The doors opened, and we went inside. As we rode upward, I couldn’t help but ask myself a question that made me uncomfortable. Why had Yashelia wanted Rain so badly? I sighed as I realized, even if Rebecca knew, she might never want to tell me. Elizabeth and I stopped at the level of our apartments.

	We were about to part when I turned to her. “You ready to set up our news network?”

	“Not tonight.” Elizabeth put a hand on my arm. “For now, I just want to rest.” She slipped away, for once light to the touch. Something had changed between us, but I didn’t understand what, even with the memories she had lent me.

	I walked home, turning thoughts over and over in my mind even as my day’s dose of ichor ran out. I remembered the illusions I had seen in Yashelia’s garden, and the flooded woods of my childhood. I took a deep breath. The water began to rise once again.
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	I tried not to make a habit of dwelling on the past, but ever since Rebecca Malik reentered my life, that proved easier said than done. She sat beside me in the aeon administration building's registration waiting room, legs folded together, wearing a borrowed women's suit. Her eyes were dark and intense the way a clean's never could be. She focused on the clerk behind the desk ahead of us in the immaculate room, which smelled faintly of fresh flowers.

	Neither of us were on a dose of ichor. It was Saturday, so I tried to get my head out of the network and actually spend time with my friends. Working double hours during the week as I tried to do my part to launch a new network meant I had not seen Rebecca for five days, which was not easy.

	The way I cared about her combined with my feelings of responsibility for her situation to create guilt. Sure, I’d been the one to motivate restoring her memory when she was clean, but that made me directly responsible for her need to acquire a new identity. No one would believe she was really Rebecca Malik, who had been cleaned. Nobody came back from that, or such was accepted knowledge.

	She raised her eyebrows at me. “Jeth, what’s on your mind?”

	“Nothing, I—”

	“That’s not true.”

	I sighed. “You know? You’re right. Sorry. It’s been a few years since I registered with the city.”

	“New people come in from the west all the time,” said Rebecca. “We’ve both been through this before. And we both did it alone.” She gripped my hand gently. “Thank you for coming with me.”

	I put my hand on hers, feeling it the natural thing to do. “I’m glad to help.”

	She nodded, dark hair shining in the early light.

	The clerk behind the desk waved for us to approach.

	“So much for relaxing on Saturday morning,” Rebecca said. “Here we go again.”

	We both stood. Rebecca smoothed the thighs of her suit with her palms. I followed her to the desk.

	The desk clerk, a thickly built older woman whose name-tag read “Zoe,” gave us a tight smile. “Good morning, Miss Waters, Mister Gall.” She used the fake last name Rebecca had given on her application papers.

	Rebecca smiled. “Good morning, Zoe.”

	The older woman stifled a yawn. “Pardon me. Thank you for arriving on time, given the hour.”

	“I’m eager to start,” said Rebecca.

	Zoe pushed a sheet of paper with questions on it across the table to Rebecca. “Here is the exam. I am required to inform you that no communication will be allowed with anyone until you have completed the exam. You may not leave the building during the exam. Please, have a seat, get started, and good luck.”

	“I understand.” Rebecca took the sheet of paper and a pen.

	Though the city possessed all kinds of information technology more powerful and efficient than written questions, the citizenship test was always given via paper, as most new arrivals would not have ichor or an aeon patron to live under while they adjusted to the city. I had been grateful when I first arrived and found this to be the case, years ago.

	Zoe turned to me. “I recommend you wait over there, Mister Gall.” She motioned to the far side of the lobby, where another cluster of chairs sat around a low table. A man and a woman already sat in a two of the chairs. “Remember, interference on the exam is prohibited.”

	I gave Zoe a nod, then clapped Rebecca on the shoulder. She patted my hand.
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	The man and the woman at the table stopped talking as I approached. Their voices had been soft before, but nothing always sounds a little different from something. They were positioned across one short end of the table from each other. I sat down in one of the chairs on the side of the cluster opposite them.

	She looked to be mid-twenties, black hair, pale skin. He could have been her brother, but instead of black, his hair was a deep red, probably dyed. They wore similar styles of black jackets. Beyond that, and given the winter chill outside, they both seemed lightly dressed. His wrists were visible, so short sleeves there. She wore a dress, an actual pale pink dress with a long skirt, despite the weather. They both wore high-ankled hiking boots.

	I hoped they had not been traveling too long to get here, but both had definitely arrived recently. I could tell by the tiredness in their eyes, the wariness in their movements, and the dark spots of dirt on their boots.

	“Welcome to the city,” I said, hoping I did not come off as obnoxious for speaking first.

	They both turned toward me.

	“Thanks,” said the woman.

	The man nodded.

	“Been traveling long?” I asked.

	“You could say that,” he said. “It’s rough out there.”

	“I’d say so. Good thing you arrived now. In another few weeks, the snow will start.”

	“Oh it started already, out west of the city,” she said.

	I frowned. “You get caught in it?”

	“For a while.” She shivered, seemingly at the memory. “But we’re here now.”

	“That’s the truth,” he said.

	“My name’s Jethro,” I said. “Glad you made it.”

	“So are we,” said the woman. “I’m Carol. This is Damien.” She motioned to the man.

	He extended an arm toward me. He held himself with precision, which made the way turned his arm sideways seem strange to me. “Good to meet you, Jethro.” We shook hands, his dry, mine probably on the sweaty side. When we finished, his arm immediately folded back with the other. “I take it you aren’t new to the city?”

	“No,” I said, “I’m here to help my friend with her test.” I indicated Rebecca by tipping my folded hands toward her.

	“Are you from out west originally?” Carol asked.

	“Yeah,” I said. “Most people haven’t heard of the Green Valley.”

	Carol kept smiling at me, but Damien inhaled noticeably at the mention of the valley.

	“You’re from there?” he asked.

	“Haven’t been there in years,” I said. “Why? Is something wrong?”

	“We passed through the northern part of the valley on our way here,” said Carol.

	“You really came a long way then,” I said.

	“We did,” said Damien. “It is a dangerous journey.”

	“Congratulations,” I said. “You’re now in probably the safest city left in the world.”

	“Thank you.” Carol turned to Damien. He nodded. She glanced at me. “I hope you’re right.”

	I decided not mention my encounter with the Rogue Star called Yashelia a couple months back. Any reminder of the terrifying, blood-crazed aeon made my skin crawl. I hoped never to see her kind again, no matter how often one came into the city. Time to change the subject, I decided.

	“So, is it just you two traveling together?”

	Carol shook her head. Shiny black hair flicked around her neck. “We’re waiting for another of our friends to pass customs.” Even as she spoke, a woman with light brown hair and the same kind of dark jacket as Carol and Damien appeared at the turnstile. She looked about the same age as the two of them, and wore a short-sleeved t-shirt, and a set of jeans that went down to the tops of her boots.

	“There she is now,” said Carol. She and Damien stood up. Reflexively, I did the same.

	She walked over to our set of chairs. 

	“How was it?” asked Damien.

	“Easy, man. Real easy.” She smiled at him brightly, and in the process seemed to spot me. “You two make a new friend?”

	“I guess you could say that,” said Carol. “Miranda. This is Jethro.”

	“Pleased to meet you,” I said and offered her my hand to shake.

	She turned and gripped my wrist, surprising me with the power in her hand. “Nice to meet you, too, Jethro. I’m Miranda, and it’s good to finally get here.”

	“We’ve heard a lot about this place,” Carol said.

	“The Eastern Megalopolis,” said Miranda, “A place for all humanity to feel safe.” She sounded somehow distant as if recalling some legendary place. “Hopefully it will be good to us.”

	“Give me a glass and I’ll drink to that,” said Damien with a small smile, the first expression I’d seen on his face.

	“Here’s to us, and our new friend here.” Miranda hoisted an invisible glass between herself and Damien. She mimed drinking deeply, then looked at Damien and Carol. “Shit, people. Don’t let me drink alone.”

	Carol laughed. Damien copied Miranda’s drinking gesture.

	Miranda stifled a giggle. “Well, people, time to start our new lives.”

	“It was good to meet you, Jethro,” said Carol. “See you around.”

	“You too,” I said and smiled at the three of them. 

	They left the cluster of chairs and started toward the doors, talking with each other in not-so-hushed tones. Miranda laughed loud, then the doors swung shut, cutting off the sound. I turned from watching them, a smile still on my face, and found Rebecca walking toward me, grinning.

	“I’m official now,” she said. “And it looks like you weren’t bored.”

	I chuckled. “I guess not. Want to get breakfast before we meet up with Elizabeth?”

	“Sure,” she said. “Time to celebrate.”

	“You said it.” I thought my smile could become permanent at that point. I almost forgot the sinister presence of the two aeons, Yashelia and Sudhatho, behind our whole situation. I wished I could.
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	Unregistered Memory, Ryan Carter, Military Command Center Alpha

	

	The building looked like any of the other mega-skyscrapers in the city. A behemoth of glass and steel loomed overhead. Ryan felt even smaller than usual, knowing what happened inside the structure and sensing the information rushing in and out of its walls via the mental network.

	Command Center Alpha served as management for all of the megalopolis’ external forces, the soldiers, and other combat units deployed outside the city to keep battles from spreading eastward. Ryan speculated on why he had been called in, being a simple security analyst for the local security forces of the city as he rode the elevator up.

	From what he knew about the military, he could guess they did not require his intelligence for the war, as he possessed little knowledge in that field. It had been decades since the military deployed anywhere near the city. Teloites and purifiers served as the main armed units outside smaller police jurisdictions. The soldiers of the external force were not only more heavily equipped than the city’s armed units, many of them were biologically modified for their combat roles. Ryan hoped nothing had gone wrong with that side of things, in particular.

	He had seen too many well-meaning people ripped apart by the Rogue Star called Yashelia already. Granted, even one would be too many. Before the insane aeon had been trapped in her garden, she had murdered an entire strike team of purifiers. Ryan shuddered at the memory.

	The doors of the elevator opened. A junior officer in uniform met Ryan in the hall outside. “Mister Carter, the colonel is waiting.”

	Ryan nodded. “Let’s go. Maybe he can tell me why I’m here.”

	The young officer, who couldn’t be older than twenty-five, gave a shaky smile, then motioned down the hall toward a conference room. Ryan was on the dose and noted the young man’s presence, exaggerated by ichor, felt as unsteady as his smile. He followed the directions and then opened the door.

	Inside, with his back to the door, stood Colonel Justin Cannwald. Short, thick-set and balding, the colonel gazed at the city below. He did not turn as Ryan approached the table. 

	“Colonel,” he said.

	“Carter,” said Cannwald, “I suppose it’s time I told you why I called you here.” 

	The colonel turned. He wore a pinched expression on his broad, heavily-jowled face. He looked the worse for wear since Ryan had seen his picture in the back of a tactical manual at the academy. Cannwald’s return to active service a few years before had left him pallid, sweaty, and heavier than he had been when Ryan had read his book. He waited as Cannwald took a deep breath.

	“No doubt you heard about the battle we recently fought in the old Midwest.”

	“Everyone did, sir.” Ryan did not mention he had guessed the recent engagement to be just north of the place called the Green Valley, where his friend Jethro had grown up. Ryan knew better than to let on what was not asked of him without good reason. 

	Cannwald’s voice was exhausted, hoarse to the point of failure, and spoke of a man with far too much on his plate.

	“Well, they didn’t hear the whole truth. You see, Carter, we weren’t engaged with our usual enemies this time.”

	“Then who? Foreign troops?” Ryan let his excitement get the better of him. “Someone, or something from across the sea?”

	“Easy, Carter, and no. They were renegade elements of my own division.”

	“Rebels?” Ryan frowned. His excitement ran down the drain, leaving him only cold dread. “Rebel soldiers?”

	“Yes,” said Cannwald. “They disappeared on a forward mission to scout the enemy in the forests. When we tracked them down, they engaged the rest of the division north of a colony in a long river valley. Our forces suffered heavy losses, and we failed to apprehend several members of this rogue unit.”

	“Several? How many are unaccounted for?”

	“Four.”

	“Four?” Relief flooded Ryan, replacing the dread from before. He began to see why he had been called in. “Do you think they’ll return to the city?”

	“There is no doubt, based on report memories from my officers on site.” Cannwald mopped his forehead with a handkerchief. “Carter, you and your partners were recommended to me as sense hunters. The renegades could arrive in the city any day now.”

	“First let me say, I’m glad you came to me, and I accept. But let me ask, respectfully, Colonel,” said Ryan, “what level of threat are four rebels, even rebel soldiers, against the entire city’s purifiers?”

	“Not much on their own, perhaps.” Cannwald stuffed his handkerchief into his pants-pocket and blinked several times in rapid succession. “I will send you their full files, but in summary, I can say they are not ordinary soldiers or even modified soldiers. They are control commandos.”

	“Control commandos? Excuse my ignorance, please.”

	“Of course. I have been cleared to share the nature of the threat. What I’m about to tell you is classified information, Carter. I take it I can trust your discretion.”

	Ryan took a deep breath. “You can trust me, sir.” But don’t make me regret trusting you, he added mentally.

	“The military does not advertise one of our most key forms of combat operators. We call them our controllers.” He inhaled sharply. “Officially, cleans are not employed in combat situations. Our control operators require three-fold skill sets in combat, memeotecture, and sensocycling. Using a specially modified form of ichor, a controller can mentally act as one with a large number of cleans.” He coughed into his handkerchief, a long hacking sound. When he finished, the handkerchief looked gooey with phlegm. He looked up at Ryan. “Those cleans are typically heavily armed in a combat situation, and there can be dozens of them under the power of a single commander, all fighting with the expert skills of their control.”

	The cold returned. Damn, but the colonel looked sicker than Ryan felt.

	“How many cleans made it out of the battle with these four renegade controls?” he asked.

	“Probably none. We were unable to confirm one-hundred percent killed or captured, but we got eighty-percent at least.”

	Ryan folded his hands together, in case they started shaking. “Four renegades with who-knows-how-many remote-controlled soldiers at their command. Is that about the size of it?”

	“That is the situation as it stands now,” said Cannwald. “Even apprehending one of them should hopefully inhibit their plans. For now, though, we must keep things quiet from the public to prevent a panic as well as lure the renegades in.”

	“I understand.” Ryan frowned but did not voice his worries. What if the public was in jeopardy because they didn’t know what was coming? What if the rebels were already here? What if an aeon was helping them? 

	Ryan knew to leave these questions unspoken, especially the last one. Most citizens relied on aeons for too much of their lives to afford questioning them. Until the massacre in Yashelia’s garden, Ryan would not have had that one on the list, but someone had sent those purifiers to their deaths, unequipped to fight the monster they faced.

	“Good,” said Cannwald. He looked down at the filthy handkerchief in his hand, then snorted and tossed it onto the long table between him and Ryan. “Get your team and go to work. I’ll send you the full information on your way.”

	Ryan saluted, then turned. The young officer outside looked just as nervous as before. Ryan raised his eyebrows at him, wondering if the young man knew what Ryan had just learned from the colonel. If he did, that would explain his anxiety.
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	After breakfast, Rebecca and I took the train south toward my home in Lotdel Tower and along the way, the building from which Elizabeth and I planned to run our new network. We had the rent paid through January and would launch the network fully in early December. We were still courting sponsors, so I wasn’t surprised to find an unfamiliar black car in the parking space before the front ramp.

	Rebecca glanced at me, one eyebrow arched.

	“I don’t know. Could we have a new benefactor?”

	“I hope so,” said Rebecca, “Soliciting investors has been tough on you and Elizabeth.”

	“She’s been working at it more than I have.”

	Rebecca touched my shoulder gently. “Are you always humble these days? Take some credit.”

	“I would if I could.” I grinned. “It would be easier if I had any idea who owns this car.”  

	We climbed the ramp and double glass doors greeted us at the top, both scratched but still heavily polished. The doors were on our list of things to replace once profit started coming in, but they weren’t too important. Most network buildings did not see a lot of foot traffic. 

	After all, the business of networking went on more outside than in physical structures. 

	Rebecca held the door for me. I glanced at her and she rolled her eyes. “Chivalry’s dead, alright?” She waved me inside, then followed once I obeyed.

	The front lobby of the network building for mine and Elizabeth’s as-yet-unnamed network looked overly large from the entryway, brightly lit from a series of pulsing light-veins in the ceiling and two more along each wall. The tiled floor gleamed, still a bit slick from a late-night mopping. 

	There was no one behind the front desk, as we had not yet brought a secretary on full-time. Ever since the incident with Yashelia and her human henchmen, I had been a little nervous to interview personnel. The purifiers had never managed to catch the illusionist the Rogue Star had employed to defend her garden, and all I knew for sure was that she had been both female and human.

	Rebecca and I made our way to the stairs behind the wide front desk. We climbed them to the landing outside the two offices where Elizabeth and I had set up as co-executives. I felt odd considering myself a leader, and someone’s boss to be, but if I didn’t adjust soon I would embarrass myself in front of my new employees in no time.

	I beat Rebecca to the conference room door and held it open for her. “After you.”

	She smirked. “You can’t resuscitate old-fashioned manners on your own, Jeth.”

	I shrugged and let the door slam shut. “Oh well, a man can dream.”

	Rebecca laughed and slapped my back. “And a woman can open doors.” She pulled the door handle, then stepped inside.

	Once again, I went second through the doorway. My co-executive, Elizabeth Ashwood stood at the far end of the table. Golden brown hair flowed down the back of her black dress. Her bright brown eyes were on the woman across the table. The woman I didn’t know had an elegant build and wore a dark gray tailored suit. She turned as Rebecca and I entered. One eyebrow arched.

	“Mister Gall, I presume?” she said.

	“That I am.” I smiled. “I don’t believe we’ve met.”

	Elizabeth nodded to me. “I missed telling you who we were meeting, earlier. Jeth, this is Sarah Harper.”

	I really should have recognized her from the papers, as the foremost co-executive of one of the largest networks in the city, Balanet. I tried not to look too surprised. Sarah’s other eyebrow rose, telling me I failed.

	“Good to meet you,” she said. “Your partner wasn’t sure if you would be here today, and said she couldn’t contact you.”

	“I don’t use ichor on the weekend,” I said. “Excuse me for the inconvenience.”

	“Understandable. I’ve heard your old employer, Omasoa, pushes her memeotects hard.”

	She casually mentioned the aeon who ran the entertainment network I was in the process of leaving, but I had to wonder how much she had studied me and Elizabeth prior to this meeting to find out where I worked, yet I had known nothing about it. I couldn’t blame Elizabeth, though, given the time I spent helping Rebecca settle in over the last few months.

	“She does, indeed.” I held a hand out to Sarah. “As a result, I regret to say I am somewhat uninformed.”

	“Of course.” Sarah clasped my hand and shook it. “Mister Gall, I was just discussing with Miss Ashwood the possibilities of subsidizing the launch of your new network.”

	I had guessed as much but knew better than to take it for granted. Sarah Harper commanded a great deal of respect, along with her brothers who were also her co-executives at Balanet. She made dealing with governing aeons for favors look simple, at least in black and white. Her company’s credit was nearly limitless as a result.

	“I hope we can agree to something mutually beneficial,” I said.

	The risky parts of dealing with such a powerful benefactor came to mind at once. Aside from the obvious predatory scams, which I mostly wrote off if Elizabeth had set up this meeting, I considered the possibility Sarah would demand something we were not ready for in return for Balanet’s support. Most of all, I wanted to maintain our independence from any single aeon, and that meant not getting in too deep with Balanet or its numerous suppliers and supporters.

	“Likewise, Mister Gall.” Sarah gave me a small smile. “Though if we are to continue talking business, I must ask who this is?” She indicated Rebecca with her eyes.

	“Of course, Miss Harper. This is—”

	“My name is Rebecca Waters,” she said, “I’m new to the city.”

	“New? From the west? Interesting.”

	I nodded. “She’s an old friend. I’ve been helping her settle in.”

	“So she is not part of your company?”

	Rebecca shook her head.

	“You’ll understand if we discuss this behind closed doors then, Miss Waters.”

	Rebecca nodded, then glanced at me. “I’ll wait outside.” She pushed the door open and went to stand on the landing.

	I did not like making her wait but figured she would understand the importance of this meeting. Rebecca may have said she was new to the city, but in actuality had lived there for years more than I had before she’d been cleaned. She knew the Harper’s influence as well as I did. The door closed.

	“Shall we begin?” Elizabeth said.
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	The room felt warm as Sarah Harper took a seat, then extended her mind toward me and Elizabeth. I had heard she been using ichor almost constantly over the past year but thought it a rumor. I wondered if there was any truth to the tabloid claims Thomas sometimes read out loud while we were in the elevator back in Lotdel Tower after meals.

	Elizabeth approached my side and offered me a plastic bottle with a drinking cap. I wasn’t on a dose but decided it would be better to go along with Sarah’s plan to communicate it. I took the bottle and sipped it.

	The flickers of light at the edges of my vision brightened. The warmth from before was replaced by the tendrils of chill from Elizabeth’s crystalline mind as it brushed the edge of my thoughts. Sarah’s information packets delivered a set of documents, which I accelerated through my language-processing center. The packets constituted a contract, one with reasonable terms according to my quick analysis.

	My mind touched Elizabeth’s, allowing us to confer silently without having to compose messages and send them individually.

	I think it looks good, I sent.

	I agree. Barring any traps, we can take it. Elizabeth withdrew from me, and I took the cue to release my grip on the network in the room.

	When I could see again, a second later, Sarah nodded to the two of us. “There is my offer.”

	We needed the funds, and like Elizabeth had mentioned, the contract looked tidy enough. 

	“Looks more than generous,” I said.

	She shook back her dark hair. “Consider it carefully. We can sign the print version before the end of the week if you don’t change your mind.”

	“Thank you.” Elizabeth smiled. “I only have one question, Miss Harper.”

	“Go ahead,” said Sarah.

	“How did you hear about us?”

	“An aeon named Sudhatho mentioned your network to me two weeks ago while he served as an arbitrator on a recent dispute my company engaged in with another network.”

	Sudhatho. I smiled to cover my urge to frown. “Sudhatho, the teloite fleet commander, of course.”

	“Of course.” Elizabeth nodded without missing an instant.

	Neither of us mentioned that Sudhatho was the aeon who nearly sealed me and Thomas in a garden with a murderous, renegade aeon just a few months ago. He commanded powerful forces but had used a small group of them as a sacrificial diversion in the process. My friend, Ryan, knew all too well how dangerous Sudhatho could be to his own people, having worked analysis on that operation.

	Of course, I was suspicious, but Sarah seemed genuine. I wanted to trust her, at any rate.

	Sarah stood. She collected the slim black case she had brought with her. “Good to do business with you. Your company really ought to find a name. I would have addressed you by it just now.”

	Elizabeth raised her eyebrows at me.

	“Thanks for the advice,” I said with a smile.

	We walked Sarah out of the conference room. Elizabeth escorted her the rest of the way out. I stopped to talk to Rebecca, who waited to one side on the expansive landing.

	She clasped her hands in front of her and inclined her head toward me. “How did it go?”

	“Good, for now. But there’s something else.” I frowned and lowered my voice. “She heard about us from Sudhatho.”

	Rebecca inhaled sharply. “The aeon warlord. He knows something even I don’t about Yashelia.”

	The name of the deadly, insane, aeon sent a chill down my spine. “We’ll be careful while we deal with Harper.” I didn’t know if Yashelia was still alive, but she still scared me. What I’d seen in her garden could not be easily forgotten.

	“Let’s go,” said Rebecca. “This place can’t be empty much longer.”
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	Rebecca, Elizabeth, and I rode the train south, toward Lotdel Tower and the district nearby where Rebecca lived. We planned to meet up with another friend of ours, Thomas. 

	I wanted to get back home and discuss the possibilities of Sudhatho’s involvement in this new deal with all of them. Visible from the windows, street sweepers worked below us, pushing leaves into bags. Except for the directors, who guided the action from light-powered trucks spread along the road, these people were cleans, former people without memories or willpower.

	I watched them with a frown on my face. Not so long ago, Rebecca had been Rain, a clean, her memories stolen by Yashelia. Before we had brought her back, the means of restoring a mind had been only a rumor. For most people, they remained that way.

	Elizabeth leaned toward me from the seat opposite mine. “Hey, you alright?”

	“Fine,” I said, “except…I’m not sure if I like dealing with Harper.”

	She frowned at me, a thoughtful expression more than one of frustration. “You could have said so earlier, but consider this, Jeth, with their funding we won’t need any other new sponsors. Our network will be ready.”

	Rebecca put a hand on my arm. “It’s not Harper, is it? It’s Sudhatho.”

	I nodded. “You’re right. Sudhatho recommended us to Harper. Even if we can trust the Harpers, I don’t think we can trust him.”

	“Do you have any proof he did something wrong?” Elizabeth asked. “I mean, back at Shelly’s garden, that was one of his ships.”

	“Not just any of them either, a light ship under his direct command.” 

	Rebecca’s eyes returned from the haze of a brief info-dive. She removed her hand from my arm, leaving a tingle behind on my skin. She had that effect on me, even through my sleeve. 

	“I’m certain of it,” she said. “Everything fits.”

	“So, he was there.” Elizabeth shook her head. “I don’t get it. Why would he leave all those purifiers to die?”

	“That’s exactly what Ryan has been trying to find out.” I sighed. “He hasn’t gotten too far yet.”

	Rebecca pointed past me out the window. “What’s that?”

	Elizabeth and I turned as mirrors of each other. Outside, the cleans had stopped sweeping the street. A motorcycle idled in their midst. The directors were nowhere to be seen. One of the trucks was overturned. Smoke rose from its dented hood. Could it be another Rogue Star, like Yashelia? In a wild moment, I watched the rider of the motorcycle turn toward the elevated tracks and our train. The cleans on the street turned in unison with the rider.

	What the hell was going on down there? The train carried us past them. Before they vanished into the distance, I was already using the vestiges of the ichor in my system to enter the network. Rebecca and Elizabeth did the same. We dove in deep, looking for news alerts related to the scene we had just witnessed. There had been no wide-range warning, but something was wrong.

	Not another rogue. Not another rogue. I never prayed any more, but my fear got the better of me in that moment. Please, don’t let it be another rogue.

	With a squeal of breaks, the train began to slow. We were close to the station near Lotdel Tower. The cleans in the street stared at the train. I only wanted ordinary after what I’d seen in the garden, but my suspicion became, I was moving further from ordinary than I had ever been before.

	The train rumbled toward the station.
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	Unregistered Memory, Thomas Fenstein, Lotdel Tower Train Station

	

	At first, Thomas did not notice anything out of the ordinary at the station. He had been waiting patiently—well pacing at least—for Jeth and the others to arrive. Then some of the other people in the station started pointing to the street outside, through the wide gaps in between the roof supports.

	When Thomas looked, he recognized the tell-tale vacant gazes of cleans, dozens of them. They left the tracks clear but mobbed the entrances of the station. They looked like zombies from the fiction of the old world, though substantially less gruesome. Thomas had seen far more horrific sights, both on the battlefields of his service days and, more recently, in Yashelia’s garden.

	Yet, the sheer number of cleans blocking the way out, packed tightly together, gave him cause for concern. Not only that, but why are they swarming? He had never seen or heard of anything like this in the past. How does one coordinate that many mindless bodies as one?

	Thomas suspected he would not like the answers to his unspoken questions.

	Cleans pressed in on the crowd. Thomas frowned as people at the entrances of the station began backing away from the mindless mob on the outside. Someone screamed as cleans reached through the turnstiles, grasping for clothes, arms, and limbs. He peered over the cleans, looking for any source of their sudden aggression.

	He saw nothing to explain their actions. The train pulled into the station. Cleans swarmed through the entryways.

	Thomas whirled to face the nearest set of turnstiles. He clenched his fists as panicked people began to push. A young boy fell to the floor with a cry of alarms. Perhaps a dozen cleans rushed toward him.

	A woman in black gloves and a form-concealing jacket stepped out of the crowd to place herself between the boy and the on-rushing cleans. His mother? Thomas did not spare another thought. He raced to the boy and then helped him to his feet, then tugged on a hand to direct the child toward the newly-arrived train.

	He looked back as the cleans swarmed the woman. She hurled them back with surprising strength, given her slim frame, but only one by one. They fell but immediately scrambled up to attack again, groping with hands and slashing with fingernails. One of them raked at the woman’s face, but the fingers glanced ineffectually off a white mask set within her jacket’s dark hood.

	Thomas let go of the boy’s hand. “Keep moving,” he said to the kid. Then, he charged toward the place where the woman flung cleans this way and that. She clearly had some kind of experience brawling, but there were too many to let her take them alone. Here I go, playing hero again, he thought and clenched his fists tighter. The sound of his footsteps pounded like a second-heart-beat in his ears.
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	“What’s going on out there?” asked Elizabeth.

	I shook my head. “I can’t tell. But those people attacking, they’re—”

	“—Cleans,” said Rebecca. “But why would they attack?”

	The train doors did not wait for us to reach a verdict. The sides of the car slid open, letting in the people mobbing the sides of the platform as they tried to get away from the hostile cleans pouring into the station. A stab of worry hit me in the gut as I recalled Thomas was in there somewhere.

	A small form squeezed through the crowd and jumped into the car where Rebecca, Elizabeth, and I were getting to our feet. The kid, Max, who I recognized because he and his mother lived on my floor, barreled toward us.

	I stopped him with both hands on his shoulders. “Max, what’s going on?”

	“Cleans! They’re inside!” he said.

	I patted his shoulder. “It’ll be alright.”

	“Mister Fenstein helped me get away. He’s still out there.”

	Rebecca and Elizabeth shared a glance. I nodded, reaching the same conclusion I suspected they had. “We’ve got to find him, and keep the panic from getting out control.” 

	Even as I spoke the train rocked with more people piling on board, swamping those already in the cars, and pressing Rebecca, Elizabeth, Max, and I against the seats. I pushed back, not wanting to start a fight, but not wanting to be crushed in the press. 

	“We’re stuck. Any ideas, ladies?” I said.

	Standing in the space between seats at my back, Rebecca put a hand on my shoulder. “Don’t push. We’ll never get out that way.”

	Beside me, Elizabeth shook her head. “What can we do, then?” She braced one foot against the seat and turned her shoulder toward the crowd.

	“Give me a second,” said Rebecca. “This isn’t going to be easy, but it is pretty simple. Jeth, don’t go anywhere with your mind, alright?”

	An elbow jutted from the crowd. It hit me in the stomach. I grunted as the wind went out of me, so I did not get the chance to assent to Rebecca’s plan. Her fingers tightened on my shoulder. Her mental presence suddenly became blazing hot behind me. I staggered forward. I found empty space in front of me. To my surprise, the crowd shrank back as if terrified of touching me. I headed for the open doors of the train car. Rebecca kept her hand on my shoulder. Elizabeth and Max followed us closely.

	Impossibly, I stepped onto the platform. A handful of people cowered between me and the approaching cleans like they did not know which of us to fear more. Rebecca used my presence as a prop to terrify these people, probably projecting some kind of illusion from me. Ingenious, if not the kindest way to make a gap in the crowd.

	She released my shoulder. “Thanks. You make a good bogeyman.”

	“Thanks. I guess.”

	She flashed a bright smile at me from under dark lashes. “It is a compliment.”

	The cleans had stopped a few yards ahead of us. Elizabeth pointed over the thin row of mindless people in street sweepers’ uniforms. They looked wary to me, though they should have no emotions beyond the simplest feelings and fears thanks to the removal of their memories. I followed Elizabeth’s gesture.

	Thomas stood back to back with a woman in a hood. Cleans lay sprawled around them, many stunned, a few unconscious. Thomas was sweating. There was blood on his face and his beard. Both he and the woman moved cautiously as they looked around, hands up like boxers at the start of a new round. Her gloves were torn along the knuckles.

	A single figure stood just inside the turnstile nearest them. I could tell right away this man was not clean.

	My brother Luke could spot a liar a mile away, or so he liked to tell me when he sent messages from the western city where he lived. I imagined he would have immediately known how to handle the figure in the jacket, carrying the hollow steel rod like a promise of pain. His jacket was black, and his beard long and brown. His eyes were ice blue. The man marched toward Thomas and the woman wearing the mask.

	As he approached, another group of cleans emerged from either side of the station. They ran toward Thomas and the woman. She lashed out and took down the first one to get close. More cleans rushed on.

	Max grabbed my wrist. “We have to help them!”

	“We’ll find a way,” I said.

	With eight cleans forming a line between us and the fray, I did not know how we would get through. Something told me they wouldn’t just let us past. I gritted my teeth in frustration.

	Thomas gave a clean grabbing at his arm a hard right in the jaw. An audible crack reverberated through the station. The mindless man went down without a sound.

	The man in black stepped over the supine form of the clean Thomas had just dropped. He lashed out with the metal rod. The blow hit Thomas in the stomach. My friend doubled over. I composed a poison packet of dead information to slow the man in black, even as he raised the rod for another blow. I was too slow.

	The man in black gave a wild yell. The rod whistled toward Thomas’ head. I scrambled to disrupt the man’s thoughts, senses, anything, but couldn’t break through his defenses. The woman in the back caught the blow hard on her shoulder. She staggered without a sound, and I could see by how one arm dropped to her side. The hit had done some real damage.

	I clawed mentally at the defenses of the man in black, howling in anger without knowing who this attacker was, or how he had control of all these cleans. For that moment, all I cared about was stopping him from swinging again. I punched through his membrane of outer defenses, and dropped my payload of chaotic and useless information into the center of the man’s mind.

	He hesitated in mid-swing, then took two steps back from Thomas and the woman. The cleans around the station backed away from the people they had been menacing. The man gripped the steel rod, then turned and ran out the exit without a word. I stared after him as the street sweepers and other cleans under the man’s influence fled the station.

	I ran to Thomas’ side. He turned and looked at me sweat dripping into his eyes. “I’m too old for this shit,” he said.

	The woman in the mask and the hood sank to the ground, clasping her limp arm to her side. Elizabeth reached her just in time to support her as she slumped onto her side. Rebecca looked around at the fallen cleans, abject horror written on her features.

	“What have they done?” she murmured.

	I did not have time to ask her what she meant. In seconds, a team of public security officers pushed into the station. They started rounding up people and asking questions. I had a feeling we’d be there for a while, but I didn’t have any answers for them.

	[image: Image]

	

	As officers moved through the train station, I moved over to Elizabeth, who was still supporting the collapsed, masked woman.

	“She’s breathing,” said Elizabeth.

	I crouched beside the two of them. “Can you tell how badly she’s hurt?”

	Elizabeth felt gently along the woman’s shoulder. “Could be broken. I can’t tell for sure.” 

	“I can hear you, you know,” said a low voice from behind the mask, “Help me sit up.”

	Elizabeth and I exchanged startled looks. Elizabeth moved her hand down the woman’s back and helped her sit on the cold floor. She touched her shoulder with a groan. “Something is definitely broken,” said the woman in the mask, sounding more annoyed than in pain.

	Thomas turned toward us. “Who are you?” he asked, motioning toward her mask, “Besides someone who knows how to fight, obviously.”

	“I’m an invested citizen. My identity is not important.”

	I frowned. “The four of us know how to keep a secret.”

	“I’ll keep that in mind if we encounter each other again.” The woman tested her legs for a second, then sprang to her feet. “Goodbye, fellow citizens.” She marched toward the turnstile on the far side of the platform. As she moved, I noted the glisten of gold in the blood on her knuckles: gold like an aeon’s ichor.

	Could she be one of them? It would do something to explain her toughness. I glanced at Thomas. 

	He shrugged.

	The woman in the mask said something to the officers guarding the exit. They hesitated for a moment, then let her pass. My brow furrowed. What had she said to them?

	“Who was that?” I wondered out loud.

	Rebecca walked over to me, Elizabeth, and Thomas. She sighed in frustration. “Someone I hoped I’d never see again. The lone sentry.”

	Elizabeth’s eyebrows rose. “An aeon?”

	“Yes,” said Rebecca, “I’ve met her before. She is—was—someone who frequently got in Yashelia’s way.”

	“What was she doing here?” Thomas asked, “And why would she jump in to fight cleans barehanded?”

	“The sentry thinks of herself as a protector of the people,” said Rebecca, “She’s not a teloite, though. Thinks the law isn’t enough to preserve humanity.”

	“And she’s dealt with Yashelia before?” I asked.

	“I was worried she’d recognize me, so I stayed back,” Rebecca said. “Too bad she always wears that mask or we could report her.”

	“Must be part of the idea,” said Thomas.

	“Right.” Rebecca folded her arms. “Hopefully this is the last we’ll see of her. She’s trouble.”

	Thomas raised his hands. “Wait a minute. She helped protect these people, got hurt in the process, and she’s trouble?”

	“Maybe she’s less trouble than whoever was in control of these cleans,” Rebecca said. “I’ll admit, she seemed helpful today.”

	Thomas nodded. “I’ll keep my eye out for her. Granted, I’ve never heard of an aeon vigilante before.”

	“Lucky you.” Rebecca turned to me and lowered her voice. “Jeth, I can’t tell security what I know. They could compromise my new identity.”

	“I know.” I did not need reminding that if Rebecca was discovered to have ties to a rogue star who had murdered more people than I could bear thinking about, she would likely be in seriously deep trouble.

	“Let’s get out of here,” I said.

	Thomas nodded. “I’ll run interference. You were just on the train, so you didn’t see much.”

	“Thanks,” I clapped him on the shoulder. “Seriously.”

	The story worked like a charm. Security let us leave the station after taking our names and contact information. Thomas stayed back to explain his role in the fighting. Outside, I saw Max meeting his mother. Funny, I thought, how we start out so vulnerable, not like aeons. As far as I knew, aeons never had children.

	Max’s eyes seemed to follow me as we walked past until I realized he was looking at Rebecca.

	I shrugged mentally, unable to blame the kid if he had a crush or curiosity. Rebecca had never exactly hidden her mental abilities, and the fear illusion she had created in the train car might not point her out as its creator, but Max had been right there. He had seen the potential in her skills. Her powers had definitely grown since the two of us were teenagers in the Green Valley.

	What part did Yashelia play in Rebecca’s growth? Sudhatho? I didn’t want to think about the aeons, but there was no getting around it. Lately, they seemed less and less trustworthy thanks to the continued concealment of key facts, like how Yashelia was an aeon herself, however insane. Rogue stars couldn’t all be mad aeons, could they? 

	Anything was possible, I admitted.

	We walked the rest of the way to Lotdel Tower and waited for Thomas in the big chairs in the lobby. Rebecca paced behind Elizabeth for a while but eventually settled into a seat beside me.

	Thomas emerged from questioning half an hour later and sent a mental message to Elizabeth ahead of his arrival at the tower. 

	She turned to me when she received it. “Thomas is on his way. Sounds like they put him through it.”

	I sighed. “He should have just come with us, but I suppose that would have been tricky.”

	Elizabeth shrugged. “He’ll be here in a few minutes.”

	“Great, then we can discuss what to do next over lunch.”

	“What to do next?” Elizabeth said, “Jeth, this is over.”

	“I’m not so sure, Liz,” I said. “The mastermind got away. And why attack the train station today? Did he know the lone sentry would be there?”

	“It’s not our problem. Security will deal with it,” said Elizabeth.

	“Maybe,” I said, “maybe not.”

	Elizabeth shook her head.

	Rebecca leaned forward in her chair and turned to me. Dark hair fell around her face. “Don’t go looking for trouble, Jeth.”

	“Alright, alright.” I leaned in my chair, letting the soft back support me.

	The doors at the front of the building opened with a loud rustle of the leaves that had blown up against them. Thomas entered, but he wasn’t alone. Ryan Carter walked with him.
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	Ryan and Thomas approached us. A business-like briefcase that looked too big for his small frame, hung in one of Ryan’s hands.

	“Welcome to Lotdel Tower, Ryan,” I said, not sure of the last time he had visited the building in person.

	He gave me a rueful smile. “Thanks, Jeth. Thomas told me he was in the thick of the mess at the train station. Lucky you didn’t get caught in the middle yourself.”

	“I can be cautious,” I said with a grimace, “sometimes.”

	“Not this time, though,” said Ryan, “not from what I heard.”

	I shrugged, trying my best to push down a momentary annoyance at his words. “So, what brings you here?”

	“Business. As usual. But more like business as unusual. You understand.” He smirked, far more genuinely than before, then his expression became solemn. “I have intelligence to gather about the train station attacker. Heard you four got a good look at the controller behind the cleans.”

	“He took a swing at me, so yeah,” said Thomas. He rubbed his ribs where the steel rod had hit him. “Oh, and it still hurts.”

	Ryan turned to him. “Mister Fenstein, considering your luck last time you got in a scrape, I’d say you’ve got a habit of getting away lightly.”

	Thomas frowned. “Last time? You mean—”

	“He knows about the garden,” I said, “he was running info on the purifier side.”

	Ryan nodded to me. “I saw everything back then and couldn’t stop it. I want Sudhatho to answer for his part at least as much as any of you. But for now, I’m not here about him.”

	I was surprised by Ryan’s tense tone and the length at which he spoke. I knew him mostly as a quiet analyst, not the detective he seemed to have become over the months after the garden. “The train station attack,” I said.

	“Yes.” Ryan looked at everyone seated. “I’m currently working on a case, and I think it ties to the people who attacked the station.”

	“People…” Elizabeth said with a frown. “I only saw one—who wasn’t clean anyway.”

	“I have evidence that points to there being multiple culprits. Probably four total accomplices, though I don’t know how many were actually present.” Ryan produced a folder from his large briefcase. “I have photographs of our suspects. Let me know if any of them look familiar.”

	“Are you sure we should do this out here?” I asked. “People will overhear.”

	“I’m not worried about that. I have a very skilled sensocycler dampening us from outside the building.”

	“You have some interesting friends, in that case,” said Rebecca.

	“These days, I do.” Ryan turned to her as he replied. “I don’t believe we’ve been introduced, miss…?”

	“Waters,” she said, using the assumed name. 

	I had told Ryan about her before, but it was Rebecca’s choice to be cautious with her true identity.

	“Rebecca Waters.” She held out a hand. “It’s good to meet you, Ryan.”

	He shook her hand, as he gave her small smile. “You too.”

	Ryan released his grip and returned to his folder. “Tell me if you recognize any of these names or faces.” He began to remove printed pictures from the folder and pass them around. Electricity ran along my spine with a cold sensation. I recognized them all.

	First was the bearded man from the train station, easily apparent despite his beard being barely present in the picture. His eyes and the hardness of his features identified him at once. Ryan’s files said his name was Alan Trench.

	The other three pictures in the folder made my head spin. I had just met each and could put a different name than those on the picture captions to them. I had seen them at the administration building while I waited for Rebecca.

	Here was dark-haired Carol who had been wearing a dress despite the colder weather that time of year. She looked a few years younger, not much more than a kid, really. She had mentioned just arriving from the west.

	Next came Damien, who looked, if anything, paler in the picture than in real life. His hair was dark, not red like it had been when I met him that morning. I frowned as I remembered how terse and troubled he had seemed. How could I have known that morning the depths of his anger?

	Last, I pointed out Miranda to the others by name. Her hair stood out in the photograph, despite being cut shorter than it had been that morning. I wondered at her cheery tone when I met her. Could it all be fake?

	I remembered each of them aloud as I went. Obviously, the tests would have proved no challenge to them. They were from the city.
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	Unregistered Memory, Ryan Carter, Lotdel Tower Train Station

	

	Ryan and his team returned to the perimeter of security tape as night began to fall. 

	It was odd to see Conner outside. The heavyset sensocycler preferred to stay behind the scenes when he could. His eyes roved uneasily up and down the street, his back to his small black car, which they had taken to get to Lotdel Tower after Ryan’s meeting with the colonel that morning.

	Alesia De Vries was used to field work, though a more violent kind, as a former purifier officer. Only a reprimand for a security breach had saved her from the disastrous mission at Yashelia’s garden. She was taller than Conner, and thus towered over Ryan as well. When he emerged from the building, she had been pacing, clearly impatient to get moving. Ryan understood the urgency.

	The renegades had struck in Sudhatho’s territory, though admittedly in a part he shared with Nageddia, a far lesser aeon. They might well be aligned against the teloite overlord the same as Ryan and his allies, but their methods were faulty.

	“Let’s go.” Alesia nodded to the station.

	“Keep a few questions in mind,” said Ryan. “Why the train station for starters? Had they intended to draw out the lone sentry, for seconds?”

	Conner sighed. “Where’s the main course in all of that?”

	“We can eat at my building after we check things out here,” said Ryan. “I may not look it, but I eat well.”

	They approached the perimeter where a group of security officers stood guard.

	All three of them had clearance from Colonel Cannwald’s office to be there, and the officers on duty did not give them any trouble. They must understand that an attack this bizarre would draw unusual attention. Ryan led the way into the station, pushing awkwardly through a sluggish turnstile. 

	The interior of the station was brightly lit from overhead veins. The floor leading to the platform was marked with tracers that identified where each fallen clean had been recovered. The mindless bodies were valuable, and more physically powerful than they seemed, especially in numbers.

	No guards on the inside, though. Ryan, Conner, and Alesia fanned out through the open space, surveying for patterns, looking for hints of motive for the man Jeth had identified for Ryan as Alan Trench.

	Regardless what he had told Conner, Ryan knew they would be here late. The next morning the station would have to be opened for commuters and finding any evidence would become a hopeless proposition. He took a sip of ichor from a plastic bottle and reached out to with his senses to the network, and to the walls and floor and ceiling of the familiar room in which he stood, looking for anything out of the ordinary.

	He looked a long time.
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	Rebecca left for her place about the same time Ryan finished questioning everyone in the mid-afternoon. She said she wanted time alone to think and change out of Elizabeth’s suit. I should have invited her to dinner, especially given the situation.  I wanted to keep her close but distrusted that impulse for seeming too possessive. 

	At dinner that night, I met Elizabeth and Thomas in Lotdel Tower’s restaurant. I wondered briefly where Rebecca was eating, and if she was still alone. Part of me wanted another dose of ichor so I could reach out to her and ask how she was doing. I resisted. If she wanted space, I could give her that.

	“Jeth, you there?” Thomas waved a hand at me from across the table.

	I realized he and Elizabeth had been talking since we sat down with our food. Embarrassed, I shook my head. “Sorry. Just a little distracted.”

	“I can’t blame you for getting lost in thought,” said Elizabeth. “After all, it’s been a strange day.”

	“We still need to talk about our deal with Sarah Harper.” I frowned. “But not right now. I don’t think my head would be in it.”

	She leaned toward me. “What’s on your mind?”

	“The renegades,” I said, “they were all at the admin building this morning. Well, except for Trench.”

	Thomas scowled as I mentioned the man who had hit him with a steel rod just hours ago. “I’d like to have it out with him barehanded.” His teeth ground together. “He didn’t look so tough.”

	“Don’t be crazy,” said Elizabeth. “You’re making a habit of putting yourself in danger, Thomas.”

	I nodded. “We got lucky in the garden. Same thing today.”

	Thomas dug his fork into a mound of pasta. He looked at me, then at Elizabeth, and then sighed. “I guess you’re right.”

	“You know we are,” she said. “Jeth and I saw what rogue stars and renegades can do. We were right there with you.”

	“Not quite,” said Thomas, “But I don’t blame you for thinking that. It’s just…ever since the garden, I felt like I could do more to protect people.” He started to wrap strands of pasta around his fork. “Maybe we all could do more.”

	Inside, you might say I was torn. One half of my internal rift agreed with everything Thomas had said, even felt the same way. The other side only wanted to be ordinary, to live a normal life with Rebecca and my friends, to run a news network and be prosperous. I looked down at my food in the silence left after Thomas’ words.

	“I was right before. You are out of your mind,” said Elizabeth without venom in her tone.

	Thomas shrugged. “I thought you’d say that. We never exactly see eye to eye, Liz.” He looked at me. “Jeth, come on. What do you think?”

	“I’m thinking. That’s for sure.”

	He lowered his voice. “Now we know the aeons aren’t perfect. Do you trust them to protect people perfectly?”

	I answered in a harsh-sounding whisper. “No, I don’t. But maybe we aren’t the ones to take over for them.”

	He sat back in his seat, letting his fork clatter onto the plate. “I was in the military, Jeth. I know I can help.”

	“What about Jeth and me?” asked Elizabeth. “We don’t have any training.”

	“Not true,” said Thomas. “You’re both excellent memeotects. For that matter, Rebecca—”

	I grunted. “Don’t bring Rebecca into this.” I just got her back, I thought. “This is about the three of us at this table.”

	“My point stands,” he said. “Either of you could stop a man with a gun over the network.”

	“If we’re lucky,” I said.

	“Luck? No, Jeth, you’re good at information. I could tell what you did today to slow down Trench.”

	Elizabeth shook her head. “So, we should become vigilantes like the lone sentry?”

	“Maybe we could,” said Thomas. “If she hadn’t been there today, those cleans could have seriously hurt people. Not to mention Trench himself. Whatever he wanted during the attack, I don’t think he got it.”

	“I hope you’re right,” I said.

	“That’s thanks to the sentry,” said Thomas, “and you know it.”

	“And thanks to you.” I reclined slightly and folded my arms. “You know that, don’t you?”

	He nodded. “It felt right to help. To be one of the good guys again.”

	“Is that how you felt when you served?” Elizabeth’s voice was soft. “Like a good person?”

	I remembered how she once told me her father had been in the military. Elizabeth rarely discussed her family, and I could tell at the time she and her father were not on good terms. She looked at her plate with a sigh.

	Thomas glanced at me. I unfolded my arms. The silence seemed absolute despite the other residents eating at neighboring places all around our table.

	I said, “Don’t rush into anything, Thomas. It’ll be dangerous out there.” Outside the window, snowflakes started to scatter from low, gray clouds.

	Thomas gave me a small smile. “I promise, I’ll tell you first if I decide to do something crazy.”

	“Do you hear yourself?” Elizabeth said softly. “Rogue stars. Memeotect soldiers. You’re going to get killed.”

	Thomas glared at her.

	I turned in her direction and stared. My mind raced with sudden inspiration. “Repeat that.” 

	“Repeat what?” she said. “It’s true. Thomas is going to get killed if he tries to take on the threats to the city.”

	“Not that part.” I frowned as I dug into my mind, hindered by a lack of the ichor I used for research on weekdays. “You said memeotect soldiers. Is that what you think Trench and the others are?”

	Her eyes brightened with understanding. “Yeah, Jeth. Sounds like you agree.”

	“It makes sense, doesn’t it?” I said. “Memeotect skills are all about creating programs and relaying data. If that’s the basis of their control over the cleans, these renegades should be traceable through the cleans they’re manipulating.”

	She put her hand on the table beside her plate and spread her fingers so they tapped the plate on one side and the base of her glass on the other. “Sort of.” She pointed with her free index finger at the splayed hand. “To control their actions that way in real time they would need a sense link too, but the information relay could clue us in to the location of the controller. They’d have to be somewhere in the middle of all their cleans.” She withdrew her fingers and looked at me with a frown. “We should tell Ryan.”

	She was right, and only I had Ryan’s mental signature in my mind. I said, “Can I borrow a drop of ichor from one of you?”

	Thomas handed me a flask. “Use as much as you need.”

	“Just a drop,” I said with a smile. “This could really help catch those four.”

	I sipped the ichor, tasted it on my tongue, then dove straight into the network, ignoring the heightening of my senses from the initial dose. I found Ryan’s mind at the train station nearby. He must be inside, looking for clues. I hailed him, mind to mind.

	“I’ve got something that could blow your case open,” I said, and then delivered a sketch of the information we had just discussed. 

	He accepted it instantly. “Thanks, Jeth.”

	“What are friends for?”

	“Time to start canvassing for cleans acting strangely.”

	Someone touched my shoulder, a firm hand, but small. A voice in the restaurant broke through my trance. “We met this morning, remember?”

	I opened my eyes and turned. The woman with dark hair wore a pink dress, the same as this morning.

	“Carol,” I said with a forced smile.

	“Where’s your friend?” she asked. “Rebecca, wasn’t that her name?”

	My eyes widened slightly.

	She smiled, slight, but charming. Except everyone at my table knew who she really was. I glanced at Thomas and Elizabeth. They were both watching Carol as she took her hand from my shoulder.

	“Yeah,” I said. “She’s named Rebecca.” I was certain I had not mentioned Rebecca to the three of them.

	“Thanks for welcoming the three of us to the city,” she said. “We’ve come a long way.” Her smile widened. “Can you introduce me to your friends?”

	I didn’t see much choice. I needed to buy time to secretly message Ryan, then keep Carol in one place. I motioned to Thomas. “This is Thomas. He runs a few small businesses out of the tower…”
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	I introduced Elizabeth. Carol gave her a smile.

	“You must do pretty well for yourself, getting ready to start your own network.”

	Elizabeth responded with a shrug. “I do alright. Without our partners, Jeth and I would still have a long way to go.”

	“Well, it was a pleasure to meet you all.” Carol glance at me. “I’m meeting a prospective employer here. She was mine and my friends only real connection in the city until we met you.” 

	She motioned to a table on the far side of the dining room, near the long rectangular table where Nageddia, the aeon who governed Lotdel Tower, sat with a group of other citizens.

	At first, I thought the smaller spot was unoccupied, and she meant Nageddia, but then realized the small table did in fact seat a solitary woman. In contrast to Nageddia and her well-dressed guests, this woman wore a high-collared but worn-looking shirt and jeans. The jacket draped over the back of her chair looked similarly used. Yet, her clothes were not the most unusual thing about her.

	With a fresh dose of ichor in me, I could sense the minds throughout the entire room, even if they weren’t actively connected to the network. The woman’s mind remained invisible, like only one other mind in the room. The other mind was Nageddia’s.

	The woman in the old clothes was an aeon.

	“Her?” I asked Carol, who was following my gaze.

	“Celsanoggi,” said Carol with a bright grin. “Between you and me, she is military secretary to a very powerful aeon, no matter how she appears. Maybe I’ll be able to find work through her.”

	Elizabeth raised her eyebrows. 

	Thomas glanced at me. “It’s true. I’ve met her before.”

	I held Carol’s gaze. “Do you know who her master is?”

	“Well, she’s here in Lotdel Tower, which is on the edge of Sudhatho’s territory-and she’s mentioned him to me by message today.” Carol shrugged. “But I’m not sure. I don’t want to get my hopes up. So…” she nodded to our table. “Wish me luck!”

	“Good luck,” said Thomas.

	Carol left our table and walked toward Celsanoggi’s table. Thomas stared after her, watching her movement. Elizabeth rolled her eyes. 

	“She’s a criminal,” Thomas said in a low voice, “I have to keep an eye on her.”

	“On her. Not her ass,” said Elizabeth with a shake of her head.

	Thomas glanced at me, but I couldn’t offer him any support. “Keep watching,” I said. “I’ll tell Ryan she’s here.”

	Elizabeth nodded, her lips set in a serious line. Thomas’ gaze simply roved back to the table where Carol took a seat across from the shabby-looking aeon, Celsanoggi.

	I reached into the network to contact Ryan again, moving stealthily through the brief channels to get to the train station. Rather than greeting him like before, I composed an encrypted memory of the last few minutes, wrapped in enigma patterns, then sent it with a hint to the pass thought—Rain’s real name.

	He did not reply except with a subtle pulse that let me know he had opened the file successfully. Now, we had to wait.

	I returned my conscious thoughts to where I sat in the restaurant. Funny, how I no longer felt like eating. My appetite apparently could not take the surprise of encountering one of the renegade soldiers so close to where I lived.

	Thomas nodded toward Carol and Celsanoggi. “They’re still talking.”

	“Good,” I said. “Hopefully nobody noticed my message.”

	Elizabeth looked over her shoulder, then her jaw dropped. “Jeth… look behind you.”

	“I’m already tired of surprises today,” I said, but I looked.

	Rebecca stood in the entryway of the restaurant wearing a blue dress. That dress—it hugged her in all the right places, accentuating her athletic frame and alluring curves from a modest neckline down to where a set of dark stockings began. A mane of dark hair haloed her face.

	She smiled at me—a very lucky, if conflicted me—and made her way toward the table.
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	She sat beside me and I let Elizabeth and Thomas inform her of the situation. Ha. Let them. Right. I was a bit on the distracted side, given Rebecca’s glorious entrance. I watched Rebecca’s radiant smile transform into a frown. She did not look at the table where Carol sat, but let her eyes move from me to Thomas, to Elizabeth, and then back again.

	“Who is she talking to?” asked Rebecca.

	“An aeon,” I managed to say. “She called her Celsanoggi.”

	Rebecca’s eyes narrowed further. “Celsanoggi. You’re sure?”

	“Someone you know?” asked Elizabeth.

	“Someone I knew.” Rebecca inhaled deeply. “We need to be careful. Celsanoggi used to work with Sudhatho. She met Yashelia a few times when I was there.”

	“You never did say how you met Shelly,” I said.

	“I’ll tell you. When it matters,” said Rebecca. Her frown deepened to a full-on glare, which she directed straight at me, but I saw more fear than anger in those dark eyes. “How long before Ryan gets here?”

	“He was at the station. Minutes probably,” I said.

	“Uh oh,” said Thomas.

	Rebecca and I turned as mirrors toward Carol and Celsanoggi’s table. The two women were standing and shaking hands. Evidently they had not planned a dinner meeting. Carol picked up her purse and started toward the door. Celsanoggi remained standing and watched her go.

	Carol walked straight toward the table where I sat beside Rebecca. She met my gaze evenly, smiled, and then reached into her bag and removed a small vial of a golden liquid. Ichor. She drained the small vial as she approached, without breaking a stride.

	“Jethro,” she said, “looks like my business here is concluded.”

	“Yeah,” I said, “that didn’t take long.”

	“Faster than I expected.” Her gaze moved to Rebecca. “I don’t believe we’ve been formally introduced. My name is Carol.”

	“I’m Rebecca.” She held out a hand clad in a glove the same color and material as her stockings. “Pleased to meet you.”

	Carol showed her teeth in a smile I thought of as predatory. She took Rebecca’s hand in hers. “Likewise.”

	Their hands were still locked together when Ryan’s message reached me and alerted my conscious mind. I networked quickly. He was downstairs and moving in. Keep her there, his message read.

	Carol released Rebecca, and the renegade soldier’s eyes clouded for a second as she accessed some communication. I couldn’t let my nerves show but doubted my poker face after too many losses to Thomas in cards. Carol returned from the network.

	“A pleasure to be sure, but I really must be going. That was my ride.” She turned and began to walk swiftly away.

	“We need to keep her here,” I said to the others, “Ryan is on his way.”

	“Right,” said Thomas. He pushed out his chair and started after Carol.

	“Wait a minute,” Elizabeth stood up fast and followed Thomas.

	Rebecca and I exchanged worried looks. 

	“She’s too dangerous for us,” said Rebecca. She extended her arm toward me. “Take my wrist.”

	I did, appreciating the warm firmness of her skin.

	“Reach out.” She began to sensocycle, allowing us to remotely view other locations through the net. “Check the lobby.”

	My mind raced through lines of light and data representations, through the floors and the crawlspaces between, down into the lobby. People waited unobtrusively in the armchairs and at the doorways, but something felt off. I figured it out quickly by the looks in every one of their vacant eyes. The lobby was full of cleans.

	I noticed one of them on the way in but didn’t realize the extent, Rebecca shared. They seem like they’re waiting for something.

	Or someone, I answered through our connection. Out loud, I said, “We have to stop her from getting downstairs.”

	Thomas almost caught up with Carol by the elevator as she hit the call button. Elizabeth was close behind them. 

	I released Rebecca’s wrist. “Let’s go.”

	She nodded, and we went after the other three.
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	The elevator arrived before Rebecca and I could catch up. Doors opened. Carol stepped inside, with a smile at Thomas and Elizabeth. They stepped into the car after her. The doors closed just as we arrived in the hall outside the restaurant.

	I grimaced and hit the call button. “Damn it, we’re going to fall behind.”

	“Hopefully your friend Carter will cut them off.”

	“She acted like she knew you.”

	“Perhaps she recognized me…from before.”

	“You mean from this morning, or before?”

	Rebecca leaned toward me. “I mean before I was cleaned, yes.”

	“Do you know her?”

	“I don’t think so, based on her looks. But a face can change in this day and age.”

	“That’s the truth.” I frowned impatiently at the elevator doors, still closed. “We need to get down there fast—”

	As I spoke, the bell in the shaft chimed, and the doors in front of me slid open. Rebecca and I rode it down to the lobby. All the short ride, I hoped we wouldn’t be too late. Then the doors opened. We stepped out, and all the cleans in the lobby turned to look at us in unison. Carol, Thomas, and Elizabeth, were not there.

	I heard myself swallow in the silence after the bell.

	“They must have gone to the parking garage,” said Rebecca. Cleans in various different civilian disguises, but all with similar vacant eyes, advanced on us. Rebecca’s hand darted out and hit the call button. The elevator doors remained shut. The lights cycled to indicate higher and higher floors.

	Ryan burst through the doors on the opposite side of the lobby, flanked on one side by a tall woman in a long coat, and on the other side by an armored security officer I recognized from the train station. I tensed, ready to throw a punch if the cleans rushed me and Rebecca, but the mindless human bodies turned and charged toward the new intruders.

	I waved for Ryan’s attention as cleans began to circle his group, looking to strike. For not having memories, they sure weren’t acting mindless like cleans usually did. Ryan nodded to me.

	“She’s in the parking garage,” I called.

	“We’ll get her,” said Ryan.

	Behind us, the elevator bell chimed again. Rebecca took my hand and tugged me into the car. A second later, the doors closed and we headed into the basement of Lotdel Tower.

	Stepping out, I found Thomas leaning against a support pillar in the chill asphalt-paved space. He looked over his shoulder at us. One hand remained clamped on his opposite wrist. A trickle of blood dripped from between his fingers.

	“Are you alright?” I asked.

	“She’s got fighting skills,” he grunted, “Elizabeth went after her.”

	“She what?” I said.

	Thomas raised his uninjured arm and pointed. “They went that way. Go.”

	Rebecca glanced at me. “I’ll never catch them in a dress like this. You go ahead. I’ll see to Thomas, and the two of us will back you up.”

	I nodded, grateful she was not as eager as my other friends to put herself in danger. I’m a pretty big man, and not in the best shape, but I took off as fast as I could manage. My shoes drummed on the black pavement. In mid-stride, a message arrived from Thomas, showing a map of the parking garage, with his van highlighted where it sat, parked near the exit.

	My heart felt ready to explode when I rounded the corner nearest the van. I stumbled, my shoe caught on something made of cloth that gleamed bright in the sickly glow of the light veins above me. It was a pink dress, the one Carol had been wearing upstairs. I scowled and started forward again.

	The click of a safety being removed at my back made me freeze.

	“Not so fast, Jethro,” said Carol from outside my field of vision. “Turn around. Take it slow.”

	I obeyed, worried as much about had happened with Elizabeth as I was about my own situation. Carol wore a black motorcycle suit and held a small pistol, which I guessed must be of military origin. She stood just a few meters from me. A groan issued from a parking space off to my left. In the shadows, I saw Elizabeth on the ground, looking up at me and Carol.

	“Don’t shoot him,” Elizabeth said.

	“I’d really rather not kill either of you.” Carol sighed. “After all, you two are just pawns, like everyone else.”

	“What are you talking about?” I said through clenched teeth.

	“You would not believe the things I’ve been through because of the government of this city.” Carol shook her head. She took a step toward me, the gun still aimed my way. “Don’t take this personally.” 

	She drew close. The gun pressed to my forehead.

	Elizabeth screamed. I squeezed my eyes shut, feeling like a fool for chasing them, and dreading the shot.

	The blow hit me on the side of the head, gun-barrel feeling like a cold fist. Pain blossomed in my senses, filling my mind. I staggered, clutching the place where the blow had fallen. I dropped to one knee and looked up in a haze of pain. Carol retreated through the garage to a parking space occupied by a sleek black motorcycle. She climbed on and fired up the machine.

	I turned, dazed, toward Elizabeth. She was staring at me, tears in her eyes. “Jeth, are you alright?”

	“Hurts damn it,” I said with a gasp of pain, “but I’m alive.” I blinked back tears of my own.

	Footsteps approached Elizabeth and me as Carol swung her bike around and headed for the exit. Rebecca and Thomas caught up with us just as the cycle tore onto the surface ramp. In the cold, Rebecca crouched in front of me. “Jeth,” she said, gently touching the searing side of my head, and then looked after Carol “She’s getting away.”

	“Not if I can help it,” said Thomas, pulling open the door of the van next to me. I hadn’t recognized it in the shadows, but his van for transporting goods around the city was right beside us. “Get in if you want to catch them as bad as I do,” he said.

	Elizabeth pulled herself to her feet. Rebecca helped me up, and all of us turned toward the van. Crazy as it seemed, I wanted to catch up with the woman who had just cracked me on the skull. The others obviously agreed.
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	The van rumbled off the ramp. I hung on as Thomas turned the wheel to follow the scream of Carol’s motorcycle past Bailey Court Garden and continuing north. Carol rode fast, and the van would not have the acceleration to catch her, except for the denser traffic up ahead.

	“She’s got a gun,” I said. “What are we going to do if we get close?”

	“Easy,” Thomas said through gritted teeth, “You three will all attack her mind at once. Stop her that way.”

	Elizabeth grimaced and looked at her legs, probably going to bruise where Carol had tripped her. “This is not my idea of a fun evening.”

	“It’s not about fun.” Thomas increased his pressure on the gas pedal. Aeons disliked electricity and fossil fuels, but vehicles like this one were still allowed with the proper license. I could only imagine how much fuel Carol’s motorcycle was burning at that moment.

	Thomas seemed to know the limitations of his vehicle well because even as we accelerated, I noticed he was waiting for the high street leading straight north to really floor it. With a limited number of transport vehicles, we would have plenty of room to maneuver once we reached the high street, even at top speed. 

	We raced up the entrance ramp at a velocity that exceeded my thinking. Just like that, we followed Carol onto the raised high street, where the speed limit was completely nonexistent. Only cross-city shipping vehicles used high street regularly in any numbers. Even at dinner time, the lanes were mostly vacant. 

	A single small light cut through the falling snow ahead of us, marking Carol’s position. As I watched through the windshield, white flickers in the air and the smell of rubber faint in my nose, I spotted a shadow racing alongside Carol’s motorcycle. It was the same size and shape, except for its rider. I squinted at the second rider with a scowl. Damien.

	“She’s not alone.” I reached for Rebecca’s wrist. “We can slow her down.”

	Rebecca took my hand, and let my fingers touch her bare wrist. Her skin was cool to the touch, but a far cry from the armrest I had been gripping tightly just moments ago. She nodded to me. “We’ll get them.”

	And then our senses went hurtling from the car, joined together in an ichor-powered projection. I reached for Carol’s mind first, ignoring Damien for the moment. Like a ghost, my mentality slid through her solid black helmet and grasped at her psyche.

	She kept the bike steady as her antibodies tried to stop me. Swift, centipede-like forms and invisible barriers hemmed me in from every side and angle. Rebecca’s burning presence appeared beside me, then darted forward. I followed and readied a defense disruption program I had been working on in my spare time since the garden.

	We scattered the defenses of Carol’s mind. Part of me heard her external senses as I pressed the outer layer of her thoughts. The wail of the bike, the chill in the air, the fear—of something else, not of my friends and me, all assailed my perspective, threatening to disorient me. I moved away carefully from the sensory layer and plunged toward motor controls.

	Another group of defense-ware fell away before Rebecca. I used the opportunity I saw to dive deep. With a grunt of concentration audible back in the van, I pinched a muscle in Carol’s leg. The trick worked and she lifted her foot from the gas. I held my concentration, keeping her from putting her foot down.

	The bike slowed. 

	Thomas said, “Get ready everyone. We’re almost on her.”

	Carol’s other shoe hit the brake, causing her motorcycle to swerve violently. She somehow managed to remain upright as the bike spun sideways in the middle of the high street. The wheels skidded, but she had slowed enough the bike did not flip or roll. 

	I braced for an impact, but Thomas stopped accelerating and braked as we drew closer.

	Despite her dizziness, some of which I shared thanks to my brush with her senses, Carol drew her pistol from a saddle bag and aimed unwaveringly at our onrushing van. The bright visor of her helmet hid her face.

	Damien sped away into the night.

	Carol muttered, “Damn you all,” under her breath. She pulled the trigger.
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	Unregistered Memory, Ryan Carter, Lotdel Tower Lobby

	

	Ryan clenched his fingers around Conner Kohl’s thick hand. They watched Carol’s bike on the high street spin and come to a stop. Ryan grimaced.

	“I told him we’d get her. Why won’t Jeth just let us handle this?” he said.

	Not waiting for an answer, he closed his eyes and reached out with his mind, following the path the motorcycles and the van had taken through the streets heading north. A gunshot shattered the frigid evening air but the bullet whined into the night without hitting its mark.

	A long shadow crossed before the beams of the van’s headlights. A tall man in a thick coat grabbed Carol’s wrist. The figure had no detectable mind, nothing to disrupt or distort. He’s an aeon, Ryan thought.

	Then a series of disruption drones broke through Ryan’s mental defenses. His world spun and he lost his grip on Conner’s hand. The vision of the high street disappeared, replaced by the ceiling of the lobby, spinning overhead. He could not even gather his senses enough to send a tracer after his attacker. Dizziness turned to blackness.
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	I stared at Carol and the massive figure beside her. She struggled with his grip. He twisted the gun out of her hand. He grinned with huge white teeth emerging from a slit in his black cloth mask.

	Thomas hit the brakes hard and the van screeched to a stop just a few meters ahead of the motorcycle. The high beams made Carol blink in their glare.

	Rebecca and I immediately scrambled for the side doors. I didn’t know what my plan was, but the huge man was an aeon, judging by his undetectable mind. Maybe not an aeon, I thought as I dropped onto the high street pavement, maybe a rogue star. I walked toward them slowly. The aeon tossed Carol’s gun to the street. It skidded to a halt by the median barrier, ten meters away.

	“Who are you?” I said.

	No answer.

	“Who are you?” I repeated.

	The aeon’s grin never wavered. An image smashed through my mental defenses with a sensation of dread and pulled my attention inward. The image of teeth, the snapping jaws of a dog, filled my mind, bared and gleaming, yellowed and bloodstained in places. The image shocked me, but the true power followed it, a series of mental blows straight into my sensory centers.

	My knees hit the pavement. Wet snow permeated through my pant-legs. I looked at the rogue star, blinking. Rebecca circled behind the van and stopped beside me. 

	Thomas was still behind the wheel. Through the driver’s window, I watched his face change from horror to determination. Perhaps he had seen the same vision of gnashing teeth I had, perhaps something worse. He gritted his teeth and pressed the gas.

	The aeon moved with blinding speed, twisting Carol in front of him as he sidestepped. The edge of a headlight clipped her side and broke. She cried out in pain. Blood spattered onto the high street along with fragments of broken glass. The aeon released Carol. She crumpled, and her helmet cracked against the asphalt.

	I forced myself to my feet, trembling. The rogue aeon turned its eyes on me, whites searing with unconcealed hatred. I still could not see much of his face, but he seemed to know me, based on the way he prowled closer. I raised my hands, but they were shaking too badly to form fists. The aeon would be too strong, even if I had any fight left.

	Rebecca moved to interpose herself between me and that towering menace.

	Elizabeth’s door swung open, slamming into the aeon’s back with a heavy clunk. The aeon whirled. One hand lashed out and dragged Elizabeth from the cab. I staggered toward the monster as he held Elizabeth by the collar, hoisting her high. The aeon’s grin was gone, replaced by a snarl that distorted his black cloth mask.

	I held out one hand. “Don’t hurt her. Please.”

	The aeon’s snarl morphed into a terrible sneer. His pale eyes gleamed. “Do not attempt to direct me,” he said in a thick, slurring voice. He dropped Elizabeth but caught her again in the same hand just a few centimeters lower. This time, he grabbed her by the throat. “Do not attempt to stop me.”

	I lowered my hand, unwilling to risk the aeon’s wrath. I had seen what a rogue star could do to a human with just bare hands. I shook my head. A trickle of tears born of helplessness ran from my eyes. 

	Rebecca tensed to move, then froze at my side. She kept her eyes on the aeon. Thomas stared from the cab, as still as Rebecca and I. Carol lay unconscious on the street behind the rogue star. Only Elizabeth moved with purpose, her hands struggling to find purchase on the aeon’s wrist. She looked at me in fear.

	I shivered and shook in the cold night. The smell of fuel hung in the air. I could not think of any way to stop the aeon, and was not willing to risk Elizabeth in any attempt.

	Fear is human. Fear is normal. Paralyzed, I watched the aeon seethe, teeth still bared in my direction. Then, he stepped back and crouched. One huge arm slipped under Carol and he tossed the woman onto his shoulder.

	“Do not follow,” said the aeon.

	He turned his eyes on Elizabeth. Some kind of network message passed from him to her. She went limp in his grip. Her arms dropped to her sides. The aeon draped her unconscious body across his shoulder beside Carol.

	I grimaced, but could not force myself to move. Rebecca started forward without a word. Her burning mind lit and she aimed a tracer packet at the aeon. He stepped forward once again and swung a fist almost casually at Rebecca. She darted out of reach, breathing fast.

	“Do not interfere,” slurred the aeon as he backed away. “I will not hesitate to kill you, Rebecca.”

	Then he marched to the edge of the high street, where the barrier went up as tall as his shoulder. He jumped it easily and glided downward into the city. Rebecca and I ran to the place where he had leaped. We watched him spiral slowly out of our reach, carrying Elizabeth and Carol on his shoulder with ease.

	“Damn it,” Rebecca said, “he’s gone.”

	My eyes were wide and wet as I turned to her. “Not if we can help it. We can find where he’s going.” I reached for her hand.

	“Not here,” she said. “Too dangerous with the other renegades out here.” She sighed. “We need to search from somewhere safe.”

	I nodded, though a painful rush of anxiety would not let me forget how dangerous the monster that had just attacked us could be. Rebecca led me to the van. Thomas met us there, shaking. 

	“We need to go,” said Rebecca.

	“What about Elizabeth?”

	“We can’t help her from here.” Rebecca bowed her head, “but we will help her. I owe her too much not to try.”

	“We’ll all help,” I said. “We have to.”

	Thomas wiped his fingers across his eyes. “I just wish—I should never have brought it up… what we were talking about at dinner.”

	“No,” I said as firmly as I could manage. “That is not why this happened.”

	“Jeth.” He looked at me unsteadily, but said nothing more, even as he drove us back to Lotdel Tower.

	When we arrived the cleans had all left the lobby. Purifiers were investigating the incident there, but Ryan and his team had already left. Nobody even asked us for statements. We rode the elevator to my apartment and began the search.
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	I paced the apartment, then sipped ichor before taking Rebecca’s hand to sensocycle. Every hour we repeated the ritual.

	We scoured the city all night for Elizabeth and Carol, or any sign of the aeon who had taken them.

	Nothing.

	By the early hours of morning I was a wreck. Sitting on the couch in my apartment beside a dozing Rebecca, Thomas asleep in the chair across from us, I could no longer keep my eyes open.

	When I woke again, sunlight filtered through the windows. Sunday morning had broken through the gray clouds outside. Rebecca lay curled against my side, cradled by an arm around her shoulders, her breath pushing her gently against me, then drawing her back as she exhaled. My hand was asleep, the fingers feeling pinpricks as I came around. I stared at the ceiling and tried to work feeling back into my fingers without disturbing Rebecca.

	She woke slowly, despite my effort. Her bare hand found my half-numb one. She looked at me with tired eyes.

	“I didn’t want things to be this way,” she murmured.

	“It’s not your fault,” I said.

	She jerked away. “That’s where you’re wrong, Jeth. I—I didn’t tell you everything.”

	A sinking sensation grew in my stomach. “What didn’t you tell me?”

	Rebecca glanced at Thomas, who still sat in the chair, snoring softly. She sighed and stood up before turning toward me again. “It’s about me and Yashelia.”

	I lurched forward from my slouch. “You used to work for her, didn’t you? Don’t blame yourself because of that.”

	“It isn’t just that I worked for her. It’s the kind of work I did.” She smoothed the front of her dress with both hands. “You don’t understand. I didn’t want to tell you because I thought it didn’t matter. I was wrong. We’re all in danger now, anyway.”

	“Do you know who that aeon on the high street was?” I asked, unable to grasp my beautiful friend’s intended meaning. I got to my feet. “He recognized you.”

	“I didn’t know him. I know the type.”

	“He’s a rogue star.”

	“Not quite,” she said, “though some rogue stars are insane aeons, that one is something even more dangerous to us. He’s half-mad, but he serves another aeon, maybe one with all her faculties. Half-mad aeons can project fear. I know you felt it.”

	“The teeth…” I murmured.

	Rebecca nodded. “I met a few like him before I was cleaned. I need to tell you, I also met people like Carol and the others back then.”

	“People like Carol?” I frowned and looked out the window. The rest of the renegades were still out there. “What do you mean?”

	“I don’t think they’re ordinary soldiers. Sure, the military employs people with their skills, but…” She took a step back from me and ran her fingers through her tousled hair. “I think those four used to work for Sudhatho directly.”

	“What makes you say that?”

	“I remember some of their files from before.”

	I took a step toward her. “Where did you see them? For that matter, where did you meet half-mad aeons?”

	“Fully sane aeons have an aversion to harming humans, similar to their aversion to old-world technology. Listen, Jeth, the more an aeon’s sanity erodes, the more this aversion decays, at least in the case of violence. Half-mad aeons serve other aeons as enforcers, but they operate strictly off-the-record because the sane don’t think humans would trust them if they knew the truth.”

	I looked into her eyes. “You’re serious. How do you know all this?”

	“Because of what I did for Yashelia. Aeons need human agents to do things they can’t, especially in the absence of any partially mad members of their own kind.” She broke her gaze from mine and looked at Thomas. “I mean some people barely need a push to stop trusting.”

	“You worked for Yashelia back when she was sane.” I touched her chin with my fingertips, trying to get her to raise her eyes. “What exactly did you do?”

	 She inclined her head to meet my gaze. “Espionage. Sabotage. I don’t remember. I still can’t place precisely how or why I was cleaned. I think my final mission for her had something to do with it. I’ve been trying to put it together. That’s one reason I’ve been keeping my distance, Jeth.”

	Tears threatened to spring up in my eyes. “You could have told me.”

	“I wanted to know for myself first. I thought I could keep you safe.”

	I sighed. “So you were some kind of agent for Yashelia, and then she cleaned you, but we don’t know why.”

	“When I worked for her, I uncovered some internal files for Sudhatho’s organization on a mission. All four of the renegade soldiers out there right now worked for him back then.”

	“They did the same kind of work for him as you did for Shelly.”

	“Yashelia.” Rebecca nodded. “Seriously, Jeth, that name is not going to catch on.” She gave me a small, but natural smile.

	I shook my head. “If we can find out who that half-mad aeon on the high street works for, maybe we could find out where Elizabeth is. Right now, the renegades don’t matter to me. We need to help her.”

	“I know,” said Rebecca, “I care about her too, Jeth.”

	“Rebecca.”

	“She’s only been kind to me. I don’t care that she’s your ex.”

	I nodded. “Then we’re in agreement.”

	Thomas stirred in the chair. He turned toward us and groaned. “Could you two keep it to a dull roar?” He still sounded mostly-asleep.

	I leaned my head closer to Rebecca. “Breakfast?” I asked. “We can give him some space, and we need to eat.”

	“Alright.” Rebecca picked up the jacket she had worn over her dress when she had come to Lotdel Tower the previous evening. “We should reach out to Ryan. Find out if he knows anything we don’t.”

	“He’s gonna be pissed. We went out there without him and his team.”

	“He’ll understand, but I’ll be honest. If he were me, we’d both catch some hell for what happened.”

	“Seems reasonable.” 

	We left the apartment and took the elevator to the restaurant below. The place was the same as ever, set up for breakfast, except for the security notes about strange cleans left on the wall by the entrance. As we sat, I sipped a sip of ichor. The doses were getting to be unavoidable, given the troubles going on around me. As soon as I networked, a news bulletin flickered through my head.

	Nageddia herself addressed the residents of her buildings, with what appeared to be a pre-recorded message. The last time she had sent such a communication was during a late summer hurricane that almost reached our latitude a few months ago.

	She started with an image of Elizabeth. “This woman, Elizabeth Ashwood, is a resident of Lotdel Tower and is currently missing, as of last night. If anyone has information related to her location, please contact one of my assistants. Thank you, and we hope she is found safely.” The message ended.

	I looked at Rebecca. “Nageddia would probably want us to report what happened to her.”

	“We can’t,” said Rebecca softly. “She’s part of Sudhatho’s group, and I don’t trust any of them right now.”

	“Likewise,” I said, “but we could use the help.”

	“When we know what’s really going on, then fine,” said Rebecca. “Before that it’s too much of risk.”

	“Alright,” I said. “I’ll get in touch with Ryan.”
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	Unregistered Memory, Elizabeth Ashwood, Unknown Location

	

	Elizabeth woke with a gnawing hunger in her stomach and pain coursing along her spine from skull to tailbone. She was lying on her side, her back to a cold, rough column, a tree trunk. Her jacket and conservative skirt felt heavy, and the chill air stank of decay as well as something else—ashes.

	A gray sky was visible through gaps in blackened branches, burnt by some recent fire. She rolled onto her back, hoping the carpet of leaves could cushion her aching back. Flickers of gold traced a net in the air above the treetops. Elizabeth remembered the only place she had seen the cage deployed before. Her ichor containers were gone.

	She sat up fast, ignoring the pain.

	Yashelia’s garden surrounded her. Elizabeth shuddered. A glimpse of morning sunlight burned through the clouds to the east.

	A short distance from Elizabeth on the forest floor lay a still woman in a form-hugging black motorcycle suit. The cracked helmet was gone, and hair radiated from the renegade soldier’s head in dark strands. Her eyes were closed, but the wound on her side where the van had hit her did not look serious. She breathed shallowly.

	Carol did not stir as Elizabeth got to her feet with agonizing slowness and then looked around. They must be near the center of the garden, for the trees had not lost their summer green. She wrapped her arms around herself and walked toward the only other human she knew to be in the garden. 

	Elizabeth reached down to shake Carol by the shoulder.

	The woman’s eyes opened slowly, then filled with fear when she saw Elizabeth. “You? Where are we?”

	Elizabeth drew back, surprised by the absolute horror in Carol’s eyes after how she had acted the previous night.

	“A garden where a rogue aeon lives.” Elizabeth’s hushed tone turned the last word into a hiss.

	“Yashelia,” said Carol. “Damn it. Not yet. I’m not ready to meet her.”

	“Neither of us can fight her.” Elizabeth shuddered as she remembered the scenes of blood and gore she had witnessed through the network during the incident. “We need to find a way out.”

	Carol blinked and then pointed up at the glimmers of gold in the sky. “We can’t. That’s a light barrier. Should prevent anything alive from leaving.”

	“Maybe it should, but we got in here somehow. So there must be a way out.”

	Carol scowled and started to sit up. “You may have a point. But if I can contact my team—”

	“Not before I contact mine,” Elizabeth said, surprising herself with her angry tone. “You started this.”

	Carol shrugged. “You don’t have to tell me.”

	A rustling came from the branches a few meters away. Elizabeth turned, apprehensive. A squirrel raced into the remaining foliage nearby. “Don’t scare me like that,” she said under her breath. She offered Carol a hand.

	The renegade soldier gripped her wrist tight and pulled herself to her feet.

	“Keep away from the green and the center, and keep your eyes open. We could have a chance to find the way out,” Carol said, then took a step and gasped. Her side ran with trickles of blood. “Damn it. Your idiot friend just had to try and ram him.” She clutched her wound.

	“We should bandage it.”

	“Do you see a first-aid kit anywhere?” Carol glared at Elizabeth. “Let’s go.”

	Elizabeth took a step back, and thought better than to press the issue. She led the way from the clearing where they had awakened, trying to follow the burnt and dead parts of the forest toward its edge.
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	Unregistered Memory, Ryan Carter, Military Command Center Alpha

	

	Ryan sent his complete report to Colonel Cannwald after everything went to hell in the night. Evidently, a network report was not good enough. The colonel summoned him, and this time his entire team to waste time traveling north to meet in person. 

	After the network attack against him and Conner, he had lost track of events completely for the night. When he came around early in the morning at a medical facility in Lotdel Tower, Alesia and Conner were still with him, quickly joined by the message from Cannwald. 

	Evidently, the colonel had some additional information. Of course, he couldn’t have just filled Ryan in the first time. Officers of the military tended to be tight-lipped when dealing with civilians, but it was always frustrating to be on the dark end of such information barriers.

	Alesia and Conner seemed about as pleased as him to be riding a train north while their investigation languished under the scrutiny of domestic security forces. She kept checking an antique time-piece on her wrist. He sat with his eyes glazed and a concentrated grimace on his face during the whole train ride, as he delved into the sensory layer of the networks.

	As the train pulled into the station near Command Center Alpha, Ryan finally got a connecting message from Jeth. He immediately sent back a connection. The two of them started conversing while he followed Alesia and Conner down the street.

	“Are you alright?” Jeth asked.

	“Of course I am. I didn’t go off chasing a wanted criminal on my own.”

	Jethro’s wisps of thought looked stormy for a moment. “Sorry. Thomas and I thought we could catch her.”

	“You probably should have listened to Elizabeth,” he said. “Doesn’t she tend to have a cool head?”

	“She does…” Jeth related the events on the high street the prior night. “Do you have any idea where a rogue aeon would go?”

	“I only know one other rogue star still alive in this city. And I don’t believe in coincidence, Jeth.”

	“Yashelia.”

	“Yes.” Ryan stopped walking outside the security checkpoint just outside Command Center Alpha’s front doors. “Look, Jeth, let me get back to you. I have a meeting, an important one.”

	“As soon as you know anything—”

	“I’ll let you in. I trust you, Jeth. Don’t worry about that.” 

	Ryan broke the connection, then submitted to the scans and security checks necessary to let him through to see the colonel.
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	After breakfast, it only took a quarter of an hour for Sarah Harper to contact me via direct network messages.

	“Mister Gall,” she said, “I heard about Miss Ashwood’s disappearance on the news this morning. Are you alright?”

	Rebecca watched me silently as I responded through mental vocalization. “I’m not well,” I said, “but I’m working with public security to find out what happened and what I can do.”

	Sure, the last part was a lie, but I did not know what else I could say.

	“Have the kidnappers sent an ultimatum?”

	“No. I have no idea what they want.”

	“You two are a promising duo,” said Sarah. “Let me know if there is anything my company can do to help.”

	“That’s generous. Thank you, Miss Harper.” I knew I sounded subdued, but I hoped far from ungrateful.

	“Understood. Good luck, Mister Gall. Please know, I have my own private security looking into things already.”

	“You do? We only just met!”

	“Like I said before. You and Miss Ashwood are worth the investment. I only hope it is enough. Goodbye for now.”

	She disconnected.

	I looked at Rebecca with a perplexed expression. “Harper says she’s got people out looking for Elizabeth.”

	“That’s good.” Rebecca nodded. “I have a feeling they won’t have much luck, though.”

	“Do you have any idea who that aeon was, back on the high street?”

	“Just guesses, but I’m sure the renegades used to work for Sudhatho. If they’re operating outside the law the way they are now, it’s possible that’s no longer the case.”

	"Rebecca, are you thinking the way to find Elizabeth is to follow the renegades?"

	"I think it's a better idea than nothing. We need a plan."

	I nodded. "I don't like it, but I don't think we have a choice."

	We turned to leave the restaurant. Thomas stepped out of the elevator ahead of us. I wondered what to say that could possibly make them feel better about what happened. Nothing presented itself. That had happened all too often, lately.

	Thomas looked at me and said, "I think I have an idea. Those renegade soldiers will be looking for Carol."

	Rebecca glanced at me, then said, "I suppose you're right. Funny how we all thought the same thing, isn’t it?"

	I almost smiled. Rebecca's tone might be light, but the situation was serious. If we didn't find Elizabeth soon, who knew what would happen to her.

	Lines of other residents flowed past us, heading in and out of the restaurant. The three of us went to the elevator. Thomas waited downstairs while Rebecca and I went up so I could change clothes.

	I put on my long coat and stashed the small revolver Thomas had given me after the incident in one pocket. I didn't know what good it would do if we ran into the half-mad aeon again, but I liked my odds better with it than without it. Plus, we were going after humans, not just aeons. I only hoped we would be ready for them.
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	Unregistered Memory, Elizabeth Ashwood, Yashelia’s Garden

	

	Carol leaned against a blackened tree trunk, supporting herself with an outstretched arm pressed to the charred wood.

	“There’s no way out,” the woman said to the air, speaking low as if Elizabeth was not beside her to hear.

	Elizabeth frowned at the glimmering light barrier visible through the trees just a few meters ahead of them. Cold sweat crawled down her spine at the thought of being trapped within this garden until Yashelia found them. She scowled in concentration. 

	“Even if we can’t find the way out, there must be some way to send a message to… someone out there.”

	“There would be if that lunatic aeon hadn’t take all our ichor.”

	“You’re the super commando. You’re telling me he found all of your containers?”

	Carol grimaced but said nothing. Elizabeth took the negative, but accepting their isolation left her feeling even colder than even the late-autumn day had any right. No ichor. Well, no ichor, except…

	Elizabeth snapped her fingers. “Carol, there is one way we could get some ichor.”

	“What are you talking about? It’s not possible.”

	“There’s an aeon in this garden, Carol. Yashelia, a rogue star. She was trapped here when the light barrier went up.”

	“That’s assuming Sudhatho didn’t just let her sneak out,” said Carol bitterly. “After all, he’s cheated every other law.”

	“You know about Sudhatho?” Elizabeth frowned at the light barrier.

	“Of course I do. The four of us were part of his wetworks operations.”

	“Wetworks? What does that mean?”

	“It’s an old term, lady. It means we took out his metaphorical garbage. Discreetly.”

	Elizabeth turned her deepening frown on Carol. “You worked for him? I thought you were military?”

	Carol glared at her. “We don’t have time for this. You have a point about the aeons, though. If you or I can get even a drop of ichor—I’d wager our odds of survival improve by a lot.” She sighed, her glare growing gentler. “Problem is, we don’t have weapons or any way of trapping a rogue star-level aeon. And that’s assuming there’s only one in here when there could be more.”

	Elizabeth inhaled deeply. “If there is an aeon here, they’d be aware of us already, right?”

	“Probably. I’m not sure the full extent of Yashelia’s powers, not the way she is now.” Carol bit her lip. “But most aeons would have us on their network radar by now.”

	“When the barrier set up, she was hurt pretty badly.” Elizabeth turned and looked toward the center of the garden. “Do you think that could help us?”

	“Aeons are tough, and they can heal wounds fast with help. But if she’s really been in here alone since the incident, what, two…three months ago? Well, that might give us a chance.” Carol pushed away from the tree she had been leaning on. Her hand came away pallid with ash.

	“Sounds like you have a plan.”

	“That’s because I do. Now.”

	“Tell me, please.”

	“It’s a long shot.”

	“I saw what she could do before. I know how dangerous she is.”

	“Risky at best, but if she’s still healing, I’d bet she’s still in the center of the garden near her tree. If one of us distracts her, the other may be able to sneak close enough to touch a wound and get some ichor.”

	“Sounds pretty simple. Are you sure it’s a good idea?” Elizabeth could not keep the doubt from her voice.

	“The best plans are simple.”

	“Do we have another choice?” asked Elizabeth.

	“Not as I see it. Now, you’ll never sneak up on her in that skirt, so you should be the distraction.”

	Elizabeth did not like the deal but could see no other option. “I agree.”

	“Let’s go,” said Carol. “I’m going to hide my mind, so no more talking.”

	Elizabeth nodded. Carol motioned for her to take the lead with her ashy hand. They headed toward the center.
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	Unregistered Memory, Ryan Carter, Military Command Center Alpha

	

	In the same conference room he had met the colonel in before, Ryan, Alesia, and Conner took seats around the table. Colonel Cannwald arrived, looking tired and old, but he wasn’t alone.

	A slender, dark-skinned aeon the in a white fleet uniform followed the army officer into the room. A wound was dressed and bandaged with a white adhesive under his right eye, and his frizzy hair was bundled back behind his head. He walked to the head of the table and stood beside Cannwald.

	“People,” said Cannwald. “This is Captain Kamuek, of the scout ship Astra III. He is here to assist us in the search for the renegades.”

	Kamuek nodded. “As I understand it, they are operating brazenly in central parts of the city.”

	Cannwald coughed into his fist. “Captain, this is Ryan Carter, Alesia De Vries, and Conner Kohl. All excellent agents, but I’m afraid they’re only—”

	Human, Ryan thought. We can only do so much without an aeon. Is this what humanity has become? Deferential to beings we do not fully understand.

	Ryan frowned as he considered Kamuek’s possible allegiance to a higher power. He wished he had the chance to check the network banks to see if Sudhatho had this captain in his pocket like he did with so many others. Ryan already had his suspicions on other military ties Sudhatho might have, as a powerful fleet commander.

	Kamuek took over for Cannwald. “I scanned the area with my ship. I found evidence of three suspected mental signals moving toward the south, near the grand canal. They may belong to our renegades.”

	“There were four renegades,” said Ryan.

	“Naturally, one has already split off, possibly gone to ground. I could not find any evidence of the fourth suspect.”

	“None?” Conner drummed his fingers on the tabletop. “With respect, isn’t that suspicious on its own?”

	“One of my sisters who was on the scene reported the disappearance of a fourth signal last night.” Kamuek raised his eyebrows at Conner. “I trust my sister’s report.”

	Therefore, we should trust you too. Inwardly, Ryan seethed. The aeon could probably sense his frustration, though when Ryan spoke, he measured his tone and went slowly. 

	“How wide is this investigation going to be? Can you name this sister of yours?”

	“She submitted her information anonymously.”

	“So, you don’t know who she is either?” Ryan frowned.

	“Indeed.”

	Alesia folded her arms and shook her head. “We’re wasting time. Tell us about these three signatures.”

	She’s right. There are dangerous people out there, and every second we don’t stop Trench and the others is another second they can launch another attack. Ryan nodded again.

	“Agreed,” said Kamuek, “I suggest we take my ship south. The sensory enhancers on board should help us pinpoint the location and disposition of the renegades when combined with your skills at sensocycling.”

	Ryan had never been inside a light ship before. If Kamuek could be trusted, they could make a major push with his help. Too bad we can’t take his word without strings, he thought.

	“Alright. Let’s do it,” Ryan said.
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	Unregistered Memory, Elizabeth Ashwood, Yashelia’s Garden

	

	Elizabeth crept through the burnt garden. Every nerve screamed at her to retreat as she neared the center, where hints of green remained on singed branches, despite the seasonal change. She kept walking forward, in spite of her fear.

	What would her sister, Anne, have said if she were here if she were able?

	Anne would tell Elizabeth the same thing she had told her when Elizabeth had been preparing for her first job interview.

	Elizabeth remembered Anne’s words clearly despite the intervening years.

	You’re strong enough. You’re smart enough. They should be afraid of you.

	“You’re strong enough. You’re smart enough.” Elizabeth released a shallow breath. “They should be afraid of me.”

	She found a path straight to the center and began to walk it. Wind cut between the trees and hit her with cold. Elizabeth shivered, but pressed forward, arms wrapped around herself.

	The shadow of a hunched tree with overgrown branches tilting it to one side, grew before her. A thick trunk of almost-stony bark supported twisted, interlacing limbs. One of those limbs bent all the way to the roots at the trunk’s base, where a feminine frame sat propped against the branch.

	Elizabeth stared at Yashelia.

	Yellow hair as overgrown as her tree tumbled around her head. Gray clothes, stained with dried blood swathed her, torn by bullet holes and blackened in places by flames. The wound in her forehead oozed a fine stream of bright ichor to trickle down her face. All around the clearing surrounding Yashelia lay the bodies of the purifier team sent to destroy her, torn apart by the aeon’s hands.

	Elizabeth forced herself to continue forward. She stood within the garden, smelling rot and blood. Her hands trembled, clutched to her elbows. She faced Yashelia, nerves overwhelmed. The aeon opened her eyes.

	“Miss Ashwood,” she said. “What made you turn around?”

	“I wanted to see if you were as strong as Jeth told me.”

	“Jeth talked about me. Silly boy, kissing and telling.”

	“You kissed him, the way he told it.”

	“Have you ever known a man to lie?”

	“That’s not the point.”

	“Of course it is. Liz.” Yashelia’s lips formed a tired smile. “It’s good to finally meet you.”

	“I wish I could say the same.”

	Yashelia got up. Her lips curved into a frown, but her eyes still sparkled. “You have a choice you know. Jeth doesn’t own you.”

	“Nobody owns me,” said Elizabeth.

	I’m strong enough.

	“I notice my other guest abandoned you. Funny how people never really change, isn’t it? Once a coward, always a coward.”

	I’m smart enough.

	Elizabeth nodded. “I don’t need her. She would only slow me down.”

	“Oh, but she has those vaunted commando skills. Even a human can do many things with training like hers, provided she is brave enough.”

	Yashelia prowled toward Elizabeth, languid, showing no signs of discomfort or pain from her old wounds. She stepped into Elizabeth’s space, close enough the aeon’s breath misted in Elizabeth’s face.

	They should be afraid of me.

	Carol darted from the tree line near the aeon tree. She sprinted toward Yashelia. She made no sound except for the soft rustle of her feet in the grass. 

	Yashelia brought her face close to Elizabeth’s. She seemed giant, a smirking monster. “You really are clever, for a human.”

	Without looking, Yashelia’s hand snaked out. She caught Carol by the throat and lifted her off her feet. Carol made a terrible gagging sound as her shoes left the ground.

	“What do you know. You didn’t abandon her, Carol. You surprised me.”

	Carol’s hands fought to pry Yashelia’s fingers from her neck. 

	Yashelia’s eyes remained fixed on Elizabeth. “Now what are you going to do, Liz?”

	Elizabeth grabbed the back of Yashelia’s neck with one hand. As the aeon’s lethal arm poised to strike, Elizabeth locked her lips with Yashelia. Then she bit the aeon’s lip. Ichor pulsed free. Elizabeth tasted it.

	Yashelia’s slap tore her free and sent her flying across the clearing. She landed in an aching, cold heap but despite the pain, she was already sending her location to Jeth. She only hoped he would not be too late.
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	As soon as I received it, I relayed Elizabeth’s location information to Ryan, and after a second of hesitation, to Sarah Harper’s assistant. Elizabeth and Carol were in Yashelia’s garden. They needed as much help as possible.

	Thomas fired up the engine. Rebecca, Thomas, and I rode the dented vehicle toward the garden. I’m not a real believer. I normally don’t pray, even silently, but I did then.
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	Unregistered Memory, Elizabeth Ashwood, Yashelia’s Garden

	

	Elizabeth opened her eyes to the physical world, dazed and aching from Yashelia’s blow. She expected to find the rogue aeon ready to strike, but instead, another figure interposed between herself and the monster.

	The newcomer wore a white mask and a hooded sweatshirt. Elizabeth recognized her. The lone sentry stood in a martial stance.

	“How did you get here?” Elizabeth asked as she fought to get to her feet.

	The sentry dug in her feet. “Run. If you can.”

	Yashelia did not release Carol. She stalked toward Elizabeth and the sentry, flexing the fingers of the free hand she had used to slap Elizabeth. Carol still struggled against the aeon’s grip, breath forming a misty halo in the air.

	As the two aeons closed with each other, Elizabeth backed away, though she did not have a hope of escape without either Carol or the lone sentry. For all she knew, the barrier would trap her here indefinitely, regardless of the outcome of this fight. However, given a choice between dying sooner, and dying later, Elizabeth would take later.

	She stepped onto the path leading out of the garden and turned. A hulking, gray, form towered in her way. The sensation of teeth gnashing in her face made her shrink back from the aeon who had attacked them on the high street.

	Behind her, Yashelia laughed. “Tooth! Good timing, my dear.”

	The huge aeon lunged at Elizabeth. She threw herself off the path and out of his reach. Her long skirt caught in the brambles that still remained following the fire. She turned, nearly falling because of the tugging undergrowth, and found Tooth barreling toward the sentry.

	The sentry whirled just in time to meet the big aeon head on. She ducked his fist, then used his momentum to hurl him to the ground. He hit with a crash that seemed to shake the trees.

	“My point,” said the sentry as she turned to Yashelia.

	Yashelia growled low in her throat and tossed Carol aside. The renegade soldier hit the ground and rolled to a stop a dozen meters ahead of Elizabeth in the clearing. Yashelia stepped into the sentry’s guard and they exchanged a series of blows that would crush any human they struck.

	At last, they traded impacts and skidded away in opposite directions, though Yashelia stopped herself faster. The sentry’s boots tore a furrow through the grass at her feet. Both aeons were breathing hard.

	“Elizabeth asked a good question,” said Yashelia. “Why are you here, vigilante? Do I know you, somehow?”

	“I protect the people of this city. Don’t be so surprised, monster.”

	“Monster? Why, my dear, you’re just like me.” Yashelia felt her jaw where the sentry had hit her. “I can tell by your strength.”

	The lone sentry responded by motioning for Yashelia to come closer.

	Yashelia laughed. “Oh dear, this is only just beginning, I see.”

	Elizabeth made her way out of the brambles and moved as quickly as her skirt would allow to Carol’s side. The renegade woman clutched one hand to her chest, the other to her throat. She breathed in fits and gasps. Elizabeth knelt beside Carol as Yashelia advanced on the lone sentry.
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	Thomas slammed on the brakes and the van squealed to a halt a block from the shimmering golden dome that surrounded Yashelia’s garden. I fumbled for my seatbelt, managed it, and we all disembarked. As we walked the rest of the way toward the garden, Thomas removed his pistol from his holster and loaded it.

	Rebecca glanced at me as Thomas finished with his handgun, and I checked my revolver. “Do either of you happen to have a spare I can use?” she asked.

	I could hardly imagine Rebecca using a weapon, though what she told me about her career in the city made me guess she could handle one. We had hurried out, and my shotgun was still upstairs in my apartment. I shook my head.

	Thomas shrugged. “I don’t like to say it, but these probably won’t do a whole lot of good either way.”

	Rebecca’s lips made a straight line. “If you know where to shoot, they might. Aeons are more vulnerable to pain and damage near their natural wounds.”

	“How do you know that?” Thomas asked. “I’ve never heard anything like it before.”

	Rebecca shrugged. “Give me a gun, and maybe I’ll share, too.”

	Thomas gave a sigh, sounding exasperated. “You don’t think we could use all the information?”

	“Right now, you don’t need it.” 

	“Fine,” Thomas said, “shoot near the wounds. For Yashelia, that means the hands, feet, and head.”

	“Right,” said Rebecca as we crossed the street to the light barrier. “Now to get through here…” She frowned. “Kinetic force won’t be enough.” She turned to me. “Jeth, take my hand.”

	I holstered my pistol and reached for her outstretched arm. She clamped her fingers around mine as if we were going to sensocycle.

	“I’m going to touch the barrier. It’s not exactly physical, but it is mentally aversive, especially to single individuals. However, two minds working together should be able to cause a rift in it without suffering too much pain.”

	“Pain, huh?” I murmured. “I can handle it.”

	She extended her other hand to the side of the flickering golden dome. The moment her hand made contact the worst of my memories bubbled up from within. My grandparents’ deaths, the note Rebecca left when she fled the valley, the visions of what had happened in this very garden all assailed me at once, layered over with needles of pain in my every nerve. The effect reminded me of plunging into a freezing pool.

	The difference? This shock did not diminish as Rebecca led me forward. The pain and sadness intensified. As we walked, I felt Thomas’ palm slap into mine. 

	He sent a thought. I’m not letting you go in there without me.

	I could not respond. It was all I could do to force myself forward through the barrier, despite my instinct to pull away. Elizabeth needed us and needed us now.

	The nerve pain receded first, followed by the memories of fear and sorrow. All three of us stood at the edge of the garden. Rebecca looked at me with tears in her eyes, as she released her hand. I was crying, too.

	“I’m sorry,” she said, “it was worse than I thought.”

	“It’s not your fault,” I said.

	Thomas wiped the back of his hand across his eyes. “No time. We have to get to the center.”

	“Find Elizabeth.” Rebecca nodded.

	We started down the path through the blackened and burned woods.
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	Unregistered Memory, Ryan Carter, Light Ship Astra III

	

	Inside Kamuek’s ship was a single tight corridor with a circular command center at one end. Seated beside Conner and behind the Kamuek, who piloted the ship, Ryan took a sip of ichor. He reached out with his mind.

	The light ship’s path curved toward the garden where the massacre had taken place. Ryan dreaded the connection he suspected there between Sudhatho, the rogue star, and these new renegades. 

	The ship moved fast, which combined with the altitude and sensory amplifiers on the hull, let Ryan and Conner survey the city rapidly in search of the renegades. They found them, each on a separate motorcycle, approaching Yashelia’s garden. 

	Ryan frowned as he considered his team’s options.

	“Captain,” he said, “Can you take us closer to the light dome at the canal’s edge?”

	“Mister Carter, have you found the renegades?” asked Kamuek.

	“They’re driving toward the garden. There are no bridges near there, so my guess is they’re going to try to get inside. We have to stop them.”

	Kamuek accelerated the light ship even more and banked it toward the garden. “Of course! There’s a rogue star in that garden! Damned terrorists.”

	They sped toward the canal and the golden dome flickering over the trees beside it.
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	Rebecca, Thomas, and I followed the path at a run. Loud thumps and harsh cries rang from the center of the garden. My lungs complained at the effort, and my nerves shook, but I pressed forward. Elizabeth was in here somewhere.

	We raced along the path until we emerged, gasping, into the clearing at the center of the garden. There, I stumbled to stop before three aeons. The big gray one we had encountered on the high street lay on his back, while the lone sentry and Yashelia circled each other.

	“I’ve been bored for too long,” said Yashelia, eyes gleaming. “Thank you, dear enemy. You are too familiar. Yet I can’t seem to place you.”

	“Shut up!” said the lone sentry. 

	Ichor sparkled from the wounds in Yashelia’s hands and forehead, running between her fingers and separately down the bridge of her nose. She smiled at her foe. Her eyes shone as bright as her blood.

	I tried to catch my breath, hands on my knees, but eyes on the fray.

	The aeons closed with each other again.

	A furious exchange of fists, kicks, and sweeps of limbs, and both fighting aeons still stood. Yashelia seemed to have the edge, however, thanks to her sheer ferocity. The sentry reeled back, her mask cracked by Yashelia’s last strike.

	Thomas took aim as Yashelia swung again at her dazed opponent. Rebecca glanced at me, an unspoken question in her eyes. The weight of the revolver in its holster under my jacket reminded me I shouldn’t feel so helpless. But I did. I wasn’t a great shot, especially with a handgun. Thomas pulled the trigger.

	His shot hit Yashelia in her right hand. The bullet tore a real wound beside the natural one in her palm. She shrieked and fell back a step, looking at the damaged extremity.

	“How dare you, Thomas,” said the mad aeon. “After all you’ve done you feel you can shoot me?” She surged toward Thomas, abandoning her fight with the sentry. Lightning has nothing on an enraged rogue star for speed.

	I started forward but knew I’d be too late.

	The lone sentry moved faster. She slammed Yashelia’s reaching hand so it flailed away from Thomas rather than grabbing him. The sentry held onto Yashelia’s wrist and shoved her back a step, both of them breathing hard.

	“You can’t forget me,” said the aeon vigilante.

	Yashelia grimaced as she fought to free her undamaged hand.

	Thomas retreated from them, unable to find a good shot.

	Rebecca held her hand in my direction. “Jeth, the gun!”

	I drew the pistol, then tossed it to her underhand. She caught it and whirled to face the grappling aeons.

	Yashelia broke free with a kick to the sentry’s stomach. The sentry staggered away but kept her feet. Golden blood dripped from the torn knuckles of her white gloves. Yashelia ignored the aeon, instead focusing on my friends with the guns.

	“Rebecca,” she said, “you can’t kill me. I made you who you are.”

	Rebecca inhaled sharply. Her finger slipped out of the trigger guard. She stared at the insane aeon, frozen. 

	Yashelia shook her head with a smile. “You belong to me, Rebecca.” She turned to face the battered sentry, who now stood less than a meter from me. “Now, it’s time to finish this, vigilante.” Yashelia made a fist with her good hand. She took a step back as if preparing to leap forward. 

	The lone sentry’s breath came fast and sounded painful. Never mind how she acted, she was definitely hurt somewhere.

	I stepped in front of the vigilante before Yashelia could lunge in to finish the fight. “Wait!”

	To my shock, Yashelia listened.
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	Unregistered Memory, Elizabeth Ashwood, Yashelia’s Garden

	

	“Wait!”

	Jeth’s cry echoed in the garden.

	Carol coughed and rolled onto her side. Skilled or not, she wouldn’t be much help like this, Elizabeth decided. 

	She looked across the clearing to where Jeth stood between Yashelia and the sentry. The mad aeon’s eyes locked on him. Even Rebecca went unnoticed for the moment, as she stared at Jethro. All eyes on you, Elizabeth thought, exactly like you never wanted.

	Elizabeth stood and faced the scene, not sure if, or how, she could intervene. But Jeth, as brave as ever, stood in the midst of aeons and rogue stars. He never knew how fearless he acted, or how foolish.

	The lunatic aeon called Tooth groaned thunderously from the ground behind the lone sentry. They would all be in trouble if he got up. Luckily, he still seemed to be feeling the sentry’s throw, so he moved sluggishly. Still, he moved.

	One massive hand planted on the ground, and he started to push to stand up.

	Elizabeth glanced at Carol, still helpless on the ground. Rebecca and Thomas were both focused on Yashelia, as was the lone sentry.

	It’s up to you, said a small voice in her mind. You’re strong enough.

	Elizabeth clenched her hand. She still had some ichor left in her system. Aeons could not be connected over the network unwillingly unless one was able to physically touch them. Tooth’s expression became determined as he worked his way to his feet.

	She ran to him and planted one hand on his side. He blinked and turned toward her. She dove into his mind.

	If Elizabeth could not immobilize him before he struck her and interrupted the connection, this would all be for nothing. The aeon’s mind howled like a pack of wolves around her. She drove the ice-breaking prow of her thoughts ahead of her, powering through his psyche, a ship with momentum.

	Packs of defense forms swarmed around her, only semi-visible, and too slow for the most part. Only one set of barriers set up in front of her. She pushed her confidence into the defensive line, now imagining a battering ram.

	His barrier wolves scattered with virtually audible yelps of anguish.

	Elizabeth reached the motor center. Aeons kept much of their minds in their trees, but a body’s neurology demanded connectivity to act. She poured on the cold thoughts, the depression. Drifts of snowy hesitation stopped up the works. Her interference seemed to be working, for no sweeping hand dislodged her.

	Wolves closed in around the fortress of her mind, teeth bared. From the distant edges of perception, a monstrous howl echoed. Her antibodies pushed bold attackers from the walls. Storm clouds billowed outward from her castle, deluging icy rain and thick snow.

	The aeon fought with furious rage and fear, but he clearly was more used to being the aggressor in this kind of battle. He had crushed her will back on the high street. For the moment, she had the upper hand.

	She only hoped paralyzing him would be enough to stop Yashelia.

	The battle raged on within the storms of their adjacent minds.
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	I stood, matching Yashelia’s stare. Her hesitation surprised me, but I had banked on it when I stepped in. 

	Rebecca sent me a silent message.

	What are you doing, Jeth? This is crazy.

	Thanks to mine and Rebecca’s connection with each other, this mad aeon thought of me as a possible replacement for her favorite agent. The more I learned about Rebecca’s time working for Yashelia, the better I could distract her. I answered Rebecca’s question with a message to that effect.

	All of this occurred in an instant.

	Yashelia’s eyes narrowed. “Wait? Jethro, why would you defend this vigilante?”

	Time to walk a fine line. If I was too abrasive, Yashelia could decide to go through me to get to the sentry. Terrifyingly, that was a real option for her, even now.

	I said, “Don’t you want to know who she really is? I know I do.”

	“I can remove the mask once I’ve killed her. Stand aside, dear.”

	“Would be a mistake,” I said. “She might not be useful once she’s dead. You have to know she’s pretty violent for an aeon. Could be she’s already half-mad. Wouldn’t you like another half-mad aeon to help you?”

	“True,” said Yashelia. Her eyes flicked to Thomas, then to Rebecca. “Tell them to lower their weapons and I’ll consider your words.”

	“He does not speak for me,” the sentry said. “Your fight is with me, monster.”

	“Could be fairer without two people trying to shoot me. We can see who is really stronger.” Yashelia grinned at the sentry. “Oh wait, we already know that.”

	The sentry took a halting breath.

	Yashelia’s predatory glee spread across her face. “How many ribs did my kick break?”

	“Shoot her,” said the sentry. “We don’t have to listen to this thing.”

	“Thing?” Yashelia’s network presence flared from the tree, bright and powerful. “How dare you, ingrate?” 

	She shoved me to one side with ease. 

	I counted myself lucky she did not simply choose to kill me. I really should have known better.

	Then her hand snaked out and grabbed my shoulder. She dragged me along, holding me as a shield in the direction of Rebecca and Thomas, as she fought the sentry. I struggled against her grip as my shoes dragged on the grass. She did not release me.

	The sentry darted to her other side, trying to hit Yashelia where I wasn’t blocking her attacks. One of the rogue star’s feet snaked out. The sentry avoided being tripped, but Yashelia smashed her forehead into the center of the white mask, the force of a bomb.

	New cracks ran through the plastic. The sentry sprawled onto her back. She bounced back to her feet but moved jerkily, concussed.

	“Oh dear,” said Yashelia, “I’d just tell you to give up, but I don’t think you’d listen.”

	“Let the humans go and we’ll finish this alone,” the sentry said, slurring her S-sounds.

	“She’ll kill you,” I said.

	“Deal,” said Yashelia, and shoved me toward Rebecca.

	I hit her hard. Rebecca wrapped her arms around me as we went off our feet. Together, we rolled onto the ground.

	Thomas ran over to us. “Elizabeth is connected with the other aeon,” he said.

	“Damn,” said Rebecca, and gave me a squeeze, before pushing me gently off her.

	I ached from the impact as we got to our feet. The sweet smell of ichor permeated the whole clearing. Yashelia’s presence fell across the place like a massive shadow.

	“Get the other two,” said the sentry, “then get out of here.”

	“What about you?” Thomas asked. “She’ll—”

	“Go!” said the sentry. “This is my purpose.”

	Thomas scowled. “Stay alive,” he said, “you still owe me some answers.”

	“You’re pretty greedy,” said the sentry, “I’ll pay you back.” Her eyes followed Yashelia who prowled back across the clearing.

	“With interest,” said Thomas.

	“Get moving, humans,” said the sentry. “You aren’t safe yet.”

	Rebecca went to Carol. I cautiously approached Elizabeth and the big aeon with whom she was locked in mental combat. Thomas followed me, keeping his gun aimed at the gray-skinned behemoth beside Elizabeth.

	I touched Elizabeth lightly on the arm and relayed a message.

	Leave the big guy a parting gift, then wake up. We need to move. 

	She answered me a moment later.

	He’s going to hate this packet in his motor systems.

	Then her eyes opened and she stepped back from the immobile giant.

	Rebecca helped Carol to her feet, supporting her with her shoulder.

	I looked back at the hard-breathing sentry, standing alone against Yashelia. There was nothing I could do to help her now. My friends and I started down the path to the barrier as fast as our injuries would allow.

	Behind us, the two aeons circled closer to each other. The last time I looked back, they were only a meter apart. Then, everything went to hell.
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	Unregistered Memory, Ryan Carter, Light Ship Astra III

	

	Kamuek’s light ship climbed over the dome covering Yashelia’s garden. Ryan watched the trees below them through the viewfinder. He had never been this close to the sight of the incident before, and he did not like the chances for this ship and his team if something went wrong and the rogue star escaped, or if Sudhatho sent a ship of his own to intervene.

	He sat back and touched Conner’s arm to begin sensocycling.

	Immediately after they linked, a shattering crack shook the network space they occupied.

	The light barrier flickered, then failed, splitting into motes that faded into the daylight. Ryan’s enhanced senses reeled with the rapid disintegration of the dome. What is going on down there?

	Sensocycling only hurt his perception, leaving both him and Conner dazzled in the wake of the barrier’s collapse.

	“Alesia, can you see the renegades?”

	She grunted. “They’re on their way into the garden.”

	Ryan gritted his teeth and lifted his hand, breaking the sense connection with Conner. The blinding chaos of the failed barrier left his senses seeming dim and jittery. He shook from head to shoes.

	“We need to get down there,” said Alesia. “Captain, can you take us closer?”

	“That’s a rogue garden,” said Kamuek, “I’d be risking all our lives.”

	“We risk others’ lives by letting them escape,” said Alesia, “believe me.”

	“Damn it,” said Kamuek. “I’m detecting another ship.” He switched one of the viewers to show the other light vessel cruising in from the south and crossing over the canal.

	“What are they doing here?” asked Ryan, as his sight began to improve again, recovering from the shock of the field collapse.

	“I don’t even know who they are,” said Kamuek, “but they’re bigger than we are, and they’ve got full weaponry.”

	“Weaponry?” Alesia scowled. “What is our ship armed with?”

	Kamuek scowled. “This ship has a single beam weapon. But I’m not going to shoot first, regardless. We don’t know their intentions.”

	A voice message with a shielded identity tag jumped into Ryan’s mind. 

	“Stand down and leave this area, scout ship, or we will be forced to destroy you.”

	Kamuek clutched his forehead. “Did the rest of you get that, too?”

	Alesia glanced at Ryan and Conner.

	“I think so,” said Ryan. “Still sure you don’t want to shoot first?”

	Kamuek grimaced. “They’re too big, regardless. But something is going on down there, and we can’t just let this unknown ship have its way.”

	“We can’t fight and we can’t retreat. What can we do?” asked Ryan.

	“Disrupt,” said Conner. “Their sensors and targeting won’t be as effective if we jam their local network.”

	“Do it,” said Kamuek, “and hold on. I’m going evasive.”

	The ship banked even as he spoke, then began to take a weaving path over the garden and the surrounding neighborhood. Ryan and Conner dove back into the network. They assembled sensory obstructions for the other ship’s targeting systems.

	The other light ship opened fire with a roar of guns.
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	A rumble like nearby thunder echoed over the garden, startling everyone. Even Yashelia and the sentry looked at the sky. Through the gaps in the trees where the barrier had just broken apart, I glimpsed a light ship weaving away from the fire of another ship, which floated over the canal.

	Another volley cut the air just a second later. Along with the air-bursting cannons, two intense energy beams slashed through the air overhead, cutting toward the smaller of the two light ships. The smaller vessel was shaped like a boot, tilted back so its toe stuck in the air. A glowing orb where the ankle would emerge from the boot seemed to be the target of most of the other ship’s weapons.

	However, the little light ship evaded every shell and beam. It darted toward the larger vessel, which hung in the air like a flying spear but bristling with weapon ports all aglow from the heat of their discharges.

	Elizabeth took my hand to lead me down the path. I had been staring at the battle, oblivious to the danger of proximity all through the garden.

	“It’s not safe here,” said Elizabeth, “Jeth, let’s go.”

	I nodded and let her lead me away. The light ships clashed above. A crackling beam-whip lashed from the smaller vessel and cracked across the point of the enemy spear. With a sound like a hurricane inside my head, the larger vessel’s slender prow burst into smoky ruin. It augured toward the edge of the canal where the water met the garden.

	We were far from the impending crash, but I needed no further urging to run.
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	Concrete welcomed our shoes as we left the garden behind us. Carol had slipped into unconsciousness again, boots dragging, supported by Thomas and Rebecca. Elizabeth and I followed the three of them between high gray habitation buildings and derelict parking garages as we moved toward the van. 

	A spray of mist blossomed from the canal, visible with flickers of flame on the southern edge of the garden.

	We arrived at the van. Rebecca dragged Carol’s limp frame into the back seat, then fastened the belt. 

	“Better get moving,” I said.

	Elizabeth nodded. “I want to get away from here as soon as possible.”

	“What happened while you were in there?” asked Rebecca.

	“I’ll share the memories later.” Elizabeth sighed. “I’m still processing them. It feels like longer than it was.”

	“That, I understand.” I climbed in behind the driver’s seat.

	Thomas took the wheel, Elizabeth in the front passenger seat. The engine growled to life. We drove toward home.
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	Unregistered Memory, Ryan Carter, Light Ship Astra III

	

	Kamuek sat at the controls of his light ship and watched the crash site with abject horror. Ryan hoped the vessel they had just shot down was as unregistered as Kamuek had reported during the battle. If not, they could all be in serious trouble. The broken spear of a ship burned from end to end.

	“No. No. No. This can’t be happening,” Kamuek said. “No. No. No.”

	“Breathe,” said Alesia to the aeon. “We’re all still alive because you took the shot.”

	Kamuek inhaled long, then exhaled. “I didn’t expect them to fall like that. Must have been extra munitions in their nose.” He turned toward Ryan and Conner. “Scan for survivors. We’re going to pick them up.”

	“So we can help them or so we can stop them?” Ryan asked, unable to keep the sarcasm from his voice.

	Kamuek scowled. “Both. I didn’t intend to cause this much damage, and with the barrier down on the rogue star’s garden, whoever is left from the crash is still in real danger.”

	Ryan bit his tongue to keep from asking another sarcastic question. Nobody liked to be shot at, and Ryan wasn’t used to being in a combat situation. 

	“Understood,” he said.

	The small light ship descended over the canal, then moved in low over the burnt part of the garden.

	Ryan and Conner scanned the wreckage and the trees for the minds of survivors. They would not be able to find any aeons unless they wanted to be found, and there must have been one on the opposing light ship to control the machine, but a human crew would stand out like sore thumbs. A few minutes into the search, they spotted a single mind making its way toward from the wreck to the water’s edge.

	Ryan contacted the survivor mentally. She wasn’t human. A masked pair of eyes looked up at the ship from beside the canal. The lone sentry ignored Ryan’s message and proceeded along the canal to the edge of the garden.

	Turning to Kamuek, Ryan said, “See that one, Captain?”

	“I see her.” Kamuek’s scowl deepened. “The vigilante can go for now. We don’t have the muscle to bring her in.”

	“Agreed,” said Ryan.

	A flash of light from the wrecked ship combined with an echoing explosion inside the hull.

	“That shouldn’t be,” said Kamuek. “There’s no way it had that much physical ammunition on board.”

	Ryan chewed his lip. “Could it be that someone doesn’t want this ship investigated?”

	Alesia glanced at them. “I’m not seeing anyone else down there.”

	“We’ve done what we can,” said Kamuek. “Keep looking for anything suspicious while I take the ship north.”

	“Yes, Captain,” said Alesia.

	She seems glad to be in a military power structure again, Ryan thought. He and Conner continued to scan the forest, looking for the renegades, survivors, and whoever had collapsed the barrier. He suspected the renegades, but without a motive behind them, he couldn’t be sure.

	Uncertainty covered everything so far. No information, but plenty of trouble went with the encounter. Who sent this ship? Sudhatho? Another high aeon? 

	Ryan grimaced and kept searching as the ship pulled north.
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	The small light ship lowered in front of the van, a good distance ahead, but barring our movement forward. Ryan’s presence was obvious aboard the boot-shaped vessel, along with the minds of the rest of his team. He sent me a message.

	Jeth, I know you have one of the renegades with you. Let my team take her in. We’ll find out what she knows.

	I agreed immediately, grateful for the chance to put some distance between myself and my friends, and this dangerous woman. Then I tapped Thomas on the arm from my position behind the driver’s seat. 

	“Hey, Ryan wants to help us with our unfriendly passenger.” I motioned to Carol, who lay slumped in the seat behind me next to Rebecca.

	Thomas frowned. “Since when does Ryan have the pull to requisition an aeon’s ship?”

	“No idea,” I said, “but he’s definitely on board.”

	“Fine,” said Thomas. “I suppose its for the best.” He gradually braked, so the van stopped about ten meters from the light ship’s floating hull, which hung less than a meter from the ground. Such precise flying made me wonder how the machine really worked, but I doubted I’d ever have the chance to find out.

	People looked from windows and the sides of the street as Rebecca and I carried Carol out of the van. Ryan and the former purifier, Alesia, met us halfway to the light ship. They took Carol. 

	Ryan nodded to me. “Thanks. We’ll make sure she gets questioned properly.” 

	He grunted as he and Alesia carried Carol back to the light ship. The two of them looked awkward, with her being considerably taller and stronger, but they made it back and took Carol inside through a hatch on the back of the boot, under the glowing power sphere.

	Rebecca turned to me. “I hope I never have to see her again.”

	“Me too. But this isn’t over. Those other three renegades are still out there.”

	“I know.” 

	She led the way to the van. We both climbed back into the passenger’s seats. Elizabeth glanced us. “You think they’ll treat her fairly?”

	“Fairly?” Thomas snorted. “She almost killed us.”

	“She could have, but she didn’t,” said Elizabeth. “Is it weird I feel bad for her?”

	“Yes,” said Thomas, “and that’s because she’s as crazy as any rogue star.”

	“The barrier collapsed,” I said. “Do you think Yashelia is free?”

	Thomas shook her head. “The sentry will get her.” He set his jaw, and I didn’t have the heart to disagree.

	The light ship climbed vertically from street level. Soon, it was flying away over steep rooftops and moved north against the same stiff wind breaking against the van’s front window. 

	We rode in silence for a while, but Rebecca spoke up as we approached Lotdel Tower.

	“Thomas, the sentry is resourceful. Whether she stops Yashelia or not, I’m sure she’ll make it out of the garden.”

	“I hope you’re right” Thomas’ voice sounded tight. “I wasn’t kidding when I said she owes me for the train station.”

	Elizabeth managed to smile, though her face still looked pale. “Right. She doesn’t seem like the sort to forget that kind of thing.”

	Thomas chuckled. “Look at me, I barely know anything about this person, and I already care. Jeth, Liz, I think you two are rubbing off on me.”

	I laughed, hoping it did not seem too strange, and we drove back into the parking garage under Lotdel Tower.
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	Secure Memory, Anonymous Identity, Animal Monitor Feed

	

	A lone crow winged his way over the canals and thoroughfares of the city, oblivious to the alterations tapping into his senses. But it noticed the smoke. A plume of acrid black billowed from a metallic spear shoved with its broken end into the side of the canal.

	Security technicians would soon swarm the site to clear the wreckage from where it impeded the canal. Before that, however, there would be security and purifier teams sent in to ensure safety and verify the disappearance of the rogue star.

	The crow did not consider the coming events. He simply glided as far from the stinking smoke as he could, as if he understood the true danger posed by the garden. The team of sensor agents watching through his eyes from the hollow sites of the city’s most secret security center took notice the animal never would. The team leader thought the bird was smarter than he seemed.

	Sure, sensocycling could be useful, but if one knew where to find eyes and ears, the feeds provided less ichor-intensive ways of keeping track of people.

	Then the team switched sensor sets to get closer views.
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	Secure Memory, Anonymous Identity, Animal Monitor Feed

	

	The stray cat perched on a concrete overhang across the canal from the burning garden cared even less about the fire than the crow. She rolled her head back and tried to catch the sunlight the best she could, now that the warmest part of the day had arrived. Her tail flicked back and forth, satisfied with her last meal.

	Her eyes remained half-closed but pointed at the opposite side of the canal. 

	Two humanoid figures, one huge and gray, the other smaller, slimmer, and spotted with gold-flowing wounds, reached the edge of the crash site. 

	Only the lead agent on the sensory team recognized the pair of aeons. An electric charge ran down her spine at the sight of them, and she immediately relayed the rest of her team to switch. She would keep an eye on these two. As soon as the others switched, she sent a message over the secure channel to the office of her real boss.

	Sudhatho would be very interested to hear about this. The team leader smiled. Perhaps a raise was in her feature.

	She stored the records of her observations in a secure part of her psyche and locked them away. She doubted anyone would come looking, but when dealing with sensitive material, one could not be too careful.

	The team leader cleared the security logs created automatically when she first spotted Yashelia and Tooth. That would be between her and Sudhatho. No one else needed to know.
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	Unregistered Memory, Ryan Carter, Purifier Secure Site

	

	Ryan waited outside the interrogation room, watching Carol through the two-way mirror. After the application of two internal regeneration patches, the renegade soldier seemed healthy enough for questioning. She sat at the desk in the small room, looking deceptively small and fragile. However she looked, Ryan wondered how much he could get from her, given her and her team’s shadowy position.

	They appeared to lack a strong motive, but that must be an illusion. Something drove these people. Ryan would find it, he promised himself. The renegades had been soldiers. His background research into Cannwald’s information confirmed that. However, the battle they had fought in had gone unreported in the general media.

	That was suspicious. 

	Ryan finished his mental preparations. He stepped back from the window.

	A thick-necked, bald, purifier interrogator, Linniker walked past Ryan and unlocked the door to the cell. 

	The woman glanced at Ryan. “You gonna join me, Detective?”

	“Of course, Captain.” Ryan removed his black gloves and stuffed them into the back pocket of his trousers. Memeotecture was mostly blocked at this black site, but touch could still connect two people.

	She grunted and scratched the tattoo of a bear face and claws that climbed one side of her neck. Such body-art existed throughout the city, but the bear belonged to a unit of military rangers. Until recently, ex-military purifiers had elicited more curiosity from Ryan than suspicion, but thanks to Sudhatho one replaced the other. He followed the interrogator into the room where Carol sat.

	“Hey Butch,” said Carol when she saw the bald captain, “And Tiny,” she added, as Ryan entered. “Let me guess, he’s the good cop.”

	Captain Linniker scowled. “Carol Avery, I know that’s not your real name, but let’s work with what we have.”

	Ryan knew Carol’s enlisted name from the files Cannwald shared with him and the team. He kept that to himself, not seeing any point in letting on more than necessary. Any advantage could prove useful.

	Linniker prowled to the table where Carol sat. “The admin staff remembered you. Not so polite now, are you?”

	Carol shrugged. “I don’t have to tell you anything.”

	Ryan frowned. “You do know this site is strictly off-the-books. Your friends will never find you.”

	“They aren’t looking for me.” Carol slumped slightly.

	“Why not?” asked Linniker. “Your accomplices came east together, and now they’ll just abandon one of their own.”

	“Not something you rangers would understand,” said Carol, “but then, you always were better at grunt work than anything requiring a brain.”

	Linniker seethed with poorly-concealed anger. “The only way you leave this site in one piece is if you talk. Tell us the truth, Carol.”

	The renegade grimaced. “I have a feeling you wouldn’t like what you hear if I did.”

	“Try us,” said Linniker, “and believe me…” she motioned for Ryan to approach the table, “I’m the good cop here.”

	Carol raised her eyebrows. “Do your worst, Tiny.”

	“You heard her,” said Linniker. “Do it.”

	He sat down across from her, and then grabbed her wrist.

	The moment their skin touched, he had access. His preparation over the last hour had been to martial an army of attack drones, info-probes, and decoy divers, all so he could break through Carol’s most sophisticated defenses. 

	Her system should be dry of ichor thanks to that rogue star relieving her of her supply the previous night. Even someone skillful enough to control cleans by remote would not last long against his assault while only partially conscious of the network.

	Carol struggled to pull away. Linniker clamped her arms to the table with meaty hands. Seconds later, Ryan’s lead divers broke through into the memory storage regions of Carol’s thought process. The brain was complex and alive, but once organized for memeotecture and then dried of the dose its access points came close to resembling the file-system of an old-world computer.

	Ryan searched deep for the memories he wanted. The information Cannwald had been reluctant to share about the battles Carol and the others had fought spilled into Ryan’s conscious thoughts. He went on retrieving thoughts and memories for several minutes. He ransacked Carol’s mind by the time he opened his eyes again.

	Her head lolled back. Her eyes were glassy and her limbs loose. Linniker released her.

	Ryan had never seen the aftermath of a personal dive like the one he had just performed. Typically the subject—no, the victim—would recover in six to ten hours. Ryan almost felt sorry for Carol as he buried the memories he had taken that Cannwald would not approve him having deep in his own systems.

	Carol shuddered. Her head fell forward. Linniker caught her before she hit the table.

	“Well, that was kind of you,” said Ryan.

	“You’re the bad cop. I told her the truth. Goddamn, Carter, you wrecked her.”

	“She’ll recover,” he said.

	“Probably be pretty pissed when she does.” Linniker let Carol settle onto the table. She turned to Ryan. “Deliver everything to our analysts here. Once we have it all, you’ll erase your copy. After that, one of mine will show your team out.”

	“Of course, Captain.” He stood up, letting go of Carol’s wrist at last.

	Linniker whistled. “I hope I never end up on the wrong side of what you just did.”

	“Me too.” Ryan walked to the door but hesitated there.

	If they caught him trying to hide the information he had buried he might find himself in the exact position where Carol was now.

	“Good luck analyzing what you find,” he said.

	The door closed behind him. Ryan shuddered and went to find the analysts. Within an hour, he and the others rejoined Kamuek in his light ship. They flew north to report to Cannwald in person.
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	Unregistered Memory, Thomas Fenstein, Lotdel Tower

	

	He returned to the Mangrove Suite, still shaken from the battle, but needing to check on the business as he did every evening. Every day it seemed worse to sell the bodies of cleans, even though they never objected to the clientele. No matter how terrible, ugly, or rude, the cleans treated everyone equally.

	In some ways, they were better than people with full sets of memories. 

	Thomas stepped out of the elevator and walked down the hall to the desk. He nodded to the manager at the front, a woman he had thoroughly background-checked after the mess with Yashelia’s servant taking over a few months back. It was always a somewhat fragile a situation, running a brothel, so she had not complained at his insistence on vetting.

	Thomas walked around the desk and continued to his office. He closed the door behind him and sighed. The lone sentry thought she could sacrifice herself to protect him and the others, and he had been powerless to help her.

	She has to survive. I have to find her, and not because she owes me. I owe her. Too much. For the train station, and now the garden.

	Despite the danger of discovery, he reached out to his contacts in the clean-trade. All cleans were changed into their current state by an aeon. Maybe, just maybe, those aeons could lead him to the lone sentry. 

	Only one aeon came to mind who might talk to him about anything dangerous. Celsanoggi. In Thomas’ military days, they had been assigned in the same areas. Hopefully, their years without talking wouldn’t leave her unreceptive.

	If the sentry survived the garden, he would find out, and he would meet her, no matter what.
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	Unregistered Memory, Elizabeth Ashwood, Lotdel Tower

	

	As soon as she returned to the building, Elizabeth sought out Nageddia to report her safety. After a brief conversation with the aeon governor of Lotdel Tower, where Elizabeth promised to provide full details and an apology by the end of the day, she returned to her apartment on a higher floor. 

	Elizabeth took off her filthy suit jacket, then her flats. She sat cross-legged on the rug beside her bed. Her breaths came and went evenly. She closed her eyes, meditative, but not focused, simply grateful for every moment of life.

	From that position, she reached out to contact Sarah Harper’s assistant.

	The network message she got upon establishing a link was encouraging. Sarah will be glad you’re alright. Stand by for auditory connection.

	“Elizabeth,” Sarah said, “Thank god you’re okay. My people have been looking, but we only got a break this morning.”

	“Thanks for your concern. I can’t really talk about what happened right now.”

	“I don’t expect you to. But thanks for getting in touch.” 

	Sarah sent a current of relief over the network, and Elizabeth’s mood improved as she accepted it.

	“About your terms,” said Elizabeth. “I’ve talked with my partner, and we are in agreement. We can move forward.”

	“Wonderful,” said Sarah. “Speaking of—Miss Ashwood—Elizabeth, do you play chess?”

	“When I was younger,I’d play with my sister. So, not in a long time. And yes, you can call me Elizabeth.”

	“I make it a point to play a game of chess with every new officer of my network. Let me know when you have some free time to join me. I’ll accept one game for both you and Mister Gall.”

	“Thank you,” said Elizabeth, “I will make the time. For now, I need to get in contact with some of the talent I’ve been looking to hire.”

	“Of course. Good luck, Elizabeth.” Mutually, they ended the connection.

	Elizabeth laid her back against the mattress and opened her eyes. “Chess, huh?” she said. “How strange.”
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	Rebecca and I sat across from each other in the living room of my apartment. 

	She sighed. “You shouldn’t have gotten between them back there.”

	“I didn’t see another way.”

	“Another way to do what? Get yourself killed?” Her voice took on a bitter tinge. “Your life matters too, Jeth.”

	“We all did what we thought we could. I gave you the gun—”

	“And then you blocked me. I couldn’t take the shot with you trying to negotiate with a lunatic aeon!”

	“You know Yashelia from before, and you’d be alright with killing her?”

	“To protect you? Yes, I would!” Rebecca hunched forward, clutching the sides of her head. “Jeth, she’s never been a good person, even before she went insane.”

	“That’s not the point!”

	“She caused more harm than good, even when I worked for her. Believe me, Jeth, we’d all be safer without her. But now she’s out there. The barrier collapsed. That means, she’s free again.” Rebecca got to her feet. “Sorry. I’m just scared. You know?”

	“I get that part.” I frowned. “And you may be right about Yashelia.”

	“She probably won’t come right back at us, what with security as high as it is now. Probably.”

	“Probably. Yeah…”

	She looked at the revolver on the coffee table a short distance away. “Let me keep that, just in case.”

	“Sure,” I said. “You’re probably a better shot than I am, anyway.”

	“You bet,” Rebecca said.

	I unfastened the holster and handed it to her. “Here.”

	“Thanks.”

	“Don’t thank me. You’re the one who’s gonna be carrying a gun now.”

	“You did it before.”

	“I know. But it never feels right. Not really.”

	She picked up the revolver, and then slipped it into the holster before replacing the whole thing on the coffee table. She sat down.

	“You could say I’m more comfortable with them.”

	“Because of the sort of work did you do for Yashelia before?”

	“Yes. Jeth.” She bit her lip. “I don’t want to do those things again.”

	“Did you kill people?”

	“No,” she said, “Though I still don’t remember my last mission. It must be hidden deeper than the rest.”

	“Hidden?”

	“Yeah.” Rebecca breathed in deep. “Yashelia was hiding it from someone.”

	“Another aeon? Who else could get at her memories in the tree?”

	“Could be,” said Rebecca with a twitch of a smile. “Good thing I didn’t shoot her, I guess. We could still find out.”

	“Glad you see it my way,” I said.

	She patted my hand. “You can be convincing sometimes.”

	My mouth felt dry. I nodded. “That’s me. Convincing.”

	She smiled broadly this time. “Look, I need to go home. Shower. Change. You alright?”

	“Yeah,” I said. “I guess I am.”

	“Good.” She took her hand from mine. “Dinner tonight?”

	“Sure,” I said. “Here?”

	“Probably for the best. Elizabeth and Thomas are going to want to talk to both of us.”

	I nodded. “See you later.”

	She turned and left the apartment.

	I reached out to Elizabeth. 

	We connected vocally.

	“Hey, Jeth. It’s been a long weekend.”

	“You can say that again. Do we have anything scheduled tomorrow?”

	“In fact, we are meeting some of the news division. My hope is they can start within the week.”

	“The network is really happening.” I smiled.

	“Thanks to Sarah Harper, and us.” Even the intricate ice-sculpture of Elizabeth’s thoughts seemed warmer for a moment. “And we still need a name.”

	“Any ideas?” I asked. “I mean if we’re planning to start broadcasting so soon.”

	“Funny you should ask. What’s the opposite of dark?”

	“Light?”

	“And darkness?”

	“I’d say brightness.”

	“You ever heard that old expression about what’s done in the dark? It’s been on my mind, thanks to local events.”

	“You’re being coy.”

	“Do you know the expression?”

	“Sure. What’s done in the dark will be brought to the light.”

	“BrightNet, Jeth. We’re going to bring the dark to the light.”

	I smiled, though I knew she couldn’t see me. “I like it, Liz.”

	“Thought you might.”

	“The anticipation almost killed me, though.”

	“Oops, and after all the earlier danger. That would have been sad.”

	“You’re telling me.”

	“Dinner in the restaurant later?” she asked.

	“Sure.”

	“Look forward to it, partner. Bye.”
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	Secure Memory, Anonymous Identity, Animal Monitor Feed

	

	The three motorcycles formed a V-shape on the high street as they followed it toward the New York Islands. Through the eyes of the gulls winging their way over the rooftops near the shoreline, the team leader watched the bikers drive north. Surreptitiously, blanketed by layers of encryption and distraction drones, she relayed the feed in real-time to Sudhatho’s office.

	The only response was a steady flow of acceptance notes, telling her someone else had the feed in mind.

	If the renegades headed into the northern city, they could strike at the boss’ home garden. Good thing she was on their case. Her gulls kept the three under surveillance for the entire ride until they parked outside a small bar and went inside.

	Soldiers liked to drink, apparently. Too bad for them, stopping made them sitting ducks.

	The team leader was ready to request a purifier team, but then a message came down from the top.

	Let them be. For now, we need to observe.

	Reluctantly, the team leader canceled the request and went back to watching.

	Gulls circled the bar, squawking loud under the darkening gray of the cloudy sky.

	For now, the team leader thought. You three get a stay of execution.
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	Unregistered Memory, Elizabeth Ashwood, BrightNet Building

	

	Elizabeth and Jeth arrived at their network building on Monday morning to meet with their first news-team and then go active. They needed to be there early to tighten things up, though Elizabeth had been conducting interviews all throughout the last two months and felt she already knew most of the people she would be meeting in person for the first time today.

	Management would be a welcome change to the violence and terror of the past weekend.

	She checked the list of people they were to meet with today.

	Dearborne.

	Seneski.

	Mortimer.

	Kander.

	Dubois.

	Huronosha.

	Her thoughts lingered on the last name. Huronosha was a young aeon sent from Harper’s group to ensure BrightNet had a steady supply of ichor. Odd, but soon an aeon, however minor, would be working for Elizabeth. She made a reminder under that name not to treat Huronosha differently. She knew she would need it, thanks to recent events. Aeons could be far too dangerous if they allowed themselves to go mad, yet many people would never know that truth.

	Even so, it would be unfair to punish Huronosha for the secrets all the aeons kept. And apart from fairness, it would be suspicious if Elizabeth went around making enemies of every aeon she met. She stopped shuffling the few papers in her office, then went downstairs to meet the team and set up the first broadcast.
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	An ordinary scene unfolded before me, the kind I had hoped for prior to finding Rebecca in the clean market. A network start-up was the kind of ordinary I had aspired to since coming to the city. And there I stood.

	“This is Cindy Dearborne. She’s going to be our main news anchor.” Elizabeth motioned to the striking woman beside her. 

	I smiled and shook hands with Cindy. “Good to meet you. I like what I’ve seen of your work.”

	She returned my smile. “Thank you, Mister Gall. I look forward to working with you.”

	What I’d said was true. I had been looking into potential employees here for over a year. Each one had some kind of credits in network broadcasting, news reporting, or administration. Most people might not have recognized these people on the street, but they were the kinds of news people I respected, far more than the overly-polished central broadcasters like Peter Harrison and Carl Willis on the big networks.

	And now they worked for me and Elizabeth.

	Once everyone introduced themselves, we went to the job we all assembled to do. 

	What our newsroom lacked in size it made up for in energy. A half-dozen people all jostled verbally to bring the stories they had been following to the fore. I was in charge of picking the stories that first day, and among others, I decided to include one about the clean mobs in the city.

	It surprised me to learn there had been more than the two I personally encountered. Two more sprang up the night we chased Carol and Damien. Obviously, Alan and Miranda had not been idle.

	Everyone took their positions in the main broadcast room. Elizabeth directed the people, while I handled the mental programs and network tools necessary to make everything fit together. We were actually doing it, and I could barely contain my excitement.

	I activated the copy of the network anchor Elizabeth and I had spent countless hours building. A network anchor is the core of any broadcast system. The anchor dives deep into the network around it, hence the name, and when it does, it spreads ripples at all levels moving from it and into the wider area. Ripples might sound small, but the more powerful the anchor, the further they go.

	Our anchor was, by far, the strongest I’d ever seen.

	Cindy Dearborne reported for us on a dozen different stories that afternoon, and thanks to our set up, nearly the entire city would be able to tune in. Elizabeth had been handling publicity, so I was confident we’d get some viewers.

	While I maintained the anchor, I could still receive private messages and voice chat. As our first day’s broadcast wound down, Ryan got in touch with me by voice.

	“Jeth, congratulations on the broadcast.”

	“You’ve been watching? Thanks!”

	“Yeah,” he said, “but Rebecca contacted me halfway through. She asked what I learned from Carol after your newscaster reported one of the renegades was in custody.”

	“I’m curious about that myself.”

	“I figured as much. Look, when the broadcast wraps up, you can meet Rebecca and me in the train station south of Banary Park…”
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	I met Rebecca and Ryan at the station between the BrightNet building and Lotdel Tower.

	Ryan’s face looked pale and his eyes hollow with dread. He sat beside her where people waited for the train. In the middle of the day, people swarmed around me to board the train as I disembarked.

	Rebecca stood and walked over as I stepped onto the platform. She looked far calmer than Ryan but delayed speaking. I guessed she had her own suspicions about what Ryan had found.

	He nodded to us as we approached him. Then, with apparent effort, he got to his feet. “Follow me,” he said. “We’ll go somewhere quiet.”

	He led us out of the station, and then down the street a few blocks to a laundromat.

	“I thought we were going somewhere quiet?” I said with a smirk.

	“Nobody will hear us in here. It’s pretty empty on Mondays.” He sounded cold, utterly serious.

	The smirk dissolved on my face. “Okay then.”

	Ryan opened the door, and we all went inside. 

	“This is serious,” he said, “Carol wasn’t just a soldier for the city. She worked for Sudhatho as an information warrior, courier for sensitive information, and…” Ryan sighed. “She and the other three were involved with assassinations for him.”

	My brows furrowed. “Assassinations? They killed people?”

	“Her memories wouldn’t lie.” He tapped the side of his head. “And I have the sensitive ones, including the memories of murdering a city councilor.”

	Rebecca leaned in between me and Ryan. “This is bad, but we could use the evidence against Sudhatho.”

	“If we don’t, he might find out, and we could end up targeted,” I said.

	Ryan nodded. “The way I see it, the only way to get to safety is to take down Sudhatho.”

	I whistled. “He’s one of the most powerful aeons in the city.”

	“You’re telling me,” said Ryan. “We’re in real trouble. And the other three collapsed the light barrier, I saw it from the ship.” 

	“It makes sense now,” Rebecca said. “They’re still working for Sudhatho. He called them back to set Yashelia free.”

	“Why does Sudhatho want Yashelia free?” I asked. “She’s a mad aeon.”

	“He probably guessed at what she’ll do,” said Ryan, “so he can exploit the chaos.”

	“No,” said Rebecca. “That’s not it.” She took a deep breath and glanced at me. “It’s love.”

	“Love?” I frowned. “What do you mean?”

	“I mean Yashelia and Sudhatho were together,” she said. “Even in her madness, she still cared for him. I remember a little from her mind.”

	Ryan shook his head. “But we can’t prove anything without exposing ourselves to danger.”

	“I know,” said Rebecca. “Sudhatho won’t wait to kill someone who moves against him.”

	I scowled. “We need to wait, then see what the renegades are planning.”

	Ryan said, “I handed the original memory over to the authorities, but I stored a copy. These four weren’t just here to help Sudhatho. They resent working for him and are planning to take him down once they get the chance.”

	My eyes widened. “You’re sure?”

	“Yeah, but their double-cross is doomed now. He’ll know everything they’re trying to do as soon as one of his agents clues him in, and I’d bet all my credit he’s got people all over.”

	“So we need to be more careful,” I said. “Operate in the light, not the darkness, and we can expose him.”

	“That’s a long-term plan.” Rebecca folded her arms. “It could work if we all stay alive long enough and are ready for his reprisal.”

	“Stay alive?” I shook my head. “Sudhatho may be a corrupt aeon, but there are others who could help us. People with power.”

	“The Harpers,” said Rebecca. “Is that what you’re thinking?”

	“As a start.” I glanced behind me, along a row of quiet washing machines. “But we can get more, too. They aren’t all corrupt. They can’t be.”

	“Don’t be so sure about the numbers,” said Rebecca, “but I think you’re right that it’s not every aeon.”

	“I hope you’re right,” said Ryan, “because I’m not so optimistic.”

	“Alright,” I said. “Let’s get out of here.”

	“One last thing,” said Ryan. “The renegades were out in the west, fighting something, another army. I don’t know what they are, but they aren’t human.”

	I glanced at Rebecca.

	“One problem at a time, Ryan. We need to protect ourselves, especially you, with the memories you have now.”

	“I’m going to bank them,” Ryan said. “Only I will know where, and they’ll be out of my head.”

	“Good idea,” I said.

	“I’m going to get back to my team.” Ryan turned and walk for the door. “Good luck.”

	“Good hunting,” said Rebecca to his back. He went out the door and it banged shut behind him.

	She turned to me. “Congratulations on the broadcast, Jeth. It looked good.”

	“Thanks,” I said, unable to shake the cold feeling of dread from our conversation just seconds ago. “I hope we can keep doing it.”

	She put a hand on my shoulder, warm and sweet-smelling. I choked back any further words. We walked out like that.
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	Unregistered Memory, Thomas Fenstein, The Icaria Building

	

	Thomas walked through the lobby of the long, squat Icaria Building. From the outside, the building resembled a giant curled into the fetal position. Used to Lotdel Tower, he wondered at why the whole structure seemed to have been constructed almost like a tall building lying on its side, though it still rose several stories vertically.

	He walked through the lobby until he spotted a pair of female cleans standing side by side. One of them held a paper sign, with his name, written on it. Thomas frowned. He hesitated an instant, before making his way over to the pair.

	“I’m here to talk to Celsanoggi,” he said.

	Both the cleans nodded. The one holding the sign smiled. “She is waiting for you in her suite on the fourth floor.”

	“Thanks,” he said.

	The second clean pointed to a pair of doors by the lobby desk. “Her private elevator is that way.”

	He nodded, then clapped them each one shoulder. “Much appreciation,” he said. “You can sit down now.”

	They took his suggestion, as cleans tended to do when given the opportunity to be more comfortable. Thomas took their directions and went to the private elevator in a small room behind a set of double wooden doors. Another clean woman waited there.

	“Are you Thomas Fenstein?” she said.

	“Yes.”

	She turned and pushed a series of buttons to enter a pass-code into the elevator. The doors opened.

	“The fourth floor,” she said.

	“I remember.” He brushed her hand gently as he walked by. All cleans appreciated physical contact. This was the best he could do to reward someone without memories.

	Thomas rode the elevator upward. At the fourth floor, the bell rang and the doors slid open. He took a deep breath and prepared mentally to meet the servant of Sudhatho. One second of second thoughts. What if she reads my mind? Will she kill me?

	He forced himself to step out of the elevator. One way to go from here. Toward the truth.
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	Unregistered Memory, Thomas Fenstein, The Icaria Building

	

	Thomas took a seat in the dimly lit room within Celsanoggi’s Suite, across a table from the dark-haired aeon. Outside, storm clouds were visible through the slit of window not covered by the Venetian blinds. The city outside consisted of a series of looming square towers and countless smaller, pointed rooftops interspersed between them.

	In the shadows that hid any shabbiness of her clothes, Thomas understood the allure of an aeon. Most humans would never know the love of such a being. Usually, the gulf between humanity and its saviors would not sting, but her beauty made him wonder, and for once he regretted the nature of the division.

	Celsanoggi’s dark eyes moved to look at him, drawing Thomas’ attention. “You had some reason you wanted to meet with me?” she asked.

	He forced a cough into his fist to clear his throat. “Are you familiar with the lone sentry?”

	“In passing. She’s a vigilante who operates all over the city.”

	“I’ve had a few encounters, in passing, with her. Recently, at the train station near Lotdel Tower.” Thomas took a deep breath. “I’m trying to find her.”

	“Why would you want to do something dangerous like that?” Celsanoggi’s brows bent with apparent concern.

	Naturally, a sane aeon would not want to send a human into danger.

	Thomas leaned forward. “I want to repay her. She’s helped protect me and my friends.”

	“Is that so? Do you really think an aeon like her would appreciate such a gesture?”

	“I told her she owed me, but it’s the other way around.”

	Celsanoggi frowned at him. “It’s been some time since we talked, Thomas. I didn’t expect you.”

	He sighed. “I didn’t think you’d care.”

	“We fought side by side.”

	“You were in a command vessel overhead,” Thomas said. “I’m not sure if that counts.”

	“You saw what lurks in the interior of the continent.” Celsanoggi turned her hands over on the tabletop, so the palms were up, the wounds visible. “Do you need a reminder from your memories?”

	Thomas’ eyes widened at the thoughts that returned.

	He needed no ichor to recall them.

	“Everyone out there saw them,” he said. “There can’t be anything worse.”

	“Don’t be so certain.” She folded up her fingers to cover the wounds but left her hands on the table. “Most of the men and women who witnessed Chicago have forgotten.”

	“What do you mean forgotten?”

	“After Chicago, a particular group of masters began offering incentives for veterans to meet with them for therapeutic conditioning.”

	“I heard about that,” he said, “a couple years ago, one of them invited me.”

	“Do you remember that aeon’s name?”

	“She governs the building where I live, called Nageddia.”

	“Precisely,” said Celsanoggi. “She is also one of Sudhatho’s closest sisters.”

	“Sudhatho.” Thomas exhaled with a harsh feeling, almost coughing. “You mean, he knows about Chicago?”

	“Perhaps half of the vessels involved there belonged to his fleet in one capacity or another. I would never impugn my mentor’s command, but those associated with him have sought to cover up the worst battle our army has fought since the mind plague was contained.”

	“The mind plague,” Thomas murmured.

	Before the aeons saved humanity with ichor and cleaning, the entire continent, maybe the whole world, was on the brink of destruction, spurred by an infection that drove anyone in contact to violent insanity.

	“Yes,” said Celsanoggi, “and if Chicago became better known perhaps the aeon’s leadership would not be so absolute.”

	Thomas frowned, then shook his head. “You bring up Chicago, aeon dominance in politics, and Sudhatho. What does all of this have to do with the lone sentry?”

	“If you knew who the sentry was, you could become a target. I know it’s typical of aeons to say, but you should take care of yourself.”

	“I’ve had enough of acting selfishly. I’ve kept a low profile ever since Chicago, tried to act like nothing was wrong, but I saw things. You saw them, too. The enemies there weren’t just madmen. They clearly had plans, minds of their own. They used actual tactics in the battle.”

	“I know, Thomas—”

	“—I can’t believe you’re willing to go along with covering it up! What we saw, crawling fortresses of wood and earth, energy weapons driven from somewhere inside each one, monsters stronger than any rogue star leading mobs of mind-slaved humans.” He fought boiling anger to find the next words. “The authorities want to hide the real threat from the wilderness? If what you say is true, I need to speak out, and so do you!”

	“Thomas.”

	“Back then, I thought aeons wanted to protect the cities. Evidently, that’s not quite true.”

	“Thomas!” She planted both palms on the table between them and shot to her feet. “Please, be calm. I want to help you, but we’re both too vulnerable to act. I trust the lone sentry, and I think she is working for the right end.”

	“That’s one thing we still have in common,” said Thomas. He rose slowly. “Thanks for meeting me.”

	“I’m glad you reached out,” she said. “Stay safe.”

	“You too.”

	Thomas headed for the elevator. He had to tell Jeth and the others about Sudhatho’s manipulation, and he had to tell them about Chicago. After all these years, the most terrifying sights Thomas had ever seen returned unbidden.

	Damn it all, but I need a drink. Yet he knew he wouldn’t get one. Never any time, when it really counts.
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	Unregistered Memory, Ryan Carter, Private Office

	

	“I can’t ask you to go further,” Ryan said. “We all know the risks of exposure if we get too deep.”

	“This is the kind of exposure people die from,” said Alesia. “Still, I’m in.”

	They both looked through the cluttered room at Conner.

	The heavy sensocycler blinked. “I enjoy a lot of things about life. I’d like to get to the bottom of this, as well.”

	Ryan took a deep breath. “Good. We’re all in this together.”

	Ever since he turned over Carol’s hidden memories to the two of them, they had both been solemn. He expected that from Alesia, but Conner immediately began to abstain from his snacks, as well as speaking with greater lucidity. For Ryan, this made a stark change from his partner’s usual strange behavior.

	“What’s our next move?” asked Alesia.

	“We now have a friendly news network. If we can get the facts on Sudhatho, I’m confident Jeth and BrightNet will run with it.”

	“The facts.” Conner rolled the words around. “The facts. They’ll be tricky. What we need is verified memories, preferably from more than one source.”

	Ryan nodded. “To go after Sudhatho, we’ll need everything we can get.”

	“Time to start digging the dirt,” said Conner.

	“Right,” said Ryan.

	Alesia folded her arms. “I think I know a place to start. Sudhatho is a top teloite, so he has deep ties to a lot of purifier units as well as the military.”

	“And yet,” said Ryan, “he seems to be working against their interests. Why?”

	“That’s a big why,” said Conner. “We had better figure that out, or this whole plan is nonviable.”

	“You think so?” Ryan asked.

	“No motive, no crime,” said Alesia.

	“Good point. It doesn’t make this any easier, though.”

	“It’s do or die.” Conner looked forlornly at a candy bar sitting unopened on the desk in front of him.

	“Well, I don’t plan on dying,” said Ryan.

	“And in this case, ours is but to reason why.” Alesia smiled ruefully. “Time to get to that. I’ll start contacting the officers I know.”

	Ryan reached a hand across the desk to Conner. “We don’t need senses this time. Strictly info.”

	“Dig the dirt,” said Conner. He took Ryan’s offered hand.

	They dove into the network as one.
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	Unregistered Memory, Ryan Carter, Network Cluster RustBoard

	

	Ryan and Conner entered RustBoard as a single mind. Any moderately well-trained observer could probably guess they were a networked pair, but it would take some scrutiny. A casual witness would not be able to tell.

	RustBoard was a selection of chat rooms, memory banks, and message boards all clustered together in series of glowing orbs bundled with network paths to allow access between them. Ryan and Conner proceeded to a public chat room to crash a party.

	In the age of aeons, chat room meant communication across all network possibilities, from text to speech, to mental synchronization. The one Ryan and Conner entered, was a voice-only sensory room. It was a private room, protected by a password, but a quick access of one of Ryan’s stolen memories gave him all he needed to enter.

	A cluster of mental projections were already there, conversing. They paid the newcomer no attention except to lower their volume slightly. Ryan still caught everything they said.

	“It’s a disaster,” said one in a deep masculine voice, “the terrorists behind the attacks are still at large.”

	“I agree things aren’t good,” squeaked another, “but my contacts suggest one has been captured.”

	“I can vouch for that,” said Ryan as he and Conner move closer.

	“Newcomer, do you even know what we’re talking about?” said the deep-voiced one.

	“I sure do. See, the biggest issue on the news right now is pretty obvious when overheard.”

	“Fair point,” said squeaky. “But do you understand the consequences of their use of cleans?”

	“I admit, not fully. Enlighten me, please.”

	Squeaky’s voice returned the instant Ryan finished. “By using the very leftovers of what aeons insist keeps us safe, the terrorists are causing greater damage to the government’s credibility than the news can predict. Who knows, if the aeons can’t bring in a few terrorists, then how can they protect the city. You understand, this is not my thoughts, it’s all evidence-based.”

	“It makes sense,” said Ryan, “but I have to wonder if there is some reason one or more aeons in particular would benefit from greater instability.”

	“Well, I can answer that,” said deep-voice. “The military always benefits from doubt. They can use chaos as a reason to demand greater resources. The same goes for public security.”

	“That is interesting,” said Ryan.

	“More like damning,” said deep-voice. “There is precedent for this behavior. Just look at the old world. Aeons aren’t the only ones who could be behind this. In fact, if someone wanted to return to the old ways, triggering a problem the aeon government can’t deal with would be a place to start.”

	“Remove the aeons from power?” said a woman, previously silent. “You think that’s the goal?”

	“Assuming someone in the city is backing these terrorists, yes,” said deep-voice.

	“But what you’re missing is the most vital part,” said squeaky.

	“What’s that?” asked deep-voice.

	Ryan hung on every word. These voices belonged to influential men and women, conversing in a secret channel, anonymous from each other. His entrance alone had them trusting him, but hearing their theories was fascinating.

	Squeaky answered, “The most vital element of these terror attacks is the lack of deaths. No one has been killed. It’s like they’re trying to send a message, a warning.”

	“But the people could panic regardless,” said the woman.

	“True,” said deep-voice, “but in this era I would not worry about the rabble turning against the aeons. They rely on them directly for too much. Clever, wasn’t it, how they made themselves essential to daily life in the city?”

	“Of course,” said the woman. “I suspect the people, or rabble as you call them, will look out for their own interests. The aeons and their technology provide for us all, not just the poor.”

	Squeaky returned. “It’s possible, however improbable that these attacks are some kind of demonstration. It could be the opposite of your opinion.” He indicated deep-voice. “Any aeon would benefit if he or she could end these chaotic disruptions.”

	“One with military ties would benefit the most,” said deep-voice.

	“We don’t know enough,” said the woman.

	Evidence enough, Ryan thought.

	We should go, sent Conner. That hack will be noticed any minute now.

	“Adieu, ladies and gentlemen,” said Ryan.

	He and Conner left RustBoard as quickly as they arrived.

	“Too bad it seems to be a wash,” said Conner.

	“I’m not so sure,” said Ryan, “none of them think the renegades are acting without support.”

	“Logical,” said Conner, “being that the three still out there have been acting under all forms of surveillance without being detected, or at least no apprehended.”

	“They can send cleans to act for them. It makes the center of the web tough to track.”

	“Get me my shovel,” said Conner.
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	Rebecca and I rode the train back to the BrightNet building’s neighborhood. I had to be there for the next broadcast that evening, and she offered to keep me company until then. Gratitude can overwhelm a person sometimes.

	We talked about little things as we rode.

	Her registration process was going well. She’d be a citizen soon.

	She liked the anchor we’d chosen. Cindy Dearborne conveyed genuineness, for which I was glad.

	After the conversation with Ryan in the laundromat, I had trouble focusing on the little positives of the day.

	We were all in danger. Rebecca seemed prepared to deal with threats. I wasn’t like her.

	She reached for my hand as we rose to leave the train.

	I avoided her, uncertain of who the woman I had once known had become after leaving the Green Valley.
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	Secure Memory, Anonymous Identity, Animal Monitor Feed

	

	The man and the woman got off the train at the station near BrightNet. 

	The team leader watched them for a moment, through the eyes of a squirrel, the two so close together, but awkwardly and apparently trying to avoid touching. Bad luck, man. You must have really made things awkward, the team leader thought.

	She switched back to watching the renegades through the gulls by the bar where they had parked their bikes.

	Only two of the cycles remained outside.

	The team leader switched frantically between eyes. Different views of city streets from the eyes of a dozen different animals flashed before her vision. She switched over and over again until she found him.

	Damien rode the only motorcycle on the high street. He rode south, aiming without fail toward an apparently abandoned building, one the team leader knew sat atop the site where Carol was being held. How did he know?

	The team leader sent an alert to the base. Already, cleans were converging on the abandoned building, well ahead of Damien’s arrival. Things would be getting ugly in no time.

	She notified Sudhatho, then sent an elevated alert to a nearby purifier group in case the site was heavily threatened.

	Then she switched to her spider.

	Its web hung in one corner, nearly invisible, within the black site’s control center.

	Captain Linniker was already ordering the defense for the site.

	Damien’s cleans closed in the on the lone active elevator leading to the hidden basement where Linniker and her people set up in defensive posture. His bike cruised to a stop and he dismounted. His red hair looked bright in the fading daylight.

	He walked through the doors.

	A cold rain began to fall.
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	I sank the anchor deep into the network and held it steady with my mind. Eventually, we planned to recruit someone else who was as good at the broadcasting job as me, but until then I’d be the go-to-man for it. I checked the network flow. Bandwidth and range were both optimal, and plenty of people were connecting to watch the ‘cast. I looped myself in to join them.

	The broadcast started out with me, watching Cindy Deerborne and August Lambton greet the viewers with an initial report through the eyes of some steady hires whose gazes scarcely wavered. Then they started the weather without further ado. Elizabeth and I figured that putting the weather early would be convenient for people and unlike in the past the old world where people had been hooked by media holding back, we wanted to deliver useful information the whole what the whole way through. Naturally, I started out prepared for the formula we had devised.

	Kelly Robbins was our weather woman. The rain was expected to become freezing overnight. Hail up north of New York.

	We would be covering the renegades later that evening. I decided to try to step back from that coverage. I knew too much. And we couldn't report what I knew.

	BrightNet was my baby, well mine and Elizabeth's, and we had to report what we could to keep people safe. I had not expected to be in this situation so fast, but that's life.

	Maybe I could have done more. But right then, all I wanted was what I had. Maybe, if I'd known what was coming I would've put more time into that first broadcast. If I'd known we were going to grow so fast.

	Throughout the evening, I directed a little bit here and there. Elizabeth tackled most of it. I spent my time managing the network and all its intricacies. Viewers came and went like data surfing gnats and insects gliding through our broadcast centers and viewing the data that we attached with each report. Fact checks came in in real time.

	Everything moved so quickly. Before I knew it, I was reaching out with my mind to raise the anchor and end the broadcast. I’d get more chances, I knew. Of course, I still worried about the renegades. How could I not be? Our first broadcast had gone well, and right in the main time slot. That felt like a blessing.

	I opened my real eyes and stretched.

	Then I noticed a presence in the back of my mind. Rebecca. She’d left a message for me during the broadcast, saying she was waiting outside. I rose from the couch where I’d been sitting and walked for the door.
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	Secure Memory, Anonymous Identity, Animal Monitor Feed

	

	The renegade soldier descended into the black site after two waves of controlled cleans. Damien surprised the team leader with how closely he followed his mindless slaves. No sooner had the animalistic human drones broken out of the deadly crossfire at the bottom of the elevator, Damien was there.

	He brandished a shotgun, which he turned on any soldier or purifier unlucky enough to still be standing when he arrived in a room. The spiders and mites the team leader saw through became witness to murder after murder. She checked on the purifier relief troops, on their way to the black site.

	Two response vehicles hummed along the streets, still blocks away. They moved as fast as they could. Not fast enough, thought the team leader. She watched for the soldiers to fall back into the black site.

	They retreated, but only when they could not stand the carnage. To her horror, even the cleans, who when they attacked civilians seemed more interested in fear than death, killed with abandon.

	Here a cluster of soldiers fought back to back at an intersection, killing clean after clean, until one broke through. Cleans were almost always fit, but this one seemed stronger than his fellows. He ripped the weapon from one soldier’s hands and turned it on the rest. Other soldiers in the group retaliated. The strong clean fell but took more soldiers with him. Another three cleans rushed in. 

	Within seconds, the checkpoint was overrun.

	With Damien stalking through the base, probably blind thanks to the network suppression banks situated throughout the facility, the cleans ran amok. He made a terrible sight, visibly spattered and streaked with blood in flickers and flashes of vision caught by the team leader’s insects.

	“Carol!” he called over the sound of the fray.

	She did not answer. The team leader could not see Carol but doubted very much she would be in any state to reply, even if she heard Damien. The memory theft by Ryan Carter appeared to have done some lasting damage.

	The purifiers arrived on the surface. Brakes screeched as response vehicles came to a stop. The pack of cleans left on the surface had not been idle since Damien descended, however.

	Mindless, but loyal, the cleans moved here and there inside the building, maddeningly out of the team leader’s view, for the most part. Until the purifiers breached the doors, she did not realize what they were doing. A spray of bullets and shrapnel stalled the breaching team.

	If the purifiers had not taken the usual precautions, they would have lost members for certain. As it was, they picked their way through the building with painstaking slowness. Below them in, in the black site, the slaughter went on unabated.

	Damien and a group of his cleans blasted their way into the site’s holding cells. The remaining defenders in the room fell to fists and sprays of buckshot. Damien disappeared from the team leader’s view as he went inside, searching for Carol.

	Above, the purifiers’ advance faltered as a group of cleans counterattacked. Despite being unarmed, the cleans dragged the forward members of the fire-team to the ground with vicious determination. Two of the four counter-attackers immediately fell to bullets from the other team members. The other two retreated around different corners.

	The purifier fire team advanced warily on the elevator shaft. The team leader watched through their eyes as they scanned the long room with multiple doorways down the barrels of their weapons. They approached the elevator doors.

	Cleans rushed into the room from three of a half-dozen different doorways. Each one carried a hand-grenade without a pin. The team leader could not bear to watch as they converged. Explosions rocked the room, and she lost all sight from the purifier team.

	Damien emerged from the cells below, supporting a limping Carol with an arm about her shoulders. 

	Damn it, this is going south fast, thought the team leader. She sent a message to her private boss’ assistant but got no immediate feedback. Hope you’re happy, she thought bitterly, because people are dying here.

	Damien made his way back to the elevator. His few remaining cleans finished their bloody work in the rest of the base. The team leader could not tell if anyone had survived from the black site’s teams, but up above, the purifiers had formed a defensive perimeter, abandoning the relief effort for the time-being.

	The renegade soldiers made their way back to the elevator. Cleans surrounded them on every side, carrying weapons scavenged from fallen defenders. The team leader sent warnings to the purifier officers above. 

	Warning, armed assailants heading your way from inside the base.

	No reply came to her, but given she had tipped them off from an anonymous network position, she doubted they would reply in the first place. A rusty bell chimed in the center of the building. Damien stepped into the comparative light of a room at the back of the building, still helping Carol along with him, and still guarded by a dozen armed cleans.

	Purifiers outside, spread thin already, retreated as a group of cleans opened fire with what sounded like a squad weapon. Bullets sliced through the air, and knowing the lack of value in their armor at the moment, the purifiers took cover.

	Squirrels and birds scattered at the sounds of guns and screams. The team leader only barely caught a glimpse of Damien and Carol emerging from a broken window in the back of the building. They slipped through a gap in the purifier perimeter, leaving their entourage of cleans behind to continue the battle.

	The team leader’s stomach churned at the views of death and bloodshed from the insects and spiders below. She sent word to her team that she would be going off-shift in an hour. Until then, though, her eyes remained fixed on the massacre. 

	Cleans lay in spreading pools of blood, the same as their heavily armed and armored victims. Damien and Carol were long gone by the time the purifiers wiped out the cleans above. The officers sent messages to their higher-ups, reporting the disturbance and requesting security barriers and sentries from the public forces.

	They had yet to even get to the basement.

	The team leader felt her insides ready to spill by the time she went off-shift.

	This bloody spectacle had not moved her boss at all, but he must have seen it.

	How could he? 

	Because he could.

	I have to tell someone.

	The cold rain intensified.
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	I found Rebecca upstairs in the main lobby. She leaned against one wall, eyes closed, her stocking-clad foot propped against the fresh sheetrock. Her shoes sat beside her. BrightNet employees came and went through the big doors to the street outside as I approached her.

	Her eyes opened. “Jeth.” She sounded tired.

	“Rebecca,” I said, “is something wrong?”

	“It seems like I’ve been coming clean a lot lately, Jeth.”

	“It’s alright. Whatever it is, it’s alright.”

	“There’s been another attack. This time, the cleans killed people.”

	“What? How do you know?”

	“I sensed them fighting, felt them dying.” She looked at me, on the verge of tears. “Cleans and normal people, in a building not far from here, and under it.”

	“You mean…” I leaned closer, “maybe a government site?”

	“I think so.” She sniffed, then gave me a hard look. “I’ve been looking into it. I think Carol was there.”

	“Damn,” I said.

	She nodded. “I don’t think there’s anyone left down there.”

	“You mean, he got her out?”

	“Yes. And he didn’t leave survivors.”

	“Holy shit,” I said under my breath. “How can you tell?”

	“I can feel the minds of the cleans. What they have instead of minds.” She set both feet on the floor. “Jeth, I’ve been able to feel them since I came back.” Tears began to roll down her cheeks.

	I wrapped my arms around her, held her close, cradled her head to my chest. “It’s not your fault. It isn’t.”

	“You may be wrong. I don’t… I don’t remember what I did before Yashelia, before she cleaned me.”

	“Okay, but it’s what they did this time. Not you.”

	“I can’t shake this feeling. It’s because of me.”

	I pressed her warmth tighter to me, halfway hoping she could cure the cold doubts in my mind. I didn’t know what she had done either. I didn’t know what the renegades wanted. All I knew—I love her—I couldn’t say. It wouldn’t have been fair or right.

	She looked up at me, cheeks gleaming. “Say something, Jeth. Please.”

	“You didn’t kill anyone,” I said. “You didn’t hurt those people.”

	“But I saw what those cleans saw. I felt what they felt. I—”

	“You’re not one of them.”

	“But I could have been. This network, the one I feel them over, it’s empty except for the spots where there are cleans, but somehow they’re all connected, and I’m connected to them. Why?”

	“I don’t know.” I put my forehead to hers. “But ask yourself, what can we do now?”

	She brushed my cheek. “I want to see it. With my own eyes.”

	“You want to go there?”

	“Yes,” she breathed. “Maybe we can learn more that way.”

	“I’ll ask Thomas. He’s on his way already, so he should be here to pick us up in no time.”

	“Thanks, Jeth.”

	“It’s nothing,” I said.

	“No. It is something.” She pushed herself up on her toes. Her lips brushed mine, warm, inviting. 

	I responded gently despite the hammer pounding fast in my chest.

	Our kiss felt brief, but when we were done, a few people nearby had stolen glances. Let them look, I thought, they’re only seeing us as we should be.

	Thomas connected vocally. “I’m outside, man.”

	“We’re on our way,” I answered mentally. I stepped back from Rebecca. “Thomas is here.”

	She put on her shoes. I took her hand. We went out into the rainy street.
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	Rebecca and I explained the situation to Thomas on the way. We arrived on the same street as the dilapidated building while the purifiers set up their perimeter outside. The gray sky was fully open by that point, but the rain had yet to turn icy. Thomas parked.

	The three of us climbed out of the van. Rebecca found the perimeter the purifiers were working on was loose. Evidently, they had not been given security troops for guards, or the barricades usually dispatched by governing aeons for incidents involving rogue stars or other threats. I guessed someone higher up must be blocking access. Someone like Sudhatho.

	We circled around the building on foot. The rain was light, but I knew it would hide our footsteps. Rebecca’s defenses blanketed our minds, shutting them out from the larger network. We reached the broken back window of the building. A leather jacket was still draped over the bottom of the frame.

	“Someone probably escaped this way,” said Rebecca. 

	“One of the renegades?” asked Thomas.

	Rebecca nodded, then put her hand on the jacket. “Good way in.”

	I stood watch as they crept through the window, then followed them inside the same way.

	The smell of blood and smoke assailed me as I entered. If I hadn’t already known there had been a battle here, the stench would have been a dead giveaway, even for my inexperienced nose.

	We stayed quiet and made our way to the elevator Rebecca had told us led down to the black site. Bodies and fragments of armor scattered the room. I held my hand over my mouth, and the others did the same. We took the elevator down. The network around us faded as we descended.

	“Something is still blocking regular access down here,” I said.

	“Defensive banks,” said Rebecca. “Damien left them to cover his escape.”

	“You know it was him?” I asked.

	“Explosives and guns. Those are his tools,” she said. “I remember from before.”

	Thomas glanced at her, then at me, questions apparent in his expression.

	“Rebecca remembers the renegades from her past life,” I said. “They used to do dirty work for aeons.”

	“Shit,” said Thomas. “This just keeps getting deeper and deeper.”

	Rebecca nodded, her face solemn.

	The doors opened, revealing the massacre within the site under veins of harsh white light.

	Thomas and I followed Rebecca through the halls of blood and bodies. The sights and smells made me sick to my stomach. I told myself what I’d seen in Yashelia’s garden was worse, but didn’t feel convinced.

	Dripping sounds echoed in the quiet hallways. We made our way to the central command. There, we found a broken barricade and a door torn off its hinges. I swallowed bile as we continued inside.

	The slaughter inside was similar to that outside. Cleans and officers lay scattered around the command center. Only the dull-eyed human-like memory banks on the far side of the room remained untouched. In the center of everything sat three bodies, propped against each other. One of them, a big bald woman, still cradled a submachine gun in her hands. A bullet wound bled from under her shoulder guard. The corpse of a clean lay across her legs, limp hands reaching for the woman’s throat.

	My wide eyes went wider as the woman twitched to aim her weapon at us.

	“You—” she gasped. “Christ, you’re not cleans.”

	“You’re right,” said Rebecca. “We’re not here to hurt you.”

	The woman did not lower the barrel of her weapon. “Stay there,” she said. “How can I trust you?”

	“We just got here,” said Thomas.

	“My name is Jethro Gall,” I said, “I’m with BrightNet News.”

	“BrightNet? Never heard of it.”

	“We just started up,” I said sheepishly. “We’re here to investigate.”

	“Those bastards got away,” the bald woman said. She lurched forward, but couldn’t seem to stand. She set the machinegun on the concrete floor. “But if you’re with the news, I bet you already know that.”

	“No, actually,” I said. “Most of this is still a mystery to us.”

	“Tell you what,” she said, “Keep me from bleeding out, and I’ll tell you what I can.”

	“Deal,” I said.

	The bald woman pointed us to the location of the emergency medical kits. Thomas removed her armor, and then bandaged her wound. We helped her lie down, cushioning her head with our coats.

	“Off the record, first,” she said. “This base was holding just one prisoner. A woman calling herself Carol, who we confirmed was one of the terrorists behind the city-wide clean attacks. One of her partners led this attack on us. I don’t know how he found where we were. This place is a black site, completely secret.”

	“Someone always knows,” said Thomas softly.

	“Apparently,” said the woman. “And one of those people betrayed us.”

	Footsteps behind us, made me turn toward the doorway, suddenly terrified.

	The mask of the lone sentry greeted my eyes in the gloom. She stopped in the entrance of the command center, arms folded. “You again,” she said.

	Thomas turned toward her. “Yes, us.” He grimaced. “I’m not surprised you found this place.”

	“I know who betrayed the defenses here,” she said. “Sudhatho.”

	“Him. Again,” I said.

	“Damn it,” said the bald woman. “He authorized this base. Why would he betray us?”

	“His motives are shadowy,” said the sentry, “This has to end. And it will. Tonight.” She turned and marched out of the command center.

	“Wait!” said Thomas. “What are you going to do?”

	But she didn’t wait. She left at a quickening stride. Thomas scowled after her.

	Rebecca touched my arm. “We need to get her help.” She motioned to the bald woman on the floor.

	“Me?” said the bald woman, “Just get me to the elevator. I’ll do the rest.”

	I nodded. Rebecca and I helped the big woman to her feet. All four of us returned to the elevator and rode it upward.

	“Please,” I said, “Don’t tell anyone we were here.”

	“I can keep a secret. Get the one behind this,” she said.

	“I promise, we will,” said Rebecca.

	We left her by the elevator and went out the same way we had entered the building.

	The sentry was already gone.
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	The van rumbled as it carried us away from the destroyed black site. No purifiers were onto us, as far I could see. As we pulled onto the high street, Thomas surprised me by turning north instead of southward to Lotdel Tower.

	“What’s going on?” I asked.

	“I know where the sentry is going,” he said.

	My jaw must have dropped because he gave a wry smile. “What’s wrong, Jeth? Surprised I figured something out?”

	Rebecca clapped a hand on my shoulder. “Please, Thomas. What do you know?”

	“She’s gonna meet with Sudhatho.” He scowled through the raindrops splattering on the windshield. “That means she probably already set something up with him.”

	“Okay, but how do you know where?”

	“Something clicked with me back there,” he said. “It’s not that Sudhatho is trying to get people killed. He could do a lot worse if he was, but he’s trying to protect someone. He’s got to meet with the sentry somewhere public but somewhere no one will be in this rain. I already ran the network. The place that seems most likely is Trinity Square.”

	“The one with the giant fountain?” I said.

	“Yeah,” he said. “Who would go there in this weather? And sure enough, there aren’t any minds in the square. Except…”

	“An aeon,” said Rebecca, eyes returning from a cloudy state. “There is someone waiting there, but no mind to go with him.”

	“Seems like a good bet,” I said.

	Thomas pressed a bit harder on the gas, and the van accelerated to the north.
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	Unregistered Memory, Thomas Fenstein, The High Street

	

	It all made sense. At last, Sudhatho was going out on a limb. And finally, Thomas vowed, he would punish the god damned traitor of an aeon. He maneuvered the van into the fastest lane it could manage on the high street and put more pressure on the gas.

	Moving so fast, he concentrated on the road above everything else. Better safe than dead. Raindrops painted the windshield every second. Every other second, the wipers threw the water away.

	Celsanoggi’s hints seemed useless now, but once they caught Sudhatho, that wouldn’t matter. The right evidence could end the aeon’s corruption, Thomas felt sure. He guided the truck onto the exit ramp, decelerating as he did. The van bumped as they rolled onto an ordinary street.

	Rebecca and Jeth were talking when Thomas tuned back in to them.

	“…can’t be sure he’s alone,” said Rebecca.

	“Sure,” said Jeth, “but we still need to get there fast.”

	“We’ll need an exit plan. Aeons are a lot faster than we are on foot.” Rebecca turned to Thomas. “I think you should stay with the van. We can’t take it too close or Sudhatho will notice, but we’ll need the speed if things go wrong.”

	Thomas scowled. “You want me to sit this out? What if something goes really wrong and you can’t get back to the van?”

	“Then you can floor it and pull us out of there,” Jeth said.

	“You can’t agree with this, Jeth,” said Thomas.

	“Actually, I do agree,” he said.

	“Damn it, I owe the sentry. I need to be there.”

	“This isn’t a game,” said Rebecca. “Even so, we all have our roles to play.”

	Thomas stared ahead. “We’re getting close.” He gritted his teeth. “And you may be right, but you have to promise me you’ll be careful.”

	“I can mask us from scans,” said Rebecca, “But I’ll let you know the second we need your help. This is it,” she said, indicating a parking lot. “The sentry passed by here two minutes ago while Jeth and I were sensocycling.”

	“Fine.” Thomas turned the van into a deserted lot several blocks from the square. “Promise me you’ll get him. Do that for me.”

	“I promise, Thomas,” Jeth said. He popped the lock on the side door. He and Rebecca stepped out into the rain.

	Thomas watched them go, still feeling sour for being left behind. But they needed him here. He knew the truth in Rebecca’s words. He sipped a vial of ichor, then sent his mind probing the networks while he waited, always close enough to return in an instant once they signaled him.
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	Night fell over Trinity Square and the rest of the city with as much stealth as Rebecca and I followed the lone sentry. The aeon vigilante made her way through the wet, deserted streets in the sprinkling rain without seeming wary. She must have been on edge, though, because when she reached the square she paused and looked back. Rebecca pulled me into a covered doorway, concealing both of us.

	She pressed tightly to my back, making the gun stuffed into the rear pocket of my coat push against my side.

	We peered from the doorway at the aeon. She lowered her umbrella, and then raised it again. Across the square, another figure, clearly visible despite the raindrops, did the same. I squinted, trying to see more about the person who had just answered the sentry’s signal. The figure turned and disappeared into an alleyway on the far side of the square just as the trinity fountain erupted with water at the center of the flat-pavement.

	Curtains of water hung in the air for a moment, then fell into the carefully concealed gutters carved into the pavement. The rain continued. Rebecca’s breath froze. We were pressed tight enough together I could feel her sudden stillness.

	A single tall form stood on the far side of the flat fountain from the sentry. He carried no umbrella, but wore a heavy raincoat, appropriate for the autumn storm, and a wide-brimmed hat. He marched across the center of the fountain, then stopped on the other side.

	From my vantage point, I glimpsed a bright eye set in a pale face. My eyes narrowed. I reached out to the network, but could not sense any presence from either figure in the square, not the sentry, or her the man before her. They were both aeons operating under the network sensory level.

	The sentry hesitated just an instant. Her umbrella twitched visibly. Then she walked forward to meet the other aeon.

	Rebecca’s breath returned, harsh and fast. “It’s Sudhatho,” she said.

	“Here?” I frowned. “You’re sure that’s him?”

	“Yes. I’d recognize him anywhere.” 

	She started out from the doorway where we hid. I followed her. Hugging the buildings, we slipped closer to the square. Sudhatho and the sentry approached each other. Neither of the aeons noticed us.

	Rebecca took my hand as she intensified her sensocycle. Our shared, amplified senses easily caught every word the aeons spoke.

	Sudhatho said, “Still hiding behind a mask? I thought we could be honest with each other.”

	She gave derisive snort. “If you’re ever honest with your people, perhaps then?”

	“Please, I don’t hide from them.”

	“Then why is Yashelia still alive? Why did all those soldiers die today?”

	“Straight to the heart of matters. Very well…” He leaned close to her, though they were already less than half a meter apart. His voice went low, but still sounded clear to us. “She is no normal aeon, not an ordinary rogue star either.”

	“She’s insane. A danger to every human in this city.”

	“More to some than others,” said Rebecca under her breath. Only I heard her.

	Sudhatho cut in, “Your feelings about her are irrelevant. She is mine to deal with, and I have made my decision.”

	“Are you comfortable telling the people that she’s your lover?” asked the sentry.

	My eyes widened. Sudhatho and Yashelia. No wonder he had spared her those months ago at the garden. Rebecca’s grip on my hand tightened. 

	Sudhatho leaned closer still. He nearly whispered in her ear, “They need never know. Now that you’re here talking to me.” His hand snaked out and grabbed her wrist. At the same moment, a ripple of network messages flew from him. Those messages contacted the three gunmen who immediately became network visible on the rooftops around the square.

	One of them took a shot. A loud crack echoed over the square, dulling the sound of the falling rain and briefly dazzling mine and Rebecca’s enhanced senses.

	The bullet took the sentry squarely in the back of one knee. She cried out, and her leg folded. Sudhatho supported her, one hand on her wrist, the other on her waist. Her umbrella spun free onto the ground.

	“A shame you could not give up your pursuit before,” he said, “and now it’s too late for you.”

	Rebecca broke our sensory connection. She shot me a glance. “We have to do something. He’s going to kill her.”

	I stared into the square as I reached back and pulled out the pistol. “You’re the better sensocycler. Keep the shooters busy.” My teeth began to chatter as I pulled up my collar to hide my face. I doubted very much I had a chance against an aeon, gun or not.

	“Go,” said Rebecca. “I’ve got them.”

	I took off running. True to Rebecca’s words, Sudhatho’s rooftop gunmen did not take any shots at me. The sentry struggled against Sudhatho’s grip. Her wounded leg hung useless beneath her. Evidently, Sudhatho was strong enough to hold her up on his own.

	She lashed out with a kick from her good leg. The blow connected with something below Sudhatho’s belt. He grunted and tossed her backward onto the wet concrete. She landed with a thud, and her head flew back and struck the pavement. 

	A few meters from her, I saw my opening. I raised the pistol in both hands and fired. I’d never been a good shot.

	But a man can be lucky.

	Two bullets hit Sudhatho squarely in the midsection. Golden yellow ichor flew from the holes in his long coat. Droplets spattered on the ground, quickly swept away by intensifying rain. I skidded to a stop just beside the fallen form of the sentry. 

	She looked up through the slits in her mask, eyes unfocused. I couldn’t tell if she saw me or not.

	“What is this?” Sudhatho looked down at his fresh wounds. Bemusement mingled with contortions of pain on his face. “I thought you worked alone, sentry?”

	She groaned but did not answer him. I held the gun on Sudhatho, not daring to speak in case he remembered my voice. The sentry reached for something within the open front of her raincoat.

	I wished I could keep from trembling as Sudhatho regarded me. I didn’t think of myself as a coward, but in some moments, fear is the most rational feeling. The rain pattered off the barrel of my weapon. My ears rang with the sounds of my first few shots.

	Sudhatho looked at me. “Clever, using a human, but not strong enough.” He sprang forward through the air, raindrops lost in the splash from his leap. He landed with one leg on either side of the sentry and swung one hand toward me.

	I swayed back, just out of reach and fired again. The bullet hit Sudhatho’s palm and tore through his dark glove. My shot left a second wound in Sudhatho’s hand. This new one went all the way through. He staggered to one side, planting one foot on the sentry’s chest. Then he lunged forward. He thumped me in the chest with what felt like the force of a runaway train.

	Airborne for a second, I lost my grip on the gun. My head snapped forward, saving my skull from the impact my back and shoulders took as I slammed into the pavement. The fountain went off, showering all of us in mist as torrents of water surged skyward. Pain ran through my limbs and joints, and sent warnings along my spine.

	Sudhatho looked at me for just a second, before turning to the sentry. He seized her collar and dragged her toward him. “This is over,” he said. “My people will kill your man if he tries anything further.”

	I wondered if he knew Rebecca had his snipers neutralized. No doubt crossed my dazed mind. She was that good.

	He reached for the strap of the sentry’s mask with his wounded hand, then snapped it free. Her hood fell back, letting dark hair spill forth. Sudhatho tossed the mask to the ground where it clattered near the sentry’s fallen umbrella.

	I scowled, and fought to sit up, in spite of my pain.

	The two aeons looked into each others eyes, his pale, hers dark.

	Her pale cheeks looked deathly in that moment. Her eyes fought to glare at Sudhatho.

	All aeons are beautiful, but his face spasmed with hideous rage as he stared at her. “Right under my nose. I ought to have known you before, Celsanoggi.”

	Celsanoggi, Sudhatho’s military secretary. She worked for him, and still wanted to bring him down. I had no time for surprise.

	Rolling onto my side, I struggled for the gun. Sudhatho leered at Celsanoggi. “You’ve been against me all this time?” he said, “Surely you should understand by now. I. Always. Win.”

	My hand clasped the grip of the pistol. Its weight told me there must be at least one bullet left. I raised the weapon.

	Celsanoggi, the sentry, sent rain and saliva spattering onto Sudhatho’s face. “Not. This. Time.”

	The shot hit Sudhatho in the chest and knocked him onto his back. Golden yellow blood blossomed from a long line up the side of his face and along his scalp where the hat concealed the worst of the damage. If he was human, that shot would have killed him. As an aeon, I’d be lucky if it slowed him down long. 

	I fought to stand. Rebecca appeared at my side. She helped me find my feet.

	“We don’t have long,” she said.

	I motioned to Celsanoggi. “Help me get her.”

	“Right.” 

	Rebecca and I covered the ground to where Celsanoggi lay. I slung one of her arms across my shoulder. Rebecca took the other. Acting as crutches, we got her moving out of the square. As we limped down the street, I signaled Thomas. 

	Celsanoggi turned and saw Rebecca’s face.

	“Of all the people to save me out of nowhere,” she said. “I never would have expected it to be you.”

	[image: Image]

	

	Unregistered Memory, Thomas Fenstein, High Street

	

	He drove the van toward Lotdel Tower, using the same high street route he used to bring cleans from the northern markets. This time, he only had three passengers, and one of them was an aeon, and also a vigilante.

	“How is she, Jeth?” he asked, eyes on the road.

	Thomas liked to drive, even in the rain. But the cold combined with the precipitation to make the road dangerous. He drove as cautiously as one could on the high street, but that still meant about seventy miles per hour, even in this weather.

	Jeth took a deep breath, then glanced down at Celsanoggi’s bleeding leg. “I can’t tell—she’s an aeon.”

	“I’ll be fine,” said Celsanoggi, her tone clipped. “Just get me somewhere safe.”

	“Right,” Rebecca said. “Not a bad idea for the rest of us to lay low, too.”

	“Lay low? You mean we can’t go back to the tower?” Thomas asked.

	“Not with me,” said Celsanoggi. “Sudhatho will search there, for certain, now that he knows who I really am.”

	Thomas scowled at the road ahead. “Why do you do it?”

	“Do what?” Celsanoggi asked. “Fight Sudhatho? Protect the city?”

	“Both,” said Thomas, cutting off Jeth. “There has to be a better way than going it alone.”

	“If I knew one, I would do it.” Celsanoggi groaned and clutched at her wounded leg. “Damn it, doesn’t this machine go any faster?”

	“I’m pushing it as it is in this rain.”

	Rebecca nodded, visible to Thomas in the rearview mirror. “Also, we’re more suspicious if we go too fast.”

	“Easy for you to say.” The aeon winced. “You don’t have a bullet in your leg.”

	Jeth averted his eyes from the blood welling between Celsanoggi’s fingers. He looked pale, though he had definitely seen worse before, if only in Yashelia’s garden. 

	Thomas grunted. “I’ll find a place you can get help. Rebecca—”

	“What is it?” she asked.

	“Get a message to Riley Moran. He owns a low-rent building with a working healing terminal. Should be safer without an aeon close by to notice Celsa.”

	“Celsa,” the aeon repeated with a grimace of pain. “Just call me sentry. It’s safer that way.”

	Thomas snorted. “Safer for who? We’re already in the thick of this. You said Sudhatho was behind this? You think he’s the top mastermind?”

	“I suspect he is,” said Celsanoggi. “He and Yashelia worked together to maintain a power base throughout the city.”

	Thomas frowned. “So, if we take him down the regular authorities should be able to get Shelly.”

	“Probably, yes.” Celsanoggi grimaced with pain. “That is if she doesn’t go into hiding before then.”

	“She’s a mad aeon. She won’t hide, will she?” Thomas asked.

	“No telling at this point,” said Rebecca.

	Jeth nodded. “She’s not quite a ravening monster, regardless of how strong she is.”

	“I couldn’t beat her in the garden,” said Celsanoggi, “she was too strong.”

	“The crazier the stronger, is it?” Thomas glared forward. Shapes blurred along the high street thanks to the intensifying rain.

	“Exactly,” said Celsanoggi.

	“She and Sudhatho are still allies,” said Jeth. “That means he has to know what she’ll do.”

	Rebecca nodded. “We need to focus on him. Strong as she is, she won’t be a great a threat without him.”

	“Right,” said Celsanoggi. “Thomas,” she said, “Do you sense that?”

	“Sense what?” he asked.

	“Riders,” said Celsanoggi. “They’re close by us on the high street.”

	He checked the rearview and side mirrors. “I’m not seeing anything.”

	Rebecca’s eyes widened. “Someone’s got a sensory illusion on you, Thomas.”

	“Pull over,” said Jeth.

	“No!” Celsanoggi grimaced over the seat behind her. “Slow down and they’ll catch us. Keep your heads down. It’s Miranda and Alan.”

	A gun opened fire from behind. Bullets cracked the back window. Thomas cringed against the steering wheel, while the others crawled into the foot space beneath the seats. A roar of engines broke into Thomas’ senses. Two motorcycles appeared from the rain like ghosts, just twenty meters behind the van. He hit the gas as hard as he dared but knew it would not be enough.

	The rain continued to fall as the three vehicles sped down the high street.
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	I huddled beside Rebecca and Celsanoggi, keeping my head down. Alan and Miranda weren’t firing often, but I had a feeling they wouldn’t show any mercy if they got the chance. This is my life now, I thought, trying not to get shot.

	“I’m going to take the next exit,” said Thomas. “Let’s hope they can’t follow.”

	I had my doubts as to our ability to shake the pursuit in the big van, but I let them go unspoken. I didn’t have a better idea.

	Rebecca reached for my hand. “We can lead them astray. An illusion, Jeth.”

	Another bullet ricocheted off the outside of the van. 

	I clenched my teeth and took Rebecca’s hand.

	Sensocycling from a moving vehicle left me disoriented, but I anchored Rebecca as best I could manage while she set to painting the illusion for the two renegade bikers chasing us. My grip on her hand tightened. I could not focus on she was doing, as shaken as I was by the sudden attack.

	“Done,” she said, “Thomas, is the exit—?”

	“We’re on it,” he said, as the truck began to slow. “Keep leading them on as long as you can.”

	She took a deep breath and looked at me. “Right.”

	We closed our eyes to return attention to her illusion. As we slowed I took notice, that she was projecting an image of a van as much like ours as she could make it, into each of their minds. It kept going south, while we pulled into a derelict parking garage left over from the old days.

	Thomas pulled the van to a stop, engine still running. Rebecca collapsed against my side. “That’s the best I’ve got,” she said, “They’re miles away, and I’m out of ichor.”

	I put an arm around her. “That’s enough. I’m proud of you.”

	She smiled at me, looking exhausted.

	“They won’t find us anytime soon,” said Celsanoggi. She grunted as she shifted her wounded leg. “Now, I could use some help patching this wound.”

	Thomas killed the engine and nodded. “I’ll get the emergency kit from the back.” He opened the cab and climbed out into the cold garage.

	For once, I was grateful for how many of these old buildings still stood abandoned. Finding us would not be easy, especially given the nearby apartments and other buildings still inhabited I could sense in the network nearby.

	Night closed in on all of us. Rebecca and I got out to give Thomas space to treat Celsanoggi’s leg. 

	When he finished, he climbed out of the van with a sigh and looked at us. “What now?” he asked.

	“We have to wait,” said Rebecca, leaning against my side. “If we go straight back south, the renegades will find us, not to mention Sudhatho’s other forces.”

	“Are we sure they’re working for him?” I asked.

	“Most likely,” said Rebecca, “given how they started chasing us right after we got away from Trinity Square.”

	“Good point,” said Thomas. “We should rest. Head south in the morning.”

	“It’s gonna get cold tonight,” I said, “Let’s find somewhere indoors to stay.”

	“No argument here.” Thomas glanced at the van. “Better get this thing moving.” He walked around and inspected the broken parts of the windows and the bullet holes in the sides of the van. “Let’s hope no one notices the damage.”

	“It’s dark. We’ll have to take our chances,” I said.

	“No illusions?” asked Thomas.

	“Not unless you have some more stamina,” Rebecca said. “I’m fresh out.”

	I helped Rebecca back into the van. Thomas took the wheel once again.

	We found a refugee motel a few blocks away, and they had rooms left. Two beds for all of us to spend the night. Thomas sheepishly offered Celsanoggi one of them. Rebecca tugged me toward the other. The two of us slept in our clothes, close together in a soft embrace.

	When morning broke, the clouds remained, but the sun gleamed through the gaps in the blinds. Rebecca rolled away from me.

	I climbed out of bed without waking her and found Thomas curled up beside Celsanoggi. With her wet hooded sweatshirt from the previous night’s disguise discarded, she looked almost like an ordinary woman. Only the wounds in her hands and feet gave her away. She opened one eye and looked at me.

	“Thank you,” she said, “for following me. It’s been too long since I’ve had friends.” She looked at Thomas sleeping beside her. “Even this one hadn’t spoken to me in some time.”

	“Guess there’s a bright side to everything,” I said.

	“Perhaps.” Celsanoggi smiled slightly, then turned toward Thomas. She put a hand on his shoulder.

	Suddenly uncomfortable, I returned to the bed I shared with Rebecca. She was still asleep. All her illusions seemed to have taken a lot out of her. I smiled as I thought of the skill it took to mislead two minds at once with a complex projection like the one we had made together.

	We made a good team. Time had not changed that fact. And I could still hope there was more to be rediscovered. I walked to the foot of the bed, almost tripping over mine and Rebecca’s discarded shoes. There, I steadied myself. Rebecca stirred.

	“Jeth, turn off the sun,” she murmured, then rolled back over.

	I smiled and closed the blinds the rest of the way. We needed a break. But while the others went on sleeping, I reached out to Elizabeth, to assure her we were all safe. I told her, best as I could describe, what had happened. When that was done, I laid down beside Rebecca once again. And I drifted off for a few more hours.
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	Unregistered Memory, Ryan Carter, Military Command Center Alpha

	

	“The attack last night,” said Cannwald, who then paused to breathe, “was unlike any of the others we’ve seen so far.”

	“Correct, sir,” said Ryan with a grimace.

	“Do we know if it was the same renegades?” asked Cannwald.

	“Just one of them,” Ryan said, “though, before I heard Captain Linniker’s report I would not have thought it possible for one person to do so much damage. The cleans under Damien’s command—they took human lives by his will.”

	“So it would seem,” said Cannwald. “I cannot allow you to put yourself in danger like that, even against what we could gain. You and your team should turn in all information you have, and stop your investigation at once.”

	“What are you saying, sir? You won’t risk our lives, but you will let the renegades get away with murder?”

	“That is just it.” Cannwald mopped his sweaty forehead. “We must end this investigation at once.”

	“We’ve already stirred up a hornet’s nest,” said Ryan. “We can’t let them win. Think about the precedent that would set, sir.”

	“You have your orders, Detective. Kamuek will take you and your team back to your homes immediately.”

	“Sir, with all due respect—”

	“Immediately, Carter!”

	“I’m a citizen of this city, sir. After what happened last night, I can’t follow that order.” Ryan clenched his fists. “To let the renegades go is not your choice to make.”

	He forced his hands open, eyes locked with Cannwald’s.

	“Is that what you believe?” Cannwald asked. His eyes turned frigid, and he looked less like an old man and more like a callous officer. “Well, Detective, your opinion is noted. But I am your employer and senior officer. That means the call is indeed mine. I decide when the mission is over, and in case you forgot, I brought you in on this in the first place. Do you really think I don’t remember you from the academy? You studied harder than anyone else, but I never thought it was on account of some streak of self-righteousness…And that’s all you are displaying right now—No, don’t interrupt me. You are an excellent analyst and a good detective, but it’s my job to protect those under my command, as well as the city.

	“The fact is this, Carter. You do not know the price we will all pay if you continue to pursue this thread. The innovations that helped humanity survive the mind plague itself are at risk. You think you understand our situation? The lives of ten, or twenty, or a hundred people may be at stake, but I would sacrifice a thousand citizens to save the rest.”

	Cannwald seethed. Sweat rolled down his forehead and dripped from his brow. He tossed his handkerchief onto the table between him and Ryan.

	“The information I have is highly sensitive. If I told you anything else, I would not be able to let you leave this base. You’d become a prisoner, and I doubt anyone would invade a secure facility to save you. Take this chance, Carter. Live to spy another day. If only more of our operators took advice like what I’m giving you now, we might not be in this mess.” 

	 Ryan stared at Cannwald, mouth ajar. “Sir. I don’t know what you know.”

	“And God-willing, you’ll never have to!” said Cannwald. His face contorted into a snarl. “You are better off not knowing.”

	Ryan’s lips twitched, temper flaring as he considered how to protest.

	He hesitated.

	“Sir—”

	“The mission is over, Carter. The powers that be aren’t happy I brought you and your team in on this in the first place. I’m the only one who will thank you for your service, but I am truly grateful.” Cannwald held out his hand, palm up. “Shake, then say goodbye, Carter.”

	Ryan met Cannwald’s eyes. The colonel’s cold gaze, more intense than before, froze Ryan for a second.

	He shook himself mentally, then reached for Cannwald’s hand. 

	Their hands locked together, and their networks connected. Two secure, heavily encrypted sets of neurological orders converged. Just when Ryan expected Cannwald to request his recovered memories, the colonel silently transferred a file to him instead. Beneath layers of encryption and security, its title read clearly to Ryan.

	Who Really Rules the City

	Cannwald pulled Ryan a step closer.

	Be careful with that, he sent.

	Ryan’s head surged with questions, with gratitude. The colonel said one thing for whoever was watching, but his private link sent the opposite message. Ryan closed his eyes.

	“Thank you sir. Goodbye.”

	Good luck.

	“Best to you,” said Cannwald out loud. “My adjutant will add credit to each of your accounts.”

	Cannwald released Ryan’s hand.

	Ryan saluted the colonel.

	Cannwald shook his head. “Not anymore, Carter. Now you’re a civilian again.” His tone softened. “Go. Do what you can for the city.”

	Ryan turned and left the room without another word to Cannwald. He met his team outside, and they boarded Kamuek’s small light ship to fly southward.

	He had plans to show them on the way, especially Kamuek. If Ryan and his team were to have a chance at combating Sudhatho, and whoever else wanted the investigation shut down, they would need all the help they could get. Kamuek might be a minor aeon, but he was still an aeon.

	Time to roll the dice, Ryan thought as he boarded the light ship with the others.

	They took off in a flurry of birds from the nearby buildings and flew into the cold wind.
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	The refugees in the motel began to move in numbers at about nine in the morning. Noise from the neighboring rooms brought me around. A train rumbled by on the tracks near the motel, adding to the din. I sat up in bed and found the others were already awake.

	Rebecca was in the bathroom, but Thomas and Celsanoggi were already fully dressed. She sat on the edge of the other bed, testing weight on her leg gingerly. Eventually, she stood. Thomas stood beside her, ready to support her if she stumbled. Odd as it was to see a human protective of an aeon, I could guess their shared history had something to with his willingness, as well as the way she had touched his shoulder while he slept in the early hours.

	Except for the trousers I already wore, my clothes, lying spread across the floor by the walls, were all still damp from the night before. I put on my clammy shirt and shoes, followed by the jacket, and then turned as Rebecca stepped out of the bathroom. Even given the lack of most hygiene products or a change of clothes, she still glowed. Rest had done her a lot of good.

	She walked to the bed and sipped from my flask of ichor, then picked up her purse. A cluster of electrical wires emerged from its top. I glanced at the lamp on the end table and confirmed its cords were cut, and the back-up battery had been removed.

	Rebecca did not seem to notice my gaze.

	“Looks like they’re on to us,” she said.

	“Who?” asked Celsanoggi, shaking on her wounded leg.

	Thomas put a hand on her shoulder to steady her. He turned toward Rebecca. “I’d like to know that, too.”

	“Alan and Miranda,” Rebecca said. “Evidently they managed to track us. They’re at the front desk.”

	“Time to get out of here then,” said Thomas.

	“Agreed,” said Celsanoggi.

	I walked to the door. “We’re pretty far from them. If we hurry, we should be able to get to the van.” I turned the handle and slipped into the hallway. 

	The others followed me, Celsanoggi limping with Thomas’ help.

	Clusters of refugees flowed down the hall toward the front of the building. We went the opposite way, moving as fast as we could without running. The emergency exit at the far side of the building led out to the parking lot, but Thomas’ van was out front. We would have to circle around.

	Chill air and the smell of diesel from the nearby high street assailed my senses, not needing any ichor to increase their vividness. I led the way through the parking lot, careful of the ice on the pavement. The others were right behind me at first. With her limp, Celsanoggi had more trouble with the ice. She and Thomas fell behind by the time we got to the front lot.

	I spotted the van just ahead, then glanced back. At the motel’s front door, Alan Trench stood, looking fierce. He pointed at me and Rebecca. Miranda came out the door behind him. She reached for a weapon in her coat.

	Celsanoggi and Thomas were still a good dozen yards from the van. 

	“Rebecca!” I reached for her hand.

	We need to stop her, I sent, completing the thought I had started at a yell.

	She handed me the ichor flask. I drank and got too much at once. The world went brilliant and bright. The sky gleamed in every gap between the remaining clouds. Lucky for us, Rebecca had full control of her senses. She dragged my mentality to hers, steadying my perceptions. As Miranda drew her pistol, we smashed through her mental defenses and intercepted her motor commands. She hesitated.

	Thomas and Celsanoggi caught up with us, heads down and moving as fast as they could, despite slipping and sliding on the slick asphalt.

	Alan drew a weapon of his own: a sawed-off shotgun. He marched into the parking lot and leveled the weapon at us.

	Thomas helped Celsanoggi into the van, then ran around the front to get to the driver’s door.

	Rebecca and I backed after them. She maintained the lock on Miranda for another second. Alan cleared the first row of cars. His finger entered the trigger-guard. Neither of us would be able to stop him.

	The van’s engine roared. Thomas backed past us, straight at Alan. The renegade soldier pulled the trigger, spraying the already bullet-riddled back of our ride with a dozen pellets. None of them got past the van’s bulk. Rebecca and I broke our concentration and ran to the doors.

	Inside, I kept my head down. “Drive!” I said though the doors were still open. Thomas listened. He hit the gas and we pulled out of the parking lot, past frightened-looking refugees.

	We only got one block away when the sound of motorcycle engines roared in pursuit. Thomas checked the fuel gauge. “This is bad, people. We’re below empty. There’s no more gas to give.”

	Rebecca pointed forward. “There’s a train station up ahead, and it’s almost 9:30, so the next train should be there soon.”

	As if to confirm her words, a horn blew from the elevated tracks on our left. 

	Thomas grunted. “I’ll pull over at the station.

	Miranda zipped between us and the train. Her pistol bullets broke the driver’s window with two shots. Blood drops spattered across the wheel. With a yell of pain, Thomas swerved toward her. She braked, and avoided the van’s bulk. Thomas got us back on course, and we cruised to a stop on the street beside the train station. He unbuckled with a groan, then slumped in his seat.

	“Thomas!” I said in unison with Celsanoggi.

	She unbuckled and climbed forward to grab him. With her aeon strength, she dragged him with her as she left through the driver’s door. Rebecca and I caught up as she half-carried, half-dragged him, haltingly toward the station.

	He looked at me with hazy eyes. “Jeth, how bad is it?”

	“She hit you in the shoulder and the arm,” said Celsanoggi. “You’ll live if we can get you help soon enough.”

	“How far to Lotdel Tower?” he murmured.

	“It’s just a half-hour by train,” said Rebecca.

	“Celsa,” said Thomas, “sorry I left you alone. Never meant to disappear.” He passed out but kept breathing.

	We hauled him through the turnstiles and across the platform. The motorcycle engines died outside as the train arrived on the far side of the platform. The commuters gave us frantic glances, but a different sight quickly distracted them from us.

	Miranda and Alan followed us into the station, leading a dozen cleans.

	The four of us booked it toward the train.
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	I lowered Thomas into a seat on the train, and then looked over my shoulder. Alan and Miranda weren’t visible on the platform. Their controlled cleans encircled the people left behind. I hoped they wouldn’t hurt people without reason. The two renegades were after us, not just in the station to cause chaos.

	Celsanoggi slid into the seat beside Thomas and pressed her gloved hands to his wounded shoulder and arm. With her strength, the areas around the wounds quickly turned pale. 

	She looked up at me and Rebecca. “I think I can keep him stable.”

	“Now we just have to keep them from finding us.” Rebecca turned to me. “I think they’re on the train.”

	The doors slid closed, and the train pulled away from the platform.

	“You can’t be serious,” I said, “We’re stuck with them until we get to the station.”

	“Unless they have aeon-killing weapons, we could turn that to our advantage,” said Rebecca. She motioned to Celsanoggi, who was intently focused on Thomas.

	His face appeared even paler than hers. The frames of his glasses cast dark lines across his features.

	I whispered to Rebecca, “She’s occupied. We need to stop them, the two of us.”

	“I think you’re right.”

	She looked around the car, trying to spot the renegades. “They must be in one of the other cars.”

	“Should we split up?”

	“If we want to get killed, yes.” She did not sound ironic.

	I frowned, sheepish at my silly question.

	“Rebecca,” I said, “let’s search the train. Forward cars first.”

	“That’s a better idea.” She took my hand.

	Our senses leaped out, with her expert cycling keeping them regulated. We cleared the three cars remained ahead of us on the train, then turned our attention to those behind our car. Three cars back, we found them, along with four of their cleans from the station.

	They still had their weapons readied and were searching the passengers. I gritted my teeth. Miranda brandished her machine gun while Alan moved among the people, flanked by two cleans, inspecting every passenger, looking for us and wary of illusion.

	How long before they start moving forward? I messaged to Rebecca.

	She sent back immediately. Not long. They’re pros at this.

	As if to confirm Rebecca’s words, Alan turned to Miranda and nodded. She walked to the door leading ahead on the train. 

	“They’re moving,” I muttered.

	Just two more cars between us and them with at least ten minutes from here to Lotdel Station.

	Rebecca led me by the hand, back through the car. “We need to get the drop on them if they get too close,” she said, “And none of us have a weapon.”

	“Thomas,” I said, “he might.”

	Rebecca shook her head. “I checked him already.”

	“So, it’s two of us without guns against six of them, including two armed.”

	“One positive side, they definitely have a time limit,” said Rebecca. “There are security forces waiting for us at the station ahead.”

	“As long as there isn’t some kind of clean attack before we get there.” I scowled. “Ten minutes.”

	“Nine,” corrected Rebecca. “But they ignored the second car back.”

	“So they’re just one from us,” I said.

	She nodded. “Miranda is cycling, and fast. Even without Alan helping her, she’ll be onto us quick since they’ve gotten so close.” Rebecca looked into my eyes. “You know, Jeth, this could be useful.”

	“What? They’ll be all over us as soon as they come through this door.”

	“Right. Now help me put an illusion over Thomas and Celsa. We’ll run, and they’ll hide.”

	I bit my lip. “I’m not sure about this, Rebecca.”

	“Trust me.”

	“I do.”

	“Then help me hide them. Quick.”

	We wove an illusion of a pair of people cringing in fear against each other over our friends. Rebecca added the sounds and small gestures to make it convincing. We completed the illusion in two minutes. I opened my eyes.

	“Looks like they’re moving forward,” said Rebecca, eyes still closed, hand in mine. “We should do the same.”

	It was my turn to lead. I tugged Rebecca behind me. We slipped and pushed through the crowded space until we got to the door to the forward car.

	Alan marched into our car from the opposite end, followed by two cleans. He waved his shotgun in the air and shouted, “Everyone be seated.” He grinned. “This is terrorism.”

	I fumbled with the collapsible door handle, then got it open. People cleared from Alan’s way. He leveled the sawed-off shotgun at us, just as we got to the next car. Rebecca slammed the door behind us.

	“Six minutes,” she said.

	“At this rate, we’ll run out of train.”

	“Still have to try,” she said and pushed me to keep moving.

	I didn’t need any more urging. We rushed through the new car, still hand-in-hand.

	Most of the people in this one were already cowering or looking back at the cars behind us. They knew something was wrong. Rebecca and I had almost reached the forward car when the door to the front of the train opened.

	A towering grayish man stomped into the car ahead of us.

	I recognized the aeon from the high street and Yashelia’s garden at once. Tooth loomed over us. Rebecca and I backpedaled from the half-mad aeon. He grinned as he prowled forward. Whenever he brushed against a passenger, the person went limp in their seat or crumpled to the floor.

	My eyes met his as we retreated to the center of the train car. No conscience or pity could be discerned from his dead gaze. Maybe half-mad was being too generous to the monstrous aeon.

	Rebecca tugged on my hand. “Jeth, let me at him.”

	I glanced at her. “What? Neither of us is armed.”

	“It’s alright,” she said. “I have an idea.”

	“I trust you,” I said, though I wanted to add, an idea isn’t going to stop that monster. I didn’t say the second part because I really meant the first.

	She brushed past me close, then removed her hand from mine.

	Three minutes to the station, and she faced down the aeon before us, holding her small purse with its handful of wires poking out the top.

	Tooth lunged at her. She seized something inside her purse as she sidestepped. Tooth barreled past her a few paces. I managed to get out of his way, barely.

	The aeon ignored me and whirled to face Rebecca. 

	She held the battery from our hotel room lamp in one hand, and the rubber clad section of the naked-ended wires connected to the battery in the other. She aimed the wires at Tooth. His grin never faltered. He swatted at her with one long arm. 

	Rebecca’s shoulder took the blow. She tumbled sideways toward the front of the train and came up on one knee, still facing Tooth and holding the battery and wires. He charged at her.

	She planted one foot against the door to the next car at her back.

	In a frozen moment, he loomed over her. He leaped the last few paces.

	She braced herself. The wires crackled with a spark the met Tooth in his bare chest.

	The half-mad aeon went limp in mid-leap, then plowed into Rebecca just the same. His bulk knocked her against the door and drove the breath from her lungs with an audible rush of air. I raced toward them. 

	Once I drew close, I confirmed Tooth’s unconsciousness with a nudge of my shoe.

	He did not react.

	I crouched, and then hauled the massive aeon’s arm up and off Rebecca.

	She slipped free and gingerly got to her feet.

	I checked the time.

	Two minutes to the station.

	“Electricity,” I said.

	“Old school tech,” said Rebecca. “I thought it would be useful.”

	“What did it do to him?” I asked.

	“Disrupted his connection to his main mind. It won’t last long, maybe four or five minutes.”

	“It’ll be plenty of time,” I said.

	“I agree,” said Alan as he stepped into the car behind us, flanked by his two cleans. He smirked through his long beard as he took aim with the shotgun. “Can’t have the big lug getting in the way again, can we, Rebecca?”

	I swallowed hard and put up my hands as I turned to face Alan.

	Rebecca glared at him. “Alan Trench, I’d have thought you could tell something simple like acceleration.”

	The train whistle blew.

	Rebecca’s glare became a grin. “I told the driver to offline the speed inhibitors. Zero minutes to the station, Trench.”

	“Zero minutes until I pull this trigger, Malik,” Alan said, raising the shotgun.

	His hands froze in mid-motion. I reached out and felt Celsanoggi’s influence gripped his iron-hard mind, holding him back. The train doors slid open, revealing a perimeter of security officers, weapons readied.

	Alan abandoned his shot and retreated behind his cleans. He disappeared through the cars. Like ghosts, he and Miranda disappeared, leaving their fighting slaves behind.

	My heart raced, out of control. I stared at Rebecca as I lowered my hands. The security team swept the train, but the renegades were already gone.
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	Secure Memory, Anonymous Identity, BrightNet Connection Service

	

	The terrorists attacked a secret site last night, sent the team leader along the connection. She attached the memories relating to the incident, hoping the news network would be good enough at analysis to make sense of them.

	The BrightNet assistant accepted the information silently, but trackback told the team leader what she sent was opened at once.

	Feeling oddly detached from the orders she had just disobeyed, the orders from her real boss, the team leader cut the connection and opened her eyes.

	A news alarm reached her seconds later. The team leader tuned in. Terrorists had just attacked the train. This time no one had died, though one man had been shot and was being treated.

	And what was this? A rogue star had been taken into custody. So far, the monster had not spoken, only grinned.
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	Unregistered Memory, Elizabeth Ashwood, Lotdel Tower

	

	Elizabeth received a message from her assistant at BrightNet immediately after she heard from Jeth. He, Rebecca, and Thomas were all safe. She hadn’t yet finished sighing with relief when she read the note.

	We have received a verified memory set from an anonymous source. It’s related to the incident at that government site a few days ago. I thought you should see it right away.

	You were right, Elizabeth sent back. Then she dove into the records and memories sent by the source who had labeled itself only a concerned citizen.

	Scenes of carnage unfolded before her. 

	Elizabeth hugged herself tight and muttered her mantra.

	“I’m strong enough. I’m strong enough.”
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	Verified Memory, Carol Fisher, Eastern Chicago Barrier

	

	The trains never moved within a mile of the Chicago Barriers, not since the battle in the city’s ruins a few years back.

	Carol rode in a light flier over treetops and structures slowly being reclaimed by the environment. The flier was piloted by an aeon, like all light ships from the greatest to the smallest. The aeon’s name was Insira, and she seemed constantly put-out by having to transport special forces, tossing her head and grumbling at every order.

	Damien sat beside Carol, a hand on her shoulder as much to help him stay calm as to reassure her. They had been through a lot together. Too much to be anything other than comrades in arms. Anything else seemed frivolous. If either of them wanted more, they never said it out loud. She wasn’t sure one way or the other. 

	Miranda and Alan talked quietly opposite them, itself an unusual occurrence on its own. Occasionally, Alan would glance out the flier’s viewports. Then Miranda would smirk, and say, “Not far now.”

	She did this three times before they arrived at the barrier, just enough to rile Carol, but not enough to provoke a comment. That was far more usual than her talking to Alan privately. The two got along, but only as comrades. They all knew each other too well.

	“Keep on station, Insira. If we have to leave in a hurry, be ready,” Alan said. He turned and led the way down the ramp of the flier.

	“It’s our own base, what could happen?” muttered Insira behind the team’s back. Carol, who brought up the rear heard her clearly.

	She glanced at Damien. “Our pilot doesn’t seem happy.”

	“Have you ever known anyone to be happy out here?”

	“Good point.”

	“You know it.” He smirked.

	She clapped her arm around him as they walked. “It’s not long now,” she said. “They’re gonna send us west.”

	“How do you figure that?”

	“They’ve been talking,” Carol indicated Miranda and Alan. “Something is changing.”

	“For Christ’s sake,” said Damien, “they’re allowed to talk without it meaning something.”

	“Allowed, yes. Inclined, no.”

	“Fair.”

	The two of them walked side by side along the high wall of the barrier, a structure of thick concrete and sparsely distributed light veins. It was not easy to maintain a power supply for the light veins this far from the city and its sources. The aeons also would not send a generator out this far, it being too risky. Instead, the base made due with a mix of low-tech light sources, powered mostly by one of the few electrical grids left in the world as Carol knew it.

	The barriers walled in the former city of Chicago in three key places. Though the enclosure was not complete, regular ground patrols and light ship flight between the large fortified sections made for a strong containment.

	What were they containing? That is a good question, Carol thought. She had not fought in the battle here. Presumably, the enemy within the city was fierce enough that the military could not destroy them outright.

	That little fact scared her because, even years later, the enemy could strike at any time.

	A light ship, slender, spear-like, one of Sudhatho’s she was certain, hung in the air over the old road into the city. Sunlight glinted on steely weapon nodes. No enemy in sight.

	They reached the gate to the fort’s interior. Each of them presented their identification cards and memory codes. They took an elevator to the middle level of the tall fortress. Only within the armory did it become obvious why they had been called in.

	At least fifty cleans, all armored and outfitted with weapons, waited along the walls inside.

	A slick young officer met them, along with a handful of his staff, and told them of their mission, west of the fort. The cleans were to be their spearhead. Then, he told his staff to go about their business and waited for them all to leave before addressing the team again.

	“Our real master wants you back in the city.”

	A chill ran through Carol, both welcome and terrifying. Sudhatho was calling them back.

	“Unfortunately, his influence isn’t what it used to be,” said the officer. “You’ll have to make your own way once you’re in the field. I trust you will work it out. Further instructions will reach you once you arrive back east.”

	“Consider it done, sir,” said Alan. He shook hands with the young officer.

	“Good hunting.”

	“Always is,” said Miranda with a smirk.

	Damien squeezed Carol’s hand. They were going home.
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	Unregistered Memory, Ryan Carter, Light Ship Astra III

	

	Ryan’s eyes opened wide. He looked around the cabin at Conner and Alesia, who had shared the memory dive with him.

	“That ship,” said Alesia. “She saw it back then, but it’s the one we shot down over the garden.”

	“You’re sure?” asked Kamuek from the helm.

	“Yes,” said Alesia. “I’d know it anywhere.”

	“Well, there’s no mistaking it belonged to Sudhatho,” said Conner. “We’re all screwed if we can’t unmask him.”

	“But he’s one of the highest mentors,” said Kamuek. “How can any of us, even together, have a chance against him?”

	“With the news on our side,” said Ryan. “BrightNet is fully operational. We can relay what we know and use it to turn the people against him. Not all the aeons are in on this, obviously, so he won’t be worth the other mentors defending him once what we know comes out.”

	Kamuek looked down at the light ship’s control sphere. “I will do what I can to help you, but this ship is not invulnerable. Even if it was, we have to land sometime.”

	Alesia nodded. “I’ll get in touch with my purifier contacts. We’ll find somewhere safe in the northern part of the city we can retreat to if we have to hide.”

	Conner touched his stomach. “My ichor is running out. Want to dive again?”

	“If you have enough left.”

	“Go without me. I’ll keep an eye on the city.”

	Ryan clapped him on the shoulder. “Rest up. This is far from over.”

	He took Alesia’s hand, and they dove in.
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	Unregistered Memory, Elizabeth Ashwood, Lotdel Tower

	

	She withdrew, breathing hard from the memories of horror. Her apartment was dark, the sun sinking lower, the curtains pulled. Elizabeth rose from her chair, still charged with ichor. 

	She did not doubt the chaos she witnessed had really happened. Whoever had tipped them off had access to some very subtle feeds. BrightNet would run this story, and with it, they would make their first splash, for certain.

	Elizabeth sighed and closed her eyes. A tickle at the back of her mind told her of another network presence approaching. She checked and found Sarah Harper waiting to converse over the network. 

	Her mind was not as willowy as Jeth’s, and far less wild than Elizabeth’s more recent acquaintance of Rebecca Malik. Sarah Harper’s mind felt completely composed, serene, yet down to earth. Stable.

	“Evening,” Elizabeth said by way of greeting.

	“Are you waiting for someone else?” Sarah asked. “Your partner, perhaps?”

	“Jeth got back to the tower late today. He’s been caught up in another mess over the night. It could well make the news.”

	“Don’t tease me. I am funding your network, Elizabeth.”

	Elizabeth smiled. “Thanks for the reminder, Sarah. Jeth and two of our friends were at another train station attack. One of our friends was shot and had to be taken in for treatment, but it looks like he’ll be alright. An aeon was hurt, too.”

	“Celsanoggi,” said Sarah, “I heard about her. Seems the terrorists want to make a point by killing an aeon.”

	“Who told you that?”

	“Another aeon. Sudhatho.”

	Elizabeth went rigid. She hoped Sarah had not noticed her trepidation. “The mentor from New York’s main district?”

	“You know he works with me from time to time. I don’t know if he embellished or not. I will look forward to BrightNet’s reporting. And congratulations on the first few days running.”

	“One day, really,” said Elizabeth. “The first of many, I hope.”

	“I could drink to that,” said Sarah, “but we still have a game of chess to play first.”

	“We’ll make the time.”

	“I expect we will. Good luck with everything.”

	“Thank you,” said Elizabeth, “and goodbye for now.”

	Sarah ended the connection.
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	Rebecca and I returned to my apartment. I contacted Elizabeth, told her about Thomas and Celsanoggi’s injuries. She said she would be down later to discuss releasing our information. I was glad she saw things my way.

	Once we went public, Sudhatho would look guiltier for going after us.

	Upstairs, Rebecca sat on my couch. She frowned at the coffee table between her and the big chair on the other side, while I went to see what food I had around. After a night and most of a day of chasing and fleeing, I was hungry but didn’t feel like going to the restaurant where I might see Nageddia. She was not only Lotdel Tower’s governing aeon but also still one of Sudhatho’s closest allies in the area.

	She might not be on his side if we went public, but until I knew, I thought it better not to risk setting her suspicions off.

	I found enough bread and other stuff for a couple peanut butter sandwiches, and then walked into the narrow kitchen. I remembered when Rebecca had been clean, and I ran into her out here without her memories. Or her clothes.

	Yeah, I partly hoped Rebecca did not remember that much, though I didn’t consider it likely.

	She seemed to understand what led up to her restoration without being told.

	I finished the sandwiches, set them on a plate, and returned to the living room.

	Rebecca looked up at me from her chair. “Is one of those for me?” she asked.

	“Whatever you want,” I said, “though if you want them both, then no.”

	She smiled as I sat down across from her, setting the plate on the coffee table.

	“Jeth, I know you need food, too.”

	“Was it my belly that gave it away?” I asked with a smirk.

	“No…just that we’re both human. Again.”

	It was my turn to frown. “You don’t think you were human while you were…?”

	She sighed, then shook her head. “I don’t know. Cleans are stranger than people without memories. I mean, they can—I could—do some things automatically. Like I was programmed to do them.”

	“Things like?”

	“Like showering.” She reddened slightly, and I realized she remembered that time in the kitchen as well as I did. “Jeth, I know it can’t have been easy to deal with me. And I only keep putting you in more danger.”

	“Not true. On either count.” I looked at her over the coffee table between us. “You’re brilliant, but sometimes you miss obvious things.”

	Her cheeks flushed further. “Are you talking around something, Jeth?”

	“I wouldn’t dare,” I said, though my voice sounded dry even to me.

	She pressed her lips together in a thin smile. “Okay then, spit it out!”

	“I’d never complain about having to help you. Rebecca, how many times have you saved my life in just the last twenty-four hours?”

	“A few.” She smiled more fully. “But…” she shook her head, the smile slipping away, “…if it weren’t for me, you wouldn’t be in this mess with Sudhatho. And Yashelia. It’s my fault. What I did—”

	“You used to work for her. You did some shady things, I suppose. But Rebecca, I felt like—” I fumbled for the words for what felt like far too long, especially with her watching me intently. “I’d been missing something for a long time. When I saw you—Rain—in the clean market…” I felt my face grow hot, “…I felt like I found that something, a way to feel complete.”

	“That’s a lot to heap on a girl, Jeth.”

	“Not more than owing you my life.”

	“And I owe you my mind, so consider that settled.” She reached for the sandwich closest to her.

	I followed suit.

	We ate in silence for a few minutes. When the sandwiches were gone, the void in my stomach only seemed larger. I glanced at Rebecca and found her staring at me, reminding me of the way the clean she had once been looked at me, yet far different.

	Rain’s eyes held no emotion, no intelligence beyond the basest of animal thought.

	Rebecca gazed at me with an enigmatic curiosity melded with obvious frustration.

	“Your friends. Thomas, Elizabeth, even Ryan…they share their memories with you.”

	“And I share mine with them,” I said.

	“You haven’t asked me to— I mean, Jeth, I can. If you want to know what I saw.”

	“You wanted space,” I said, “and as much as I want to know what’s happened to you, I can wait until you’re ready.”

	“Even if what I know could help protect you?”

	“You need what you need. I trust you won’t let me get in too much trouble.” I winked.

	Rebecca sat back and shook her head. “And you say I’m brilliant. Sure, illusion. But Jeth, you’re better with the truth than I’ve ever been.”

	I felt myself glowing, but even more urgently, I experienced the need to downplay what she said, otherwise how could I claim modesty. “Hey, you don’t know if I’m lying.”

	“Yeah. I do.” She stood up and walked to the window overlooking Bailey Court Garden.

	I pursed my lips, searching for a reply, then gave up. I stood and followed her to the window, where traces of frost and rain haloed the view outside.

	Though not as large as Yashelia’s small forest, the garden beside Lotdel Tower contained what I suspected was Nageddia’s tree at its center. The leaves of the outer trees had fallen. Evidently, the governing aeon’s influence, whatever it was, could not completely resist the storm from the past few days.

	Rebecca sighed as I stood beside her. 

	“You think Thomas is safe?” I asked.

	“As long as he’s with Celsanoggi, sure,” she said. “Is it just me, or do those two seem to know each other well?”

	“They were in the service together,” I said. “Probably means she flew a light ship for air support while he fought on the ground out west.”

	“Out west,” she said, “Jeth, do you know that the Green Valley is farther west than the military usually goes?”

	I nodded. “The last stop before the big plains, and beyond that, the desert.”

	“You ever hear from your brother?”

	“He sends a letter every now and then. I wish the network could reach all the way to the western city.”

	“I’m kinda glad it doesn’t,” she said.

	“Your parents?”

	“I don’t want to talk to them, Jeth. You know as much as I do.”

	“I miss my mom and dad, even though they write when they can,” I said, “Still, I understand what you’re saying.”

	“My dad wasn’t like yours,” Rebecca said, “but we don’t need to go over it now. That’s all in the past.”

	“In the past,” I repeated as I thought of the forests and slopes of the place I’d grown up, and first met Rebecca. “Yeah.”

	Her gaze remained on the trees below. “You know, every tree reminds me of that place, of when I first met you.”

	I looked at her, but she did not turn in my direction.

	She said, “I’d never seen so many trees before we went northeast that year. A little town, even smaller than the one in the valley, was all I’d seen of other people before, but it was on the edge of a desert. Not many trees out there.” She shrugged. “I guess it doesn’t matter now, does it?”

	“I don’t know if it does or not,” I said.

	She nodded. “Neither do I, I guess.”

	Rebecca backed away from the window. “If we’re gonna find out what matters, we need to stay alive. Stop Sudhatho. Stop Yashelia.”

	“And the renegades who work with them.”

	“There is one thing I don’t understand,” she said. “That grinning aeon took Carol to the garden. Who does he work for, if not Sudhatho?”

	“We’ll find out what we can,” I said.

	“That’s part of why I’m afraid,” said Rebecca, “in this city, there’s always another mystery.”
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	Verified Memory, Carol Fisher, Operations Base Center

	

	Westward from the Chicago barriers lay the green hills of the northern central continent, once called the Great Plains. Carol rode with her team and their cleans in the same heavy military train taking the old railways to the front, a base referred to as Center.

	Soon they would head east again.

	Soon they would return to the city.

	And when they did they would be closer to the truth about Sudhatho.

	And once they knew the truth, they would have the power to give up this grunt work.

	Carol dared hope for a future better than her present.
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	Unregistered Memory, Ryan Carter, Light Ship Astra III

	

	Ryan and Alesia opened their eyes from another dive into Carol’s memory. He released her hand and looked up at her face. She took a deep breath.

	“I can’t believe it,” he muttered, “there’s not enough evidence on Sudhatho here. Only enough to say for sure these soldiers work for him.”

	“They’re terrorists now, so that could be enough to stop him,” said Alesia.

	He shook his head. “With Sudhatho’s allies high and low, I doubt it. But that isn’t all that’s bothering me.”

	Alesia nodded. “She knew something she somehow kept from you, even when you meant to take everything.”

	“Exactly. The information to convict Sudhatho is still in her memory somewhere.”

	“Then we’d better find her,” said Alesia. She glanced at Kamuek. “You get all that, Kam?”

	“Please, use my whole name,” said the aeon, “and yes.”

	“Alright,” said Alesia.

	Conner left the viewing port on the far side of the bridge and walked over to them. 

	“‘Tis a good thing I found them,” he said.

	“What are you talking about?” asked Ryan.

	“Asked around with some of my friends on the shadow nets.” Conner grinned. “The renegade soldiers are split up. Two of them were spotted outside Bailey Court Garden, Alan Trench, and the other woman, Miranda. Those two aren’t the ones we’re interested in, though.

	“Turns out, Carol is still out of it from you taking her memories. She and Damien went to a distillery that serves custom ichor.”

	“Custom ichor?” Alesia said, “I’ve never heard of anything like that.”

	“Only the most delicate palettes ever do,” said Conner, still grinning, “and trust me, I am among them. This place is on one of the small canals which runs north and south. It’s called Clearbridge.”

	“Clearbridge. Got it,” said Ryan. He networked and located the building, an old brick factory-building a few miles north of Lotdel Tower and further east, closer to the sea.

	Alesia pulled back one side of her coat. She checked the modern-style automatic pistol at her hip.

	“Woah,” said Conner, “what’s with the gun?”

	“You boys don’t just have me around for my purifier connections,” she said. “Let’s knock on that door.”

	Ryan called out the street number of the building he had found. Kamuek needed no urging. He turned the ship toward Clearbridge.
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	Secure Memory, Anonymous Identity, Animal Monitor Feed

	

	The team leader spotted the two terrorists through the eyes of a squirrel as they slipped through Bailey Court Garden.

	She fought with her orders from Sudhatho for a few seconds before deciding not to leave the terrorists alone. No job was worth betraying people to die. She surprised herself at her own principles, but if one had to make a stand, one could always do it quietly.

	She alerted the nearest purifier precinct and sent them the coordinates and an image feed of the two creeping through the autumn foliage. The purifiers mobilized.
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	Rebecca and I held hands by the window and began sensocycling to search for Yashelia. Below us, Bailey Court Garden looked peaceful beyond the glass pane, but as we searched, it became clear that was anything but the case.

	Three forms met on the edge of the garden two humans with densely encrypted minds, one aeon with no identifiable mind. Alan and Miranda were meeting with Yashelia. I trembled that they were all so close to my home, however unsafe a home it had become.

	Rebecca saw what I saw, felt my fear, smelled the pine and dead leaves I smelled through my projected senses. She released my hand.

	“She’s down there, Jeth. We— I can stop her. Set things right.”

	“She’s a rogue star, Rebecca.”

	“Yeah,” she said, “but there are ways to kill aeons.”

	My eyes widened as I looked at her cold expression. She turned and picked up the pistol and holster from the coffee table. Rebecca walked to the door of my apartment. I followed her, dreading what lay below us, but unwilling to even consider letting her go alone.

	“This will be safer if I go by myself,” said Rebecca.

	“No deal,” I said, “I’m seeing this through.”

	“Stay behind me.”

	“Sure. But remember, there are three of them and only one of you. I can help even the odds.”

	“As long as you even the odds from behind me, I won’t complain.”

	I saw no way to stop her, though I wished I could have. I followed her into the hall and to the elevator.

	When we reached the lobby, she took my hand for a second. We cycled.

	“They haven’t moved,” said Rebecca. “Remember. Behind me. And stay as quiet as you can.”

	I nodded.

	We went out the front doors, then around the eastern side of the building. We crept upwind toward the garden’s edge. Yashelia and the renegades were pretty deep in. Self-conscious of every leaf crackling under my feet, I followed Rebecca between the trees, staying low so what little scrub remained could give us a chance to hide.

	A siren went off, a real audible siren, not the usual mental alarm or alert.

	I looked but saw nothing beyond the gray clouds and leafless branches overhead. Further in, the garden remained mostly green, and as I looked toward the center, I saw the three Rebecca was after.

	Yashelia looked as otherworldly and pale as ever, hood thrown back to expose yellow hair.

	Miranda glanced at Alan as the siren went off. I could not hear her words. Alan shook his bearded head in reply.

	“Purifiers,” Rebecca breathed. “They’re sending in a strike team.”

	Even as she spoke, Yashelia turned in our direction. Rebecca drew the revolver. I stared at the lethal monster as Yashelia prowled toward us. A sniper took the shot on her. Blood erupted from one shoulder, but rather than slowing or falling, Yashelia broke into a charge. She covered the ground between us effortlessly.

	Rebecca’s finger tensed over the trigger.

	At the last second, Yashelia veered behind a tree. Miranda and Alan also took cover where they could find it. 

	I touched Rebecca’s arm.

	“We should get back.”

	“She’ll kill again,” Rebecca said.

	“We’ll follow her, do what we can. But we can’t stay here.”

	Rebecca gave me a grudging nod. We followed Yashelia along the edge of the park. As unbelievable as it felt to me, we were hunting a rogue star.
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	Unregistered Memory, Elizabeth Ashwood, Lotdel Tower

	

	A news alert rattled Elizabeth’s senses as she stepped out of the elevator onto the ground floor of Lotdel Tower. A warning bulleting appeared in her mind when she reached for it. She received a message from her newsroom chief an instant later.

	Hey, boss, are you alright? Something big is going on in your neighborhood. 

	I’m checking it out now, she sent back, and then read the bulletin.

	We are aware of a terrorist situation in Bailey Court Garden. Residents within five blocks-radius should seek shelter. Take extreme caution. The terrorists are suspected to be the same ones behind the train station attacks.

	Elizabeth scowled. News was unfolding right across the street. I’m strong enough, and I’ll be damned if I don’t take this chance, she thought. Jeth thinks the terrorists are working with Sudhatho’s organization. Time to get eyes on them again.

	She marched out the doors and into the small crowd formed outside. People were looking around the east side of the tower. A temperate breeze came from the same direction, carrying the scent of trees as well as something else. Is that gunpowder?

	Shots rang out, muffled by distance. This is really happening, Elizabeth thought. She opened her mind, extended her senses, and slipped toward the front of the crowd, trying to get a better view of the action in the garden.

	She emerged from the crowd, eyes locked on the garden’s edge. A team of six purifiers moved in from the street between Bailey Court and Lotdel Tower. Elizabeth spotted more purifiers combing through the trees from the north. They could well have the park surrounded.

	In the gray light of day, she spotted a solitary figure crouching behind a tree, holding a shotgun. His bald head and beard made him unmistakable. Alan Trench opened fire on the purifiers as they advanced on him.

	One of the purifiers took a shot between the plated guards of his leg armor. A flicker of red and he went down to one knee. Alan ducked back as the next handful of purifiers retaliated. The sounds of gunshots beat a staccato in the air.

	Elizabeth took an involuntary step forward. She stared as the firefight unfolded. Alan wounded another purifier but had his arm clipped in return. A man from the crowd stepped forward, staring vacantly. 

	At first, Elizabeth thought the man was simply overwhelmed at witnessing the sights and sounds of the battle. Few people actually encountered such danger in the city. Then, she saw his hollow eyes, and he broke into a run, along with four other people. The group of bystanders rushed toward the purifiers shooting at Alan.

	Someone is controlling them, Elizabeth thought in shock, but Alan is pretty occupied to be breaking down their defenses.

	She scowled as she spied a flicker of movement in the carefully separated trees east of Alan’s position. A young woman in a black jacket with brown hair retreated from the fray. She held no weapon, but Elizabeth recognized Miranda. Even the glazed look of someone networking was identifiable with the sharpening of senses from her ichor.

	“Damn it, stop!” Elizabeth shouted at the charging people under Miranda’s control.

	Two purifiers turned toward the bystanders, weapons halfway raised. A man and a woman intervened between the five people and the purifiers before the security troops could open fire. 

	Thomas shoulder checked one man, looking no worse for wear with his reported wounds from the morning freshly healed. The charger he hit fell against another. Both went down.

	The aeon with him, Celsanoggi, dark haired and pale, dragged a man and woman to the ground, one in each hand. Her leg snaked out and tripped the fifth person, though they all continued to struggle.

	Thomas saluted the two troopers at the garden’s edge. He just has to be a hero, Elizabeth thought.

	The purifiers lowered their guns. 

	Elizabeth breathed a sigh of relief and turned to the continued shoot-out between Alan and the other purifiers.

	The renegade soldier bled from wounds to both arms and one leg. He dropped his empty shotgun and went for a pistol at his hip. His wounded arm moved jerkily. A purifier that had advanced on him from one side, raced forward and clobbered Alan to the ground with the butt of his rifle. 

	Elizabeth looked after Miranda, but she was gone.

	The people she had controlled stopped struggling against Thomas and Celsanoggi. The fight was over.
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	Unregistered Memory, Ryan Carter, Clearwater Bridge

	

	Kamuek’s light ship dropped Ryan and Alesia off a few blocks away, and they covered the streets to Clearwater Bridge quickly and cautiously. Ryan did what he could to conceal their presence from prying eyes. They approached the old factory building and current distillery, where the coming winter had done nothing to dispel the creeping moss on the canal-side.

	Alesia took the lead as they approached the doors. She checked to see if the place was open. It wasn’t. The door leading inside was locked.

	“Stand back,” she said.

	Ryan obeyed.

	Alesia uncoiled a kick, then another. The second boot-fall crunched against the peeling white paint, and the door broke off its lock, swinging inward. Alesia checked the interior for booby traps and seemed satisfied. She stepped inside. Ryan followed close behind her.

	The distillery only appeared closed from the outside. A shout rang out over vats of bubbling liquid and echoed between titration tubes. People scrambled from all over the building either fleeing toward the other exits or grabbing weapons, mostly firearms.

	Ryan put his hand to the back of Alesia’s neck, where the skin was exposed. He used every ounce of his illusion to block the two of them from as many of the people with guns as he could.

	“Keep moving, I can’t hide us long,” he said.

	“Right. Stay close.”

	They bolted to the nearest vat, larger than either of them were wide, and even taller than Alesia. She hunkered beside it. He removed his hand and turned to keep watch in case someone tried to flank them. He might be a useless shot, but he had good eyes. Nobody had gotten close on his side. He squinted through the weave of catwalks, towering vats, and transparent tubes.

	He spotted Carol, though not Damien. She sat by an office at the back of the building as far from Ryan and Alesia as he could see.

	“She’s over there.” He sent Alesia the image captured by his eyes.

	“Great. How do we get there?” she said.

	“Nobody’s fired yet,” he said. “We can still negotiate.”

	“Sounds like a way to stay alive. Want to try it?”

	“My public speaking skills are kinda rusty.”

	“Fine, I’ll do it.” Alesia kept her gun in hand but aimed it at the ceiling. She raised both arms and called to the people beyond the vat. “Hey, sorry about your door. We don’t want trouble.” Her voice took on an accent more common in the outskirts of the city.

	“Who the hell are you?” called a man.

	“Inspectors from the city government,” Alesia said. “We know you’re distilling ichor here, and that ain’t particularly legal.”

	“In case you didn’t notice, lady, we got you two outgunned.”

	“You sure do. But if you kill us, this place gets taken out for sure.”

	“You’re bluffing.”

	“Fact is, I ain’t,” said Alesia. “We have a squad of off-the-books shit-kickers waiting on our call.”

	No answer. Ryan held his breath.

	“But here’s another act,” said Alesia. “If you give us one thing we want, no one has to know you’re here.”

	“Go on,” said the leader.

	“There’s a woman in here. She’s called Carol, and if you turn her over to us, we’ll forget all about you.”

	“Is there some kind of trick? ’Cause we’re not traitors.”

	“Last time I checked, its all of you or one of her,” said Alesia. “Make a decision boss man.”

	The boss took an audible breath, halfway to a grumble. “She isn’t one of ours anyway. Her boyfriend just left her here. Henry, bring her over.”

	Ryan kept his eyes on Carol the whole time. She seemed powerless to resist as two distillery workers made her stand up. He must really have hurt her with his mental attack. The workers led her to the front of the building. 

	“Alright, now spit,” said the boss. “Spits worth more than words.”

	Alesia spat on the concrete floor.

	The boss spat back. Damp speckles flecked the gray floor. The distillery workers pushed Carol toward Alesia. The renegade soldier did not resist as Alesia and Ryan guided her out of the distillery and back toward the waiting light ship. She seemed positively serene. A lot calmer than Ryan could say of his pulse.
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	We followed Yashelia as best we could, but she moved fast and the brush did nothing to slow her, unlike us. Rebecca froze. I bumped into her from behind, and she stumbled forward a step.

	She steadied herself, scanning the forest. “There’s someone else here,” she said.

	“Other than Yashelia, us and the purifiers back there?”

	“Yeah,” she said. “I think I saw Miranda.”

	I swallowed, thinking we were in over our heads with only Yashelia as a threat. “Alright, what do we do?” I asked.

	“Keep looking around. And stay quiet.”

	I stifled my instinctive response, then nodded.

	Rebecca turned sharply toward the brush on our left and raised her pistol. “Stop there. Stand up and show yourself.”

	A rustle in the stubborn bits of undergrowth and Miranda appeared on the far side of a row of brambles. She held her machine gun in one hand, barrel pointed into the air. 

	“Fine, you beat me.” A snarl formed on Miranda’s lips. “But I’m not the one you want, right?”

	“I don’t know,” said Rebecca, holding the gun on Miranda. “You were chasing us just a few hours ago. Why?”

	“You can guess.”

	“Sudhatho ordered you.” Rebecca scowled. “So, why did that big enforcer of his go after Carol?”

	“Tooth doesn’t work for Sudhatho,” said Miranda. “He’s more your boss’s style, don’t you think?”

	“You mean,” I said, “he works for Yashelia?”

	“Precisely, genius,” said Miranda.

	I glanced at Rebecca. “So, Sudhatho and Yashelia aren’t on the same page with everything.”

	“She’s insane, so there’s only so much we can predict from her,” said Rebecca.

	“Will you shoot me already? That is if you’re planning on it.”

	“I’m making up my mind,” said Rebecca. “Now throw down the gun.”

	“I don’t think so. I’d rather die holding the damn thing.”

	“You really want to go that way?” I asked, unable to keep the horror from my voice.

	“Not my choice,” said Miranda. “That’s up to Rebecca, here.”

	Rebecca’s breath went in and out fast, but her hands on the gun remained absolutely steady.

	Miranda laughed. “You’re not gonna shoot me.”

	Rebecca’s lips twitched. She aimed upward and pulled the trigger. A cry rang from the forest back the way we had come, and it didn’t sound like Alan. Purifiers advanced through the trees. They surrounded the three of us.

	Miranda whistled. “Fine, give me to them. Shot later, instead of shot now.” She looked at one of the purifiers, none of whom I could tell apart thanks to their armor and masks. “Hey,” she said, “You kill Alan? Wait a minute, I sense him. Is anything gonna kill that bastard?”

	“Quiet,” said one of the purifiers, who then motioned to Rebecca. “Civilian, lower your weapon.”

	Rebecca obeyed, though she kept her eyes locked on Miranda.

	The renegade soldier smirked at us. “I’m not with the rogue star, you know.”

	“Be quiet,” said the purifier.

	“Why bother?” said Miranda. “It’s all over for me now. Thus ends my career of terror and bloodshed.”

	A ululating cry rang out from somewhere in the woods west of us, closer to Lotdel Tower.

	Two of the six purifiers moved between the trees to investigate. 

	I frowned at Miranda. “You’re not giving up. Not really.”

	Her smirk widened.

	A yellow and gray blur ripped from the trees to the west. The purifiers whirled and opened fire as Yashelia emerged from the brush. Bullets ripped through cloth, but only a few drew golden blood. This time, the purifiers were armed with something that seemed more serious to her, but she was too quick for most of their bullets.

	Yashelia darted closer.

	Miranda dropped one purifier with a burst from her gun. Rebecca raised her pistol and fired. Blood jumped from Miranda’s collar and splashed up her neck. She staggered backward, and then bolted through the melee and out of the ruined circle. The purifiers retreated, one always shooting to keep Yashelia from pursuing.

	I pulled Rebecca with me, dragging her out of the field of fire. We stumbled and fell to the forest floor. The cold ground was covered in crunchy leaves.

	The sound of gunfire rang in my ears, nearly deafening. When the purifiers stopped shooting, everything felt dull and sounds muffled.

	Rebecca sprang into a crouch, still holding the revolver. Yashelia stood over us, bleeding from a few near-misses, but otherwise unharmed.

	“Five shots, deary,” said the lunatic aeon. “You have five shots left to kill me. Unless that is, you’d rather talk than fight.”

	I stared at Yashelia.

	Rebecca held onto the pistol and set her jaw.

	A gasp of breath escaped the fallen purifier, left on the ground after Miranda’s shot, rasping from the helmet beneath the tinted visor. Still alive. I glanced at the fallen trooper, eyes widening involuntarily.

	“He’s dying,” I said. “We have to help him.”

	“You’re not going anywhere, dear Jethro.” 

	Yashelia beamed at us, like a wicked sun. In some ways, that was exactly what she was.

	I glared at her.

	“I’m holding the gun.” Rebecca shuddered. “I’m. Holding. The. Gun.”

	What was going through her mind? I wished I knew.

	“But you don’t feel like using it? Or is it possible, you don’t have the bullets to kill me.”

	“Shut up!” Rebecca screamed and swung the barrel of the weapon to aim at Yashelia. She fired, but the aeon was gone in an instant.

	Yashelia swooped in low and grabbed Rebecca’s wrists. She twisted the revolver loose. The weapon fell into the grass and leaves between them.

	“You couldn’t shoot me, Rebecca dear. Or should I say…Rain.” She raised her hand to press to Rebecca’s forehead, preparing to clean her as she had done once before.

	“No!” I jumped up with wild adrenaline. My bulk slammed into Yashelia, and ridiculously strong mad aeon or not, she couldn’t keep her feet on the torn leaves and muddy earth. She and Rebecca fell over sideways, Yashelia unwilling to relinquish her grip.

	I stayed upright, but only barely.

	Rebecca fought and kicked and struggled with the aeon.

	Yashelia laughed at Rebecca’s blows. She caught a punch, then twisted Rebecca’s arm behind her back. Yashelia dragged Rebecca with her as she got to her feet. I stood helpless to stop what was happening. A soft sound came from behind me. A dull weight hit my heel.

	The wounded purifier had thrown me his sidearm, safety off. I picked it up as Yashelia reached for Rebecca’s forehead again. The wounds still fresh and bleeding gold through Yashelia’s clothes told me this gun carried aeon-stopping ammunition.

	“Let her go!” I shouted, gun held in both hands.

	“Jethro, you’re too peaceful for that weapon.”

	“I shot you before. I can do it again!”

	“Don’t threaten me.”

	“They came prepared this time. These aren’t Sudhatho’s purifiers, Yashelia.” I trained the weapon on Yashelia’s forehead. “This will kill you if I pull the trigger.”

	“Ah, but you’re forgetting one thing, my dear.”

	I gritted my teeth. She was right, with Yashelia’s speed, I would only hit Rebecca if I shot. I’d never had good aim.

	Rebecca’s free hand flailed, groping for Yashelia’s face. Her eyes met mine. We didn’t need ichor or words to communicate in that moment.

	“You’re right,” I said.

	I tossed the gun to Rebecca, then cringed, unable to look. She caught the weapon one-handed. Yashelia’s free fist slammed into Rebecca’s chest with an audible crack, but I prayed it wasn’t with the lethal force of momentum Yashelia had torn apart the purifiers in her garden.

	Rebecca went limp. The gun dropped from her fingers where they brushed the leaves. She hung in Yashelia’s grip, breathing harsh and rapid.

	Yashelia smiled at me. “It was a good idea, but I plan to survive this.”

	Purifiers were calling to each other, regrouping perhaps a hundred yards away through the garden.

	The rogue star shook her head. “Say goodbye to her, Jeth. After all, you care for each other so deeply.”

	Tears flowed from my eyes, unbidden, unhelpful tears.

	“I won’t,” I said, glaring at Yashelia.

	“Why not? You will never have her back this time.”

	“Rebecca, this is not goodbye,” I said, “Shelly, you can’t make me lie to her.”

	“Shelly?” The aeon burst into laughter. “You nicknamed me Shelly?” She cackled. Witches from the old stories could take lessons from Yashelia’s cackle.

	The rogue star didn’t see what I saw while she laughed. Rebecca’s eyes were open. Her fingers hung low, then wrapped around the grip of the pistol I had tossed her.

	She twisted her body in Yashelia’s grip. The shot must have been awkward for her at that angle, but it went straight through Yashelia’s free arm. Bones broke with another crack that sickened me. Even as the arm went limp my tears became triumphant. 

	Rebecca aimed the gun over her shoulder at Yashelia’s face.

	Yashelia released a screech as fairy-tale as her laughter.

	She shoved Rebecca forward and released her, then leaped into the trees. Even with one arm smashed by an aeon-killer round, she rushed to the top in an instant. A second later, she leaped away through the forest and vanished from sight.

	I ran to Rebecca.

	“Rebecca,” I said, still tearful, “Thank God.”

	She embraced me, pulling me close to her warm frame, wincing as I pressed against where Yashelia had hit her. “Thank you, Jeth. You gave me two more chances than I deserved just now.”

	I shook my head. “It’s not about deserving. We’re going to live through this.”

	“I hope you’re right.”

	“I tell the truth, remember?”

	The purifiers arrived, surrounding us again, but without their weapons raised. While a team stayed to treat their wounded trooper, the others escorted me and Rebecca out of the garden. We were lucky to be alive. The two of us stayed locked together until we were on the street again.
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	Secure Memory, Anonymous Identity, Animal Monitor Feed

	

	In the forest, the two humans were so low as to be mostly invisible to airborne birds. The team leader switched to get a closer view from a squirrel who stared at Yashelia, the woman, and the man, as the scene unfolded. She followed the rogue star as Yashelia fled. She had to prioritize one of them, even though they were all of interest to Sudhatho.

	But the team leader could guess which was of more interest, even if she did not know why.

	She tracked Yashelia through the woods, then followed her through bird’s eyes as she slipped through the purifier cordon. Miranda was in the wind too. These renegades and stars are too much trouble, the team leader thought. Yet, Sudhatho did nothing to stop them. He knew, but he did not act.

	The lethal monster disappeared into the old underground tunnels a few blocks north of the garden. The team leader lost track of her.

	When the team leader looked back for the man and the woman, she found them talking to the purifiers, while a second woman tried to get through the perimeter to talk to them. The team leader continued to spy and reported to Sudhatho despite her misgivings.
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	Unregistered Memory, Ryan Carter, Light Ship Astra III

	

	Kamuek’s light ship cruised north, over the icy canal by Clearbridge.

	On the ship’s bridge, Ryan sat beside Alesia. Both of them watched Carol cautiously. She was handcuffed to the armrests of her seat. The renegade soldier sat slumped, head hanging in defeat.

	A sensory program maintained by Conner kept her sedate, half-asleep. Ryan felt certain that without Conner’s sensory disruption, Carol would be alert and cursing at them without much trouble.

	“Christ,” said Alesia, “you two sure did a number on her.”

	Ryan’s face grew hot. “I did what I thought I had to. Turns out, even that wasn’t enough.”

	“You can’t do it again, that’s certain,” said Conner from across the bridge on the other side of Kamuek and the controls. “She clearly hasn’t recovered, and we can’t risk killing her.”

	“Why not?” asked Alesia, scowling. “Her group may not actually be terrorists, but they may as well be for all I care.”

	“She hasn’t killed anyone that we know of,” said Conner. “Ryan, you don’t want blood on your hands.”

	“You’re right, Conner,” said Ryan. “Even if I did attack again, I don’t know if it would work. I didn’t want to do it the first time, but the interrogator ordered me.”

	Conner nodded.

	Alesia shook her head, eyes cold.

	Kamuek glanced at them from behind the controls. “If it matters, I agree with Conner as well. She is still human.”

	“Don’t get high and mighty with me,” said Alesia. “We all know she works for an aeon who is supposedly sane. Yet, he’s the one employing goddamn terrorists all over the city! These people deserve what they get!” She slammed her fist into her palm.

	“You have a point, Alesia, but calm down.” Ryan leaned forward and steepled his fingers. He looked at Carol, who seemed only vaguely aware of his gaze. “In the state she’s in, we may be able to get what we want without inflicting pain, either way.”

	“What do you mean?” asked Alesia. “How?”

	Conner turned toward them again. “Suggestive illusion. Right, Ryan?”

	“Yes.” Ryan inclined his hands toward Alesia. “Her senses are still muddled from my attack.”

	He stood up and motioned for Alesia to follow him. They walked to Conner’s side of the ship.

	“There are three of us, which is good. She has three companions, two men, and one woman, so this should be simpler. We’re going to take on their roles.” He looked at Alesia. “You remember Miranda from Carol’s memories, right?”

	“Kind of an annoying joker as well as a comrade in arms, yeah.”

	Conner nodded to Ryan. “You’re the most physically similar to Damien. I can play Alan.”

	“Good,” said Ryan. “You can start by talking about the mission. Alesia, you can throw in a joke or two, and then I’ll ask her to remind me what we’re fighting for. Got it?”

	“I think so,” said Alesia. “But will she really think that we’re her friends?”

	“With a little sensory illusion from Conner, sure,” said Ryan. “You can handle that while playing Alan, right?”

	“Who do you take me for?” Conner grinned. “I’ve already begun.”

	The three of them returned to the passenger seats on the other side of the bridge. Ryan couldn’t tell what Conner’s illusions were doing to Carol. But she looked up at them, still dazed, but eyes brighter than before.

	“You’re here!” she said, “how did you three get on board?”

	Conner motioned toward Ryan.

	“Trust me,” said Ryan, “We’re here to get you out.”

	“Damien—” Carol struggled against the cuffs.

	He leaned forward. Hiding his apprehension behind calm breaths, he unlocked her hands. “It’ll be alright, Carol.”

	“It’s about time we made like trees and glided to the ground,” said Alesia.

	Carol shot her a glance but said nothing.

	Conner nodded. “Let’s get out of here. We boarded with a light flier.”

	“Who’s controlling it for you?” asked Carol.

	“One of the boss’s students,” said Ryan quickly. “Come on, Carol.”

	“Damien, I wish…I wish we had time.” Tears appeared in Carol’s eyes.

	“We don’t,” he said, “not right now.”

	“Right. We should move.” She stood unsteadily and reached for his hand.

	Ryan took her clammy fingers in his. He looked into her eyes as intensely as he could manage. 

	“Carol,” he said.

	“Damien?”

	“What did they take from you?”

	“Everything except what mattered most.” She sighed. “They still don’t know about the boss’s daughter.”

	“Sudhatho’s daughter?” Ryan’s breath caught. That was it, the secret she had been hiding. To the public, Sudhatho did not have any offspring, just like other aeons. “Good that the memory is safe. Now rest. We’ll get you out of here.”

	“Thank you. Thank you, Damien.” 

	She leaned against him. He settled her slowly back into her seat. Alesia snapped the cuffs around Carol’s wrists an instant later.

	They went to the other side of the bridge, leaving Carol in her seat.

	Kamuek whistled. “Amazing. Sudhatho has a daughter,” he said, “any bet on the mother?”

	“Only one,” said Ryan, “Yashelia.”

	They flew north over the canal a little further north, then cut west over the low buildings of the city. 

	Ryan did not know what they could do with the information Carol just divulged, but it gave them somewhere to start.
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	Unregistered Memory, Thomas Fenstein, The Mangrove Suite

	

	Thomas and Celsanoggi took the elevator upstairs in Lotdel Tower.

	“You need to be more careful. Your arm was just regenerated,” she said.

	“And how about you? You charged in to save those people even though your leg just healed.”

	She shook her head. “I’m an aeon. It’s different.”

	“Just because you have more power than little human me doesn’t mean you’re invulnerable. I remember Chicago too well.”

	“You think I don’t?”

	The doors opened, and they stepped out into the hall leading to the manager’s desk in the Mangrove Suite. 

	As they walked down the passage, Thomas frowned. “Then why do you have a death wish?”

	“I want to help people, even if that means putting myself in danger.”

	“Hey, we’re the same on that. But we’re not soldiers anymore.”

	“You aren’t, sure. I never stopped.”

	They passed by the manager’s desk and continued toward Thomas’ office. He glared at her as they reached the last door at the end of the hall. 

	“I’ve been in enough danger lately to be offended by that.”

	“I heard about what happened a few months ago.” Celsanoggi avoided his gaze. “Yashelia was here.”

	“She could have killed me!” He unlocked the door, and they went inside. “And you know what, I’ve been realizing ever since that girl, Rebecca, appeared, that I don’t want to be the guy who owns a brothel and lives comfortably just because he can. This place is not who I am.”

	“Fine,” said Celsanoggi. “Who do you say you are?”

	“I don’t know, Celsa! But it feels right to be out there, like you are, fighting the good fight, even if means just tackling someone to keep them safe.”

	“This city isn’t that dangerous.”

	“Sure seems like it is lately.”

	“Have you considered volunteering as a firefighter?”

	“Haha. You know what I want to do.”

	“Your friends disagreed with you too,” she said.

	“Celsa, I have military training—”

	“But it isn’t enough!” she put her bandaged hands on his shoulders. “Thomas, even I shouldn’t be working as a vigilante. It’d get you killed.”

	He shook his head but felt disappointment rather than anger. 

	“I’d hoped you would understand.”

	“I do understand but Thomas, I don’t want you to get hurt.”

	“Does protecting me matter more than protecting everyone else?” he asked.

	“No!” she said, tears in her eyes.

	“Looks like we agree on that, too!” he said.

	She sighed. Her hands slipped from his shoulders. “I guess we do.” She frowned. “But what can we do, even together? Sudhatho is too connected, too influential.”

	“Yeah, but he has a weak point,” said Thomas. “Yashelia. She was here in the garden. If we can find her, then maybe—”

	A ping from Jeth reached his mind.

	“What is it?” asked Celsanoggi.

	“It’s Jeth. He and Rebecca ran into Yashelia out there just now. They’re okay, don’t worry.”

	“We have to catch her. If we take her in, she could incriminate Sudhatho.”

	Thomas nodded. “Let’s meet with Jeth.”

	“I still think it’s too dangerous.”

	“I know,” he said, “but I have to do this.”

	“I understand.”

	They left the suite without another word.

	[image: Image]

	

	Rebecca and I went to the public workshop on the second floor of Lotdel Tower. 

	She carried the revolver openly in its holster. 

	My nerves were frayed to the breaking point after our encounter with Yashelia. The workshop was deserted. Only when Rebecca stopped by a clean table, and set the revolver on it, did I recover enough wits to question her.

	“What are we doing here?” I asked, “I mean, what’s the plan?”

	“The purifier weapon worked today. That wound won’t heal quickly on its own.” Rebecca took a deep breath and looked at me, face serious. “Yashelia is rogue. She can only go one place to get treated, Sudhatho’s garden.”

	“That’s north, in the old New York City area.”

	“Exactly,” she said, “and that gives us a chance to stop them both for good.”

	“You want to kill them,” I said, mouth dry.

	“Do I have any choice?” Rebecca said. “Not as I see it.”

	“But we do have a choice. Enough information could bring them both down.”

	“How much information? We don’t have time to hope, Jeth. This is our chance— my chance to set things right.”

	I opened my mouth to protest, but instead got a message from Thomas in response to my earlier ping. He was on his way downstairs and heading in our direction, wanting to talk. Celsanoggi was with him.

	Rebecca opened the cylinder of the revolver and set the five bullets carefully on the tabletop. She frowned at them. 

	“An electrical charge of any real voltage can stun an aeon. A bullet carrying a static charge can be lethal.” She shook her head. “The right modification could allow these bullets to carry a charge like that, but I doubt we have the tools here for that.”

	“So,” I said, “if you can’t get the bullets, you won’t go after Yashelia?”

	“Jeth, I’m not going to reconsider this. I need them gone. Over. Done.”

	“They don’t need to die. The law is on our side, Rebecca.”

	“What law, Jeth? Sudhatho is a teloite, which means he helps make the laws as well as enforce them. His people won’t remove him without damning evidence of collusion with a rogue star.”

	“That evidence exists,” I said, “we just don’t have enough of it yet.”

	“Keep looking then, Jeth. I’ll do what I can to keep us safe. You do what you can.”

	I breathed deep, fighting frustration. Either she did not realize how dangerous going after them would be, or she didn’t care. In the moment, I couldn’t guess which was more likely. It didn’t matter, though, because the upshot was the same either way.

	Rebecca picked up the revolver. “I’m sorry, Jeth.” She holstered the weapon, then unbuckled the belt from her waist. “I just don’t see how we can miss this chance.”

	“Look, wait on it for a week,” I said.

	“In a week, we won’t know where she is.”

	“Please, Rebecca.”

	She frowned at me, saying nothing as we left the workshop. She told me she’d spend the night sleeping on Elizabeth’s couch. At my door, I let her go.
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	Secure Memory, Anonymous Identity, Animal Monitor Feed

	

	The woman boarded a train at the station near Lotdel Tower early in the morning. Despite the deepening cold, a squirrel saw her from the branches of a tree by the entrance. The team leader could have smiled at the sight. 

	Not often did Rebecca Waters leave home wearing bulky clothes like the heavy coat she wore that morning. Granted, she didn’t live in Lotdel Tower. Perhaps the man she had been with the previous day had gotten lucky.

	Guess the weather gets to everyone eventually, she thought as her squirrel lost sight of the woman.

	Curious at her destination, the team leader switched to observe the train’s northernmost stop. Anthem Central Station, near the dense part of the city once commonly called New York. She could not tell if Rebecca meant to ride the train all the way north, but she also knew Sudhatho had requested information on the woman’s movements.

	Big sister is watching you, she thought as she sent the train’s status to her real boss.

	Who could say why the teloite wanted to know about one seemingly ordinary immigrant woman, however much trouble she had been in lately? He paid well, though, that hadn’t been enough to stop her reporting the massacre at the blacks site. There were some lines she could not cross. That was enough for the team leader, who settled back to watch the train from afar while she activated a few sensor animals by the stations along the way.

	Rebecca did not seem eager to leave the train.

	She rode it all the way to the northern island.
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	Rebecca sent me a message the next morning while she rode the train north toward the old city.

	Don’t try to follow me. When it’s over, I’ll let you know. Sudhatho and Yashelia will pay for what they’ve done.

	She did not stay connected long, and I knew she wouldn’t like it, but I used the time to send a tracer to her, with hopes she would not locate it. Along with the hidden tracer I sent two words.

	Good luck.

	As I got breakfast alone that morning, I checked on my tracer. She had not removed it, but she had not missed it either. The tracer now relayed a view from her eyes as she rode the train.

	She watched the rooftops in the distance growing and sinking. The massive, uniform towers constructed by the aeons loomed before her. Even as I saw through her eyes, a sense of foreboding in my belly, she messaged me.

	Don’t say I didn’t warn you, Jeth. You may not like what you see today.

	I frowned at my eggs and bacon, only half-aware of their presence, appetite gone.

	Be careful, Rebecca.

	I’m doing this for all of us, Jeth. Please, try to understand.

	Information is what we need to bring down Sudhatho, I sent back. We need to be patient.

	Her next message took a few minutes to arrive. I waited, unhappily watching the buildings ahead through her eyes.

	I’m through with patience. More people will die if I don’t stop him.

	You mean if you don’t kill him.

	She did not break the connection, but all the protests I considered sounded hollow in my head.

	She rode onward, taking the train to the densest part of the city from before the arrival of the aeons. It was famous, sung about in songs, envied by people all over the old world. And in that city, Sudhatho kept his fortress garden.
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	Secure Memory, Anonymous Identity, Animal Monitor Feed

	

	When Rebecca’s train arrived in the heart of the city, the team leader switched immediately to watch her disembark. She made her way out of the station where a clean with an active sensor relay kept watch while appearing to only be there to sweep the street. Naturally, the team leader used the clean’s eyes as a substitute for the usual animals to trace the woman’s movements.

	Rebecca crossed the street and left the clean’s field of vision. The team leader switched her senses to the nearest activated pigeon, a bird perched on a streetlight, looking the same direction Rebecca took away from the station.

	The woman marched straight toward the garden, steadily closing the distance until she arrived outside. The team leader did not need to guess why Sudhatho was interested in her any longer. Rebecca stood before the gates of Sudhatho’s walled estate, surrounded by trees, both alien and native.

	She said something to the guard at the gate, and then the gates opened.

	Rebecca walked through into the boss’ garden.

	The team leader kept watching, fascinated by the direct approach. What was she doing?
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	I watched the trees through her eyes as Rebecca stepped into Sudhatho’s garden. The guard, who she had sensory tweaked to be let inside, watched her dully from beside the gates. I knew she had the revolver buried under her coat, but without the aeon-killing bullets, I’d hoped she wouldn’t go. I should have known better.

	She walked to the house at the center of the garden, then knocked on the tall wooden doors.

	Another bit of mental trickery when the door opened, and she stepped through, passing a pair of Sudhatho’s servants, and then a cluster of private security workers. She breezed upstairs like a ghost.

	She marched alone through the upper halls until she reached a large study. The door opened inward. Sudhatho’s pale-maned shadow crossed the floor in front of her. He stood behind a broad desk on the far side of the room, before an arched window.

	Then Rebecca stymied the flow of images from her eyes to me.

	Someone knocked on my door. “Jeth!” Thomas said loud enough to startle me through the door, “we need to talk.”

	I juddered to my feet and went to the door. “More than that,” I said, “we have to move.” I wouldn’t let Rebecca kill or be killed to stop Sudhatho. I opened the door and looked at Thomas. “We need to get to the north islands.”
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	Secure Memory, Anonymous Identity, Animal Monitor Feed

	

	The team leader fought her way through net security around Sudhatho’s garden. Another pigeon sufficed to provide her the view she needed. Curiosity had the better of her and she wanted to see—more importantly hear—what was happening inside the building.

	Ignoring the usual restrictions, she dominated the pigeon’s action, making it fly to the large central house. It circled until it spied the woman through a high window in a central study. She mentally tweaked the bird to perch on the frame, then tuned the pigeon’s senses, trying to get an idea of what they were saying inside.

	Sudhatho stood behind his desk, casting a shadow over Rebecca. He folded his hands, huge shoulders bunched, and said, “I wondered how long it would take for you to show yourself here.”

	“Like you even considered little me,” she said, “I’m done hiding from you.”

	“Good.” He smiled and motioned to her. “Say your piece.”

	Rebecca drew the revolver in a fluid motion. She aimed it at Sudhatho. The gun roared and the pigeon took flight.
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	“How are supposed to get there in time?” Thomas asked, “even if I had my van, we’re over two hours south of the city.”

	“A light ship,” I said. “Ryan and his team were flying around in a light ship. Give me a second.”

	I reached out across the city with what sensory ability I had, though it seemed paltry next to what Rebecca could manage. I located Ryan’s network signature a few miles from Lotdel Tower and heading north.

	I made mental contact.

	“Ryan,” I said, “I need your help.”

	“I’m a little busy right now, Jeth. I’m going to uncover Sudhatho.”

	“Tell me about it on the way,” I said, “Thomas and I need to get to New York right away.”

	“From Lotdel Tower?” Ryan paused as he talked to someone else in his vicinity. “Alright, we’ll pick you up. Looks like we’re going the same way. Meet us out front.”

	“Thanks,” I said.

	The connection ended.

	Thomas looked at me with raised eyebrows. “A light ship? We’re not gonna be exactly inconspicuous in that.”

	“It’s too late for hiding.”

	“Oh boy.” Thomas whistled. “We’ll need a lot of luck to survive the day.”

	Celsanoggi stepped through the door into my apartment. Her lip twitched, almost smiling. “I’ll do my best to protect you,” she said and held up her sentry mask.

	Thomas glanced at me sheepishly. “I figured it would be faster if I talked to you alone.”

	I nodded and then went into the back room to get my shotgun. I might be after the truth, but I needed not to get killed first. We met Ryan and the light ship on the street outside moments later.
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	Secure Memory, Anonymous Identity, Animal Monitor Feed

	

	As soon as Rebecca’s gunshot sounded, the team leader went scrambling to get a view of the interior. Without animals inside, she had little luck. How could there be more network critters in a black site than in Sudhatho’s own home? Easily, the team leader thought, because he knows people are watching.

	Gunshots drew her attention to the front of the garden. The man who’d been on duty at the gate fell.

	Two motorcycles roared into the garden through the open gate. Big wheels tore up the grass as they raced toward the mansion at the center of the garden. A gunman concealed in one of the towers closest to the gate opened fire. Damien and Miranda skidded their bikes sideways under the guards’ bullets.

	The team leader recoiled from the sight of Damien. He dismounted and ran toward the front doors. Miranda raised her machine gun and released a burst at the tower. 

	The mental signal of the gunman above fluctuated. He did not return fire. She must have wounded him, but the team leader couldn’t tell how badly.

	Through the eyes of a cringing squirrel, she watched a mob of twenty cleans pour through the gates, heading toward the house, following Damien and Miranda. The terrorists waited for their cleans to catch up. Three of them climbed the front steps of the house. The one in the lead flung open the tall door.

	Bullets from the guards inside sent the clean’s body collapsing into the grass. Blood pooled in wounds. The squirrel bolted, and the team leader lost sight of the fray.

	She switched back to a bird. Miranda fired into the entrance hall. Damien still had no weapon at the ready but he shepherded cleans through the doorways, overwhelming Sudhatho’s security forces with the stream of bodies.

	By the time Miranda and Damien stalked into the entrance hall, the walls were streaked with blood. A handful of remaining cleans stood over the bodies of private security troops.

	The team leader watched through the open doors, using the squirrel’s curious gaze once again.

	Miranda called up the stairs, loud enough for the team leader to catch her words, “Sudhatho! You won’t get rid of us that easily.”

	The team leader’s concern made her want to coax the squirrel closer, but she could not control the animal to that degree. But this was a bad day for her boss.

	Miranda and Damien marched up the stairs, heading the same way Rebecca Waters had gone. They knew this place, the team leader realized. They must have been there before.
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	Unregistered Memory, Ryan Carter, Light Ship Astra III

	

	The light ship cruised between the towering glass and concrete pillars of the old city of New York. Kamuek guided the vessel toward the central garden while Jeth and Ryan compared what they knew.

	“Rebecca went in there by herself?” Ryan said. “No offense, but what is she, crazy?”

	Jeth’s face looked gray with nerves. “She used to do dirty work for Yashelia, so she thinks she can handle it. But I’m worried.”

	“I just saw the news,” said Alesia. “Looks like she’s not the only one looking to settle up with Sudhatho.”

	“Who?” Jeth asked.

	“Damien and Miranda,” said Ryan. “We have Carol in the ‘brig,’ and the purifiers captured Alan.”

	Jeth took a deep breath and looked at Kamuek. “We need to get there.”

	“We’ll help Rebecca,” said Ryan, “but we also have to find Yashelia’s daughter if we want to take down Sudhatho.”

	“I know,” said Jeth, “I think we can do it.”

	“If we’re not too late,” murmured Thomas.

	The lone sentry nodded, stoic as ever.

	The light ship hurtled toward the garden. Ryan held onto the seat as they swooped in low.
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	The light ship dropped us off just within the garden’s walls. Thomas glanced at me just before he stepped onto the brown grass, but shook his head without a word. I thought I could guess his mind, his fear and bravery expressed equally on his face. Celsanoggi and I followed him out of the light ship.

	Ryan called to us from inside, “Find Sudhatho. We’ll scout for his daughter and guard the air.”

	“Thanks,” I said. I have to find Rebecca and fast. It’s already been an hour since I lost contact with her.

	The light ship rose skyward. Celsanoggi led the way toward the house, mask covering her face.
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	Unregistered Memory, Elizabeth Ashwood, BrightNet

	

	“I’m Cindy Dearborne with BrightNet, and we are live with breaking news from New York City central garden. At two o’clock this afternoon, two suspects in the clean terror attacks have been spotted attacking the central garden. It is not known if there are more terrorists, but residents are advised to stay indoors, and not approach the park. We will keep you updated.”

	Elizabeth listened to Cindy read the report Elizabeth herself had written. It was the breaking news that could draw in more people to the network, but Jeth’s absence had her worried. They were on their back up net anchor, but more importantly, Sudhatho lived in the central garden. One guess and she knew where Jeth was at that moment.

	She turned to her newly recruited reporters. “We need to get a team on scene at the central garden.” 

	They sprang into action, young and eager, and thank God for that.

	She contacted Sarah Harper, to fill her in on the situation.

	“This is Sarah. Elizabeth, it looks like the news is happening in my area today.”

	“That’s what I’m calling you about. My team is moving, but they’ll take time to get there.”

	“I can connect you to one of my people at the security perimeter. The police have the place blockaded but there’s definitely an aeon in the garden, still.”

	“That’s what I was about to ask you for! It’s like you read my mind.”

	“Don’t underestimate me, Elizabeth.” Sarah sounded amused. “Take your team and get to the old city as fast as you can.”

	“I understand, and thanks.”
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	We found our way into the mansion through a door at the back of the house. It was locked, but Celsanoggi broke it open easily.

	I sensed three fully active human minds upstairs. Rebecca was one of them, Damien and Miranda the others. I walked past Thomas and peered down the hall toward the front entrance. Blood ran along the entryway floor into my line of sight. I smelled it, too.

	The methods of the renegades only became more intense the longer they operated. And now they were against Sudhatho, probably because his purifiers had tried to catch them in Bailey Court Garden. As if the idea attracted, rather than repelled, I walked into the scene of slaughter, knowing no one with a mind was left alive in the entrance hall.

	The door on the far side of the room swayed on its hinges, moved by the cold breeze from outside. The slaughter of cleans and guards all around me would have overwhelmed my senses and nerves a few months ago, but it was the third massacre I had seen. I raised the shotgun and pivoted to look for any cleans the renegades may have left behind.

	I found none.

	The others arrived behind me. Thomas covered his nose with his sleeve. “Damn it. I don’t think Miranda is taking that loss in the garden lying down.”

	“She probably wants to kill Sudhatho for his betrayal,” said Celsanoggi.

	I looked up the stairway. “Ironic, we may actually be here to save him.”

	“We’ll bring him to justice,” said Celsanoggi from beside me.

	Thomas nodded.

	We went up the stairs. Thomas and I carried our weapons at the ready. Celsanoggi hardly needed one against the renegades, but she held a black metal security club in one hand. She led the way toward the study where Rebecca had shot at Sudhatho.

	As we drew closer, I began to pray for Rebecca. I sensed her mind inside, but she hadn’t moved since we had arrived. It was possible she was badly hurt. I couldn’t tell where Miranda and Damien were, with their mental masking making them as undetectable as aeons. Plus they had their cleans with them.

	Celsanoggi rested her hand on the door to the study. She glanced at me and Thomas. “Be ready if Sudhatho is still inside.”

	Thomas grimaced and held his pistol at the ready. I aimed down the barrel of my shotgun. She opened the door.

	Fear quickened my heartbeat.

	The arched window behind the desk had three bullet-holes in its small panes of glass. No sign of ichor anywhere. Drops of red spotted the carpet, human blood. I held my breath as I led the way inside.

	If Sudhatho was in here, he was doing a good job hiding.

	I felt the cold of a gun barrel press to my back, then quickly lower.

	“Jeth?” Rebecca said. “What are you doing here?”

	“Helping you,” I said, turning toward her.

	Her long coat was gone, along with one sleeve of her sweater. Strips of the material were wrapped imperfectly along a bloody slash above her elbow. The makeshift bandage appeared to have stopped the blood flow.

	I stared at her, shotgun barrel sinking toward the floor.

	Thomas stood in the doorway, keeping his eyes on the hall outside. Celsanoggi remained outside.

	Tears ran from Rebecca’s eyes. “I wanted to kill him, to end this. I couldn’t.”

	“What happened?” I asked. “Did he do this?” I motioned to her wounded arm.

	She nodded. “He knocked me down but ran out instead of finishing me off.” She wiped away her tears with her remaining sleeve. “I thought he’d kill me, Jeth. I’m sorry.”

	“Don’t go alone, if there’s a next time,” I said. “We can handle things better together.” I glanced at the broken windowpanes. “Any idea where he’d go?”

	“He probably keeps a light ship nearby for defense,” she said. “He could try to use it as a way out.”

	I nodded to her. Walking to the window, I looked into the sky. Sure as she had said it, Kamuek’s light ship wasn’t the only vessel visible out the window. A thick, heavily-armored ship built like a flying castle floated between our friends and the garden estate.

	“You were right,” I said, “but there’s a ship still up there.” 

	“That means Sudhatho’s still on the ground,” said Rebecca. “We can still stop him.”

	“And his daughter,” added Thomas.

	“How do you know that?” Rebecca asked.

	“Ryan’s been digging,” he said.

	I nodded. “No time now. We need to find them before Miranda and Damien.”

	“You’re forgetting someone, deary.” Yashelia’s voice warbled down the hall outside the study. 

	I turned to Thomas, eyes widening with apprehension.

	Celsanoggi squared her stance in front of the doorway, then stepped out of sight. “Go find Sudhatho. I’ll handle Yashelia.”

	“We will,” said Thomas, raising his pistol.

	I let Rebecca lean on my shoulder as we walked into the hallway.

	“Oh no, my dears. I’m afraid I’ve recovered already.” Yashelia stepped around the corner outside.

	Rebecca and I ran from the study and down the hall. We ran the opposite way. Gunshots echoed behind us as Yashelia charged.

	We made it downstairs when a terrible crash of timbers rang out above us.

	She glanced at me. “We can’t worry about them right now. Our only chance to stop Sudhatho is to get him here.”

	“Right,” I said. “We’re on the same wavelength.”

	She got the far-off look of ichor use. “Miranda is outside, fighting someone I can’t detect.”

	“Sudhatho,” I said.

	I fell behind while Rebecca sprinted out the broken back door.

	When I emerged into the cold November afternoon, the sky was blotted by the floating bulk of the tower ship. Kamuek’s tiny vessel darted overhead in a rush of air. Neither ship opened fire. Good. In this part of the city, collateral damage could be enormous. Evidently, Sudhatho had not totally vacated his senses. Another reminder he is still mostly sane, I thought.

	Miranda appeared around the side of the house, surrounded by four cleans. Damien was nowhere to be seen or anywhere in my mental senses. I didn’t dare hope he had left the garden.

	Through the trees, I spotted a flicker of gold on the opposite side of the house from Miranda and her cleans. Rebecca stared in that direction. Sudhatho sheltered behind a tree, holding a small form to his chest so the child’s feet hung off the ground.

	The girl couldn’t have been more than five years old, golden hair, pale skin. A surgical band wrapped around her forehead, likely concealing the aeon wound there. She looked at me— More than that, she met my gaze and I felt child-like fingers in my mind. 

	Are you here to hurt me?

	No, I sent back. I need your help.

	Miranda aimed down the sights of her submachine gun. “Come out, Sudhatho. I could still spare your little one.”

	“Miranda,” hissed the big aeon, “this is unexpected.”

	“Why? You figured I was done for without Alan and Carol?” She smirked. “Wrong again, boss.”

	Sudhatho moved swiftly, reacting to a glint of a scope on one of the house’s towers. He covered his daughter with his arms.

	Damien’s first bullet ripped into Sudhatho’s shoulder, the second into his back.

	The force pitched the aeon off his feet, and he stumbled across the yard, trailing ichor from the holes in his suit. His limp arm released his daughter. The child landed on her feet and ran the opposite direction from her wounded father.

	Miranda leveled her weapon at the girl.

	Rebecca stepped between the renegade and her target, revolver trained on Miranda.

	“You want to make this about her?” said Rebecca.

	I lurched into Sudhatho’s daughter’s path. I caught the little girl in my arms and then crouched in the lee of the house. If Damien shot me, I wouldn’t survive as long as Sudhatho.

	“Will you let her hurt me?” asked the little aeon huddled against me.

	“No way,” I said. “I need your help, remember?”

	“You’re joking!” Miranda’s lips pulled back in a snarl. Her cleans charged toward us. I braced myself for their blows as if that would do any good.
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	I stared at the cleans racing toward us. Rebecca only had two bullets left in the revolver, and I couldn’t use my shotgun with the cleans so close to her. She darted to one side and hammered the first clean to swing at her with the but of the revolver. He went down with an all-too-human cry of pain.

	Rebecca stepped past him. Her leg snaked out and tripped the next one. The second clean sprawled onto her face. Two more raced toward Rebecca, and the others were already clawing to their feet from the cold ground.

	She ignored them and leveled her pistol at Miranda through the gap they formed. A burst of bullets kept her from pulling the trigger. Rebecca must have predicted Miranda’s shots. She dodged sideways. 

	The cleans she had floored before went down with wounds from Miranda’s machine gun.

	Sudhatho’s daughter cringed with a cry of fear. I held onto her to keep her from running, but I was as afraid as she sounded. 

	Miranda cut off shooting. She whirled to aim at me and the girl.

	I lifted the girl as best I could and put on a burst of speed toward the house. Always athletic, I tripped and fell two steps from where I started. Bullets whistled over my head. Sudhatho’s daughter scrambled from under me and ran toward the house.

	Two cleans grappled with Rebecca.

	Miranda scowled at me from between her other two cleans. Her face was red with anger and exertion. “Mister Gall, you shouldn’t have gotten in our way.” 

	She aimed at me.

	The second-story window exploded over my head as Celsanoggi flew out the shattering panes.

	She landed in a heap, broken glass sparkling around her. Miranda’s face went pale. She turned her gun on the window where Yashelia stood. The rogue star leaped down faster than she could pull the trigger.

	Another pair of sniper bullets cut through the air. Damien missed Yashelia.

	Rebecca turned, eyes wide. She faced Yashelia across the fallen aeon and the field of debris around her. Both cleans lay unconscious on either side of Rebecca.

	The rags of Yashelia’s coat fluttered in the breeze. I scrambled after the rogue star’s daughter but she ran straight to her mother. 

	“Deary,” Yashelia said, looking down at the girl with no hint of recognition on her face, only bemusement.

	Rebecca pulled the trigger. Her penultimate bullet hit Yashelia just below the collar. The rogue star staggered backward.

	She looked down at her new wound. Golden blood rushed forth. Yashelia’s knees buckled. She sank to the ground. 

	The little girl at her side screamed.

	Yashelia scrambled onto all fours, glaring at Rebecca. “You know you can’t kill me that way, Rain!”

	Rebecca leveled the revolver at Yashelia’s eyes. “Just need to hit the right spot,” she said through clenched teeth.

	My nerves tensed as I waited for the shot, the killing bullet that would take Yashelia’s life, and I knew would put a rift between me and Rebecca forever. I waited, frozen. I waited, aching to scream at her to stop, but holding my breath.

	The seconds stretched on.

	Rebecca’s finger moved toward the trigger guard.

	There, she hesitated. 

	Yashelia’s wild eyes glittered like the countless facets of a spider’s face. She clutched the wound in her chest, ichor pulsing between white fingers, turning them gold and sticky. The mad aeon’s breath whistled audibly, ragged and fierce.

	Rebecca clenched her jaw. Her eyes never moved in my direction but remained fixed on the lethal being before her. Her fingers trembled on the revolver’s grip.  

	Miranda backed away, lowering her rifle.

	A shadow fell across the garden. The towering heights of a mountainous light ship hung over us, surely awaiting Sudhatho’s command.

	“Fools!” roared Sudhatho from the garden behind me. “I will see all of you pay for this insult.”

	“You will…” said Rebecca under her breath. She lowered the revolver and turned toward me. “Jeth, get Celsa.”

	I nodded, and then picked my way through the broken glass to the place where the lone sentry lay, her mask cracked with grooves by Yashelia’s blows. She looked at me, eyes opening as I drew near. I crouched at her side.

	“Thomas,” she said in a harsh voice. “He’s still inside.”

	“Is he alright?” I asked.

	She nodded almost imperceptibly. “She wasn’t interested in him.”

	“Good.” I looked around.

	Miranda ducked through a side door back into the house. Yashelia remained on all fours, eyes focused past me on Rebecca. 

	Her daughter stood frozen just a meter from the rogue star. 

	Rebecca walked forward, slowly, cautiously, revolver pointed at the ground, finger off the trigger, and stopped with me and Celsanoggi between her and Yashelia.

	I helped Celsanoggi to her feet.

	Bay doors on the bottom of the ship above us opened. Ropes fell from the ship to the ground, and soldiers in black scrambled down them.

	I glanced at Rebecca.

	She swore under her breath. “That’s our cue to leave.”

	“You mustn’t leave! The sentry is mine.” Yashelia leaped toward us.

	Celsanoggi and I ducked. Rebecca darted to the side.

	Yashelia landed on two legs in the field of broken glass.

	We ran for the back door. The little girl grabbed my hand, and I lifted her as best I could as we raced inside.
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	“What do we do now?” I asked, hugging the little aeon to my side.

	“Get out of here,” Rebecca said, “Sudhatho’s people will be all over this house in minutes at most.”

	“Find Thomas,” said Celsanoggi, sounding dazed.

	“Right,” said Rebecca, “then we bug out.”

	“How?” I asked.

	“We need to move fast.” Rebecca led the way into the bloody entrance hall.

	“Don’t look,” I said to the little girl. Then I nodded to Rebecca. “Maybe we could use one of the motorcycles Damien and Miranda left out front.”

	One engine roared in front of the house, then a second.

	Rebecca shook her head. “We need another option.”

	I panted for breath as I looked up the large staircase to the second floor. 

	“Thomas,” Celsanoggi called, “get downstairs! You can hear me, I know you can.”

	Rebecca holstered the revolver under her coat. She turned to me as Thomas’ footsteps thundered down the stairs. 

	He joined us in the hall, looking worn and battered. I nodded at him.

	“Jeth, we’re running out of time,” said Rebecca.

	“I know a way,” said the little aeon girl.

	Rebecca’s brows bent as she looked at the young aeon. “What did you say?”

	“I know a way to go fast,” the girl said.

	“Where?” I asked, leaning toward her.

	“Downstairs, our garage.”

	Rebecca stared at the girl, incredulous.

	“It’s our best chance,” I said.

	“You may be right.” Rebecca crouched in front of the little girl. “How do we get downstairs?”

	She pointed down a hallway off the entrance where we stood. Rebecca led the way. Thomas supported Celsanoggi for me, and we moved as fast as we could, following the girl’s directions through a door halfway down the hall. We went down a flight of concrete steps into a basement garage lit by pale sparsely distributed blue light veins in the ceiling.

	Rebecca kept moving, checking the locks on each of four small black cars without luck. Thomas jingled a pair of keys on chains. 

	“Here,” he said, tossing one set to Rebecca. “Found them in the study.”

	She caught the keys and hit the button on its grip. Light’s flashed on and off in one of the rear vehicles. Thomas unlocked another with his key.

	Shouts echoed from above us. My heart and lungs felt like two hammers banging together in my chest. Rebecca took the wheel of one car, and let me and the little girl into the passenger’s side. Thomas pulled his car out, Celsanoggi beside him.

	Ryan contacted me in the next moment. “Where are you guys?”

	Rebecca turned the car around, and we followed Thomas along a tunnel toward a surface ramp visible ahead.

	“An underground tunnel,” I said, looking down the passage ahead of us. “We’ve got cars. Looks like we’ll be up top north of the garden.”

	“North, got it. I’ll tell Kamuek to follow you once you’re topside.”

	“Alright, but be careful. Sudhatho has a big ship up there.”

	“Tell me something I don’t know,” said Ryan. “Well, maybe, you can’t. I can see everything from up here.”

	Our cars roared up the surface ramp and out onto a mostly vacant street a block north of the walled garden. Kamuek’s small light ship cruised past us, flying low on the same street.

	Ryan said, “Follow us. We’re heading downtown.”

	“Why that way?” I asked.

	“There’s a military base that way, where the officer who had me on the renegade’s case works.”

	“Guess we’ll be dropping in on him,” I said.

	Ryan did not reply. Streaks of hot energy burned through the air overhead with a loud hiss. Two of Sudhatho’s smaller light ships were in pursuit and aiming for Ryan and Kamuek. 

	I took a deep breath and glanced at the girl sitting to my right. Sudhatho would know she was with us, so I hoped he wouldn’t order his ships to use their beam weapons on our cars. If he did, we wouldn’t stand a chance.

	“Dad won’t shoot,” she said softly, “He won’t hurt me.”

	“Can we bank on that?” asked Rebecca.

	We accelerated after Thomas.

	A roar of engines to the driver’s side drew my attention. Miranda and Damien sped by, going the same direction we were. A wail of sirens followed. I looked over my shoulder. Three black, private security armored cars lumbered after us.

	“We’re gonna have company when we get there,” I said.

	“If we get there.” Rebecca gritted her teeth.

	One of the smaller light ships broke off its pursuit of Ryan’s team and descended toward street level ahead of us. Thomas’ car rushed under the arched belly of the flying ship. He got clear, along with the two renegades on their bikes.

	Rebecca and I had our lane blocked in seconds.

	She cursed and swerved to avoid the ship. A beam of energy scored along the hood of the car, melting and fusing parts it touched. Lucky for us it didn’t go deep enough to destroy the engine. 

	We slid by the ship. The mirror on my side sheared off against the ship’s hull with a tearing sound.

	Rebecca accelerated north.

	The light ship lifted off the street and followed us but did not take another shot.

	Elizabeth reached out to me mentally. 

	“Jeth, where are you? I’m covering a chase by Sudhatho’s garden.”

	“I’m in it,” I said, “sorry, I didn’t tell you.”

	“You’re in one of the cars?” she said. “Jeth, they’re closing a cordon. You need to get two blocks before they cut you off.”

	I looked straight ahead at the barriers unfolding from both sides of the street ahead of us, and said to Rebecca, “We need to go faster.” 

	“I see them,” she said.

	“We’ve got two blocks.”

	She flattened the power pedal to the floor. The car roared and we blasted the last two blocks in seconds. Fortunately, not many people drove anymore, because there was no way we could maneuver at such speeds. We nearly caught up with Thomas and the renegades just ahead of him.

	Ryan contacted me. “Jeth, I talked to the commander. Security should let you in when you get there.”

	“Right,” I said. “How far is it?”

	“You’re almost there. Just three more blocks.”

	We whipped past food carts and newsstands. The tower of Command Center Alpha appeared before us, highlighted by Ryan with a golden halo. 

	His light ship circled around the building and came back toward us.

	“Hold on, Jeth,” Ryan said, “we’re gonna take a shot.”

	“What?” I said. Apprehension filled my voice.

	Sudhatho’s crescent light ship hauled ass after us, heading straight for Ryan.

	“Don’t worry about us,” he said, “Kamuek won’t miss.”

	The crescent released a scorching energy shot from its center, blazing toward Ryan’s ship. The lift cut out in Ryan’s vessel for a split second and it dropped twenty meters before buoying. The enemy beam sliced skyward. 

	A whip of searing light from our allies smashed the crescent from the air.

	The crescent-shaped ship careened into the street just behind the car, tearing loud divots in the pavement. It bounced and bucked and slid after us. The air stank of burnt ozone. I held onto the girl. Rebecca’s knuckles turned white on the wheel. A tortured mechanical scream. The engine sounded dull.

	We stopped, all of us breathing fast.

	“Don’t get out,” said Rebecca. “We’re there, but we’re not alone. I can feel them.”

	A small army of cleans was there to welcome us.
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	Unregistered Memory, Ryan Carter, Command Center Alpha

	

	Astra III floated in the air dock as Alesia and Ryan approached the pair of guards at the door.

	“Detective Carter,” said one of them, “Colonel Cannwald is expecting you.”

	“Damn it, soldier, I know,” he said. “Can you let us through?”

	The soldiers waved them past with a frown.

	Ryan and Alesia met Cannwald in the hall just inside the dock.

	“The renegades are downstairs,” he said, “Miranda and Damien. Do you know where Carol is?”

	“She’s with us. Kamuek and Conner are bringing her in now.”

	“You actually caught her?” Cannwald raised his eyebrows. “Impressive.”

	“Save the faint praise for later, Colonel,” said Alesia. “Right now, we have bigger problems.”

	“This command center is not fully staffed for defense,” said Cannwald. “That said, I don’t think Sudhatho will risk attacking us with his private forces.”

	“Optics would be bad,” said Ryan, “but if the terrorists attack first, he’d have a reason to storm the building.”

	“Damn it, but you’re right,” said Cannwald, looking pale and sweaty. “We need to reinforce the lower floors.” His eyes clouded as he sent messages to his troops.

	“Miranda and Damien will be enough trouble if they try to invade, and I doubt we can handle Sudhatho’s troops as well.”

	“Oh God,” murmured Alesia, eyes glazed. “They’re already inside.”

	Ryan checked the lower floors and found to his horror that she was right.
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	Unregistered Memory, Elizabeth Ashwood, Outside Central Garden

	

	“As you can see through the sensory feed, the light ships have moved away from the garden now. Keep in mind, we do not know the nature of any of the four ships at this time.” 

	Elizabeth kept her eyes on the park and the ships moving over it as she spoke.

	“Public security is preparing to enter the garden,” said the field reporter as she returned from the security command trucks.

	Elizabeth nodded to the reporter. 

	“As we reported earlier, the terrorists have made no demands, but there have been shots fired inside the perimeter. Security has been warned a rogue star may be present, as well. The chase on the roads to the north has led to what we’re being told is a military installation. The street has been cordoned off. If you are in the area, stay in your building for your own safety.”

	The reporter picked up for Elizabeth when she left off. That gave her more time to worry.

	Damn it, Jeth, what’s next?
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	Cleans shambled by my window, ignoring both our cars as they headed toward the doors of the command center.

	Sudhatho’s tall light ship lumbered through the air overhead, like a flying building of its own, parallel to the military building beside it. I scowled at the hovering ship. The eyes of the girl beside me were wide. 

	“Dad’s up there,” she said.

	“You can tell?” I asked.

	The girl nodded. “He’s angry.”

	“We need to get inside,” said Rebecca. “These cleans aren’t up to anything good.”

	“You have a plan?” I asked.

	“Go upstairs. Stop Miranda and Damien. Get Sudhatho. Finish this.”

	I took a deep breath and turned to Sudhatho’s daughter. “Stay close to me.”

	As long as I stayed close to Rebecca, that might actually be safe for all of us.

	She nodded.

	“Good.”

	“Jeth, when we get out of the car the cleans will probably attack us. Let me slow them down. Then I’ll come to your side.”

	“Sure,” I said, unlocking my safety belt.

	She slipped outside. In a flurry of motion, she threw back a clean who rushed her. A second she smashed into the window where she’d been sitting. She appeared on my side of the car. I got out with the girl. I took Rebecca’s hand in one of mine and the girl’s in the other.

	Rebecca and I sensocycled. She concealed our presence from the cleans. We made for the doors.

	Inside, the building was chaos. Blood speckled the security desks at the front. Bullet holes cratered the floor tiles. The ceiling light veins flickered as some unseen aeon or other fought for the stability of the power source.

	Thomas crouched beside Celsanoggi to one side, holding her hand and projecting illusions to ward off the cleans standing at guard here and there over the bodies of fallen soldiers. The first floor was overrun.

	I tried to steady my breathing. In. Out. It all seemed too fast.

	A loud boom echoed overhead. Flames blossomed in red from a floor halfway up the tower. Sudhatho’s tall vessel had opened fire.

	I stared through the skylights as debris rained down. Rebecca tugged me away from the view and toward Thomas and Celsa.

	“We can’t let Sudhatho cut us off,” she said.

	“Did you notice the army of mind-wiped killers between us and the elevator?” Thomas said. “Celsa and I couldn’t get there on our own.”

	Rebecca reached for his hand. “The situation just changed.”

	Thomas helped up the wounded aeon beside him, and then took Rebecca’s hand. We flowed with our illusions until we reached the elevator doors on the far side of the security desks. The cleans did not notice us. I hit the call button.

	The loud ding of the bell echoed in the quiet. Cleans turned toward us as the doors slid open. We piled into the elevator as they shambled in our direction.

	I contacted Ryan. “Which floor are you on?”

	“Twenty-third,” he said. “Where are you?”

	“The elevator,” I said out loud. “Headed up to you. Floor twenty-three.”

	Rebecca hit the floor button. The doors closed. Up we rode.

	The building shook with another blast. I staggered, still holding the girl’s hand.

	“Don’t worry,” she said, “we won’t fall.”

	“How does she know that?” asked Thomas, his expression nervous.

	“Dad won’t hurt me,” she said.

	“That’s assuming he knows you’re in here,” said Thomas.

	“He knows or he wouldn’t be shooting.” The girl looked at me. “How can I help you?”

	“You need to help us stop your dad. He won’t hurt you, but he will hurt a lot of other people to get to you.”

	“I could go back,” she said.

	Rebecca shook her head. “Not an option with all these controlled cleans around.”

	“Besides,” I said. “Your dad would still want to hurt us.”

	The girl frowned. “Why would he want to hurt you?”

	Thomas put a hand to his mouth as if to hold back a retort. 

	I took a deep breath. “He doesn’t like us.”

	“If he doesn’t like you, maybe you’re bad people,” she said.

	I met her green eyes. “Do you think we’re bad people?”

	The girl shook her head.

	I nodded. “So, your dad is up to something. Do you know any of his secrets?”

	“I don’t think so,” said the girl. “I’ve never— I’ve never left the garden before.”

	Celsanoggi scowled. “A prisoner?”

	“It’s not like that,” said the girl. “He told me it’s not safe outside.”

	“He’s right about that,” said Thomas with a glance at the lights overhead.

	We made the 18th story, then the 19th. Another blast shook the building, almost muffling the sound of the bell. The elevator doors opened.

	I stared past a pair of cleans and into the face of Damien. He held a pistol in each hand. A snarl contorted his face.

	“There you are.” He looked at the little girl. “Just in time to be our hostage.”

	“Don’t try anything,” said Rebecca. “We have you outnumbered.”

	“But I have you outgunned, miss one bullet left.” Damien lowered his guns. “Go ahead, take a shot.”

	Rebecca did not go for the revolver. She raised her hands.

	I realized I had left my shotgun in the car downstairs. Sloppy.

	We filed out of the elevator toward Damien. The little girl clutched my hand and cringed close to me.

	“Are you actually trying to defend this thing?” Damien asked. He pushed the barrel of one pistol to the girl’s bandaged forehead. “Not smart, even if it made sense.”

	The girl trembled, so fearful I could feel it through my leg and hand.

	She might be Sudhatho’s daughter, but I’d be damned if I let this thug kill her.

	“Leave her alone, Damien. It’s her father you want,” I said, unable to keep from stammering.

	“Oh yeah, but after what his people did to Carol…” Tears welled in his eyes, “he needs to pay. You all need to pay.”

	Thomas gritted his teeth. “Shut it. You’re not the only one whose lost people they care about. Besides, Carol isn’t dead, idiot.”

	“What do you know?” Damien glanced at Thomas. Then his eyes clouded.

	Thomas grunted in pain and then sank to his knees. Celsa, who he’d been supporting staggered, then slumped to the floor beside him. Damien smirked. “She’s here in the building,” he muttered. “This isn’t over.”

	He aimed one pistol at Thomas, “Thanks, buddy. And goodbye.”

	I read the motion in his hand, but Celsa, even bloody and beaten, was faster. She lurched toward Damien, one hand reaching. He darted back, abandoning his shot. Then he spun to aim both guns at me and the girl. His cleans hemmed us in.

	“Don’t look,” I told Sudhatho’s daughter.

	But I stared straight at Damien as he prepared to pull the triggers.

	Then he hesitated, fingers in the guards.

	“What are you saying?” he whispered. “Just like that?”

	I sensed Ryan’s connection in Damien’s mind.

	“Just like that,” Damien repeated. He laughed. “Fine. It’s a deal.”

	He lowered his pistols and sprinted to the elevator. Its doors opened. His cleans followed him inside at a slower pace, their eyes watching us.

	Ryan reached out to me. “He’s going to floor twenty. Alesia and I are taking Carol to meet him. Use the stairs and get the girl to twenty-three. Ask for Cannwald when you get there.”

	“Thanks,” I said, catching my breath, “I owe you one, Ryan.”

	“You all do,” he said. “Good way to rack up favors, don’t you think?”

	I turned to Rebecca and relayed what Ryan had told me.

	“Alright,” she said.

	“I’ve found the stairs.” Thomas pointed down a hallway, eyes dull. “Go ahead.” He glanced at Celsanoggi. “We’ll catch up with you.”

	“Stay safe,” I told him.

	“Safer than you.” He smirked.

	Rebecca, the girl, and I made our way toward the stairs.
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	We made it to the 23rd floor without the building falling down, but I was panting and exhausted. The girl and Rebecca had taken it easier. I guessed by the few beads of sweat on Rebecca’s brow she was beginning to feel the exertion of running and fighting despite being in miraculous shape compared to me.

	She opened the door leading back to the building proper. A cluster of rifle barrels jammed toward us from the other side. 

	“Hands up,” said a young officer on the other side. “Who are you?”

	“Ryan Carter sent us,” I said. “We have Sudhatho’s daughter.” I motioned to the girl, who scooted behind my legs. “This is her.”

	The officer frowned for a moment. “Alright, get in here. Everyone, they’re on our side.” 

	He waved us through the door.

	I stopped at his side. “We had two others with us. Thomas Fenstein and an aeon called the lone sentry. They should be on their way soon.”

	“We’ll let them through,” the officer said.

	“They’re counting on you,” I said. “And thanks.”

	He nodded.

	I looked down the hall ahead of us. Groups of soldiers were packed into cover behind security desks. 

	“We need to meet with Cannwald, right away.”

	“Private Jervis,” said the officer to a soldier nearby, “take these people to the colonel. And hurry.” 

	The building shook with another impact. 

	“We can’t hold up to this bombardment for long.”

	Rebecca and I followed Jervis down the corridor, past a pair of security desks, and to a large conference room. A view of the towering light ship dominated the windows on the far side.

	Conner Kohl and the wiry aeon Kamuek stood on either side of a pale man in uniform with a weary face. He looked very old. A handkerchief lay on the table beside him, looking completely sodden with sweat.

	Jervis left us at the door.

	“Colonel Cannwald,” Rebecca said, leading the way inside.

	“You’re Carter’s people?” he said.

	“I’m Rebecca Waters,” she said. “This is Jethro Gall, and Sudhatho’s daughter.”

	“My name,” said the girl sounding annoyed, “is Dasona.”

	“Oh,” Rebecca rolled her eyes, “my apologies, princess.”

	Cannwald frowned at me and Dasona, who still held my hand. 

	“She is what Sudhatho has been hiding for so long…his own child.”

	Dasona leveled her gazed at Cannwald. “Are you a bad person?”

	“I want to help you,” he said, “Sudhatho may be your father, but he is also a criminal of the highest level.”

	“My dad is a criminal?” Dasona glared at Cannwald. “Prove it.”

	“He’s been employing assassins and dealing with foreign governments outside his jurisdiction, and that’s quite apart from sheltering a rogue star.”

	“My mother,” Dasona said softly.

	“Precisely. We need to take both of them in for everyone’s safety, including their own.” Cannwald sighed. “Will you help us, Dasona?”

	All eyes were on her.

	Dasona nodded. “What do you want me to do?”

	“Reach out to your father. Tell him to stop shooting. We want to talk.”

	“Fine,” she said.

	“Tell him to meet us on floor twenty-three,” said Cannwald.

	Dasona’s green eyes went cloudy. “Done,” she said. “He’s considering it.”

	Cannwald let out a deep breath he had been holding. “A good first step,” he said.

	Conner nodded, eyes cloudy. 

	“Colonel,” he said, “Ryan and Alesia have made the trade. Damien is leaving the building with Carol.”

	“Only one left to worry about then,” Rebecca said, “Miranda.”

	“She’s still here?” said Kamuek.

	“Yeah, and half the cleans in this building are under her control.” Rebecca scowled. “She won’t take us negotiating with Sudhatho lying down.”

	“True,” said Cannwald, “but we have the security to stop her.”

	“Don’t be so sure,” said Rebecca. “Damien stopped us on floor nineteen. Miranda could be anywhere in the building by now.”

	“And she’s probably patched into any surveillance you have here,” said Conner, “so we have to assume she knows more than we do.”

	“This could be dangerous,” said Cannwald. “I’ll meet with Sudhatho. “You civilians should take shelter.”

	“No way,” said Rebecca, “I’m seeing this through.”

	Dasona’s grip on my hand tightened. “Jeth, don’t leave me.”

	Cannwald sighed. He motioned to me and Rebecca. “Fine, you two come with me and Dasona. Kamuek, you and Mister Kohl take shelter.”

	“Of course,” said Kamuek.

	Rebecca, Dasona, and I went with Cannwald out of the conference room and followed the hallway to an empty air dock. Cannwald called in a squad of soldiers in heavy armor, wielding aeon-killer rifles. 

	Sudhatho did not keep us waiting. Dasona’s eyes clouded as we reached the air dock.

	“Dad agrees. He’s on his way,” she said.

	Cannwald wiped sweat from his brow, then nodded to me.

	Sudhatho arrived in a covered light flier, smaller even than Kamuek’s ship. He was accompanied by a dozen of his private killers, all heavily armed and armored. 

	He marched down the docking ramp, his shoulder bandaged where Damien had shot him. All of his aeon wounds were covered by white gauze as well. He was shirtless but still wore his torn suit coat.

	His bodyguards fanned out slightly, but most of them stayed close to him.

	“Cannwald,” said Sudhatho, “I never expected you to become brave.”

	“It’s not bravery that brought me here.” Cannwald set his jaw. “It’s opportunity.”

	Sudhatho smirked. “You mean you see your chance to dethrone me?” His gaze moved by me but hovered on Dasona. “I see you’ve met my daughter. A shame, Cannwald, that now your whole family must be destroyed just as we agreed upon all those years ago.”

	“Don’t be so sure,” Cannwald said, “because now that I’ve met your daughter, I know everything. I know about your dealings across the Atlantic. I know the old world is still there. We’re not alone.”

	Sudhatho sneered. “Brilliant but without consequence, Colonel. You see, I can destroy this entire building with a single order. There goes you, and your proof of wrongdoing.”

	“But you won’t. Not while you’re here,” I said.

	Cannwald glanced at me, looking nervous.

	Sudhatho’s gaze flicked to me. “Mister Gall, we meet again. This is the second time, I suspect. It was you who helped Celsa escape.”

	“That’s the truth,” I said. “And the truth is, you’ve ordered more killings than I’ll ever know. But we can prove enough of them to make you fall.”

	“What makes you think I’ll give you that chance?”

	I licked my lips. “The fact that you’re here talking.”

	“Ah, but for how long? Rebecca can’t protect you now, Mister Gall. And you don’t have Celsa to hide behind either. Last time I checked, you were all at my mercy, even you Miranda.” 

	He turned sharply and grinned at one of Cannwald’s soldiers. “Take off that mask.”

	Miranda pulled down a black balaclava, then raised her rifle and aimed at Sudhatho. “Stop talking. Time to finish this.” Behind Cannwald, all of the soldiers he had brought with him raised their weapons. 

	Sudhatho’s troops followed suit.

	Sudhatho held up his hands. “This need not end in bloodshed. Give me my daughter, and I will swear you all to secrecy, just like before, Colonel. Things can go back to normal.”

	A tingle of fear crept up my spine. He was lying, I felt certain. The moment he and Dasona were clear, he would order the building destroyed.

	“Too bad you’re lying,” said Miranda. 

	She opened fire.

	Sudhatho ducked behind his armored troopers. One of them fell to Miranda’s shots. The others retaliated in her direction. Cannwald’s men shot back. The room filled with roaring gunfire and the screams of wounded men and women.

	Cannwald retreated from the front. Once the initial exchange broke off into separate firefights, Sudhatho sprinted toward me and Dasona.

	“Stay behind me,” I told the little aeon.

	She nodded.

	“Don’t stand in my way, Gall!” 

	Sudhatho’s hand darted forward but stopped just inches from my face. I held my expression, though I doubt I looked calm.

	“I could kill you,” he said.

	“You won’t,” I said through clenched teeth. “You’re not mad enough.”

	We both knew what I meant. He shoved me to the side instead of tearing off my head. I hit the ground hard, bruising my arm and side. I looked up at Sudhatho as he towered over Dasona.

	Rebecca’s shot struck him squarely in the throat.

	Sudhatho’s eyes rolled back. Dasona screamed. Sudhatho, corrupt mentor aeon to countless governors, sprawled onto his back, breathing harshly. Golden ichor flowed from his head and coated his chin and chest.

	Rebecca lowered the revolver.

	Dasona looked up at her, tears in her eyes. 

	“Don’t be scared,” said Rebecca. “I don’t think he’ll die from that.”

	I got to my feet painfully and limped to Dasona. The gunfire in the rest of the room died away as the last few of Sudhatho’s people retreated to the light skiff.

	They couldn’t escape without an aeon to fly the machine, though.

	Miranda lay in a sprawl, blood spreading from three separate wounds in the far corner of the room.

	Cannwald had been wounded in the shootout and sat slumped against a wall with two of his soldiers attending to his shoulder. He nodded to me dizzily as Rebecca and I turned toward him. 

	“I didn’t want things to go this way,” he said.

	“It’s over now,” I said softly.

	“Yeah,” said Rebecca, “but he’s right. Things won’t be going back to how they were, not now. Not ever.”

	Cold chills ran down my spine.

	Medical personnel rushed into the room and swarmed the fallen men and women, even Miranda and Sudhatho.

	“He’ll live,” said Dasona behind me, sounding numb. “He has to live.” She began to cry. I returned to her side, but she pushed me away. “I thought you didn’t want to hurt him.”

	“I didn’t want to,” said Rebecca, standing at my side. “I had to.” She holstered the revolver. “I’m sorry.”

	Dasona glared up at her. “What happens now?”

	“I don’t know,” said Rebecca. “That’s the truth.”

	[image: Image]



	




	[image: Image]

	

	Unregistered Memory, Thomas Fenstein, Harper Hall, Two Weeks Later

	

	Thomas and Celsanoggi made their way up the ramp to Harper Hall. The official opening gala celebrating BrightNet waited inside, and Thomas was glad to be alive to see it, even if he felt a bit out of place. 

	Celsa squeezed his shoulder gently.

	“It’s a party, and they’re your friends.”

	“Hey, I’m just thinking I may need a drink.” He smiled at her.

	They stepped out of the chill December air and into the warmth of the hall. The place was already crawling with guests, from the new team at BrightNet to wealthy business people invited by Sarah Harper.

	“Jeez, I hope all this doesn’t go to Jeth’s head,” Thomas said.

	“Well, he and Elizabeth are behind one of the biggest stories in the entire city, and I mean our whole history,” said Celsa.

	“That they are,” he said, “though you and I had plenty to do with it, too.”

	She smiled and nodded. “Don’t let it go your head, Thomas.”

	They approached Elizabeth, who stood by the open bar at the head of the room. She wore a pale yellow gown with enough see-through parts to surprise Thomas. She usually preferred to be more low-key.

	“You made it!” Elizabeth said.

	Thomas hugged her with one arm. “Wouldn’t miss it.”

	Through the crowd appeared Sarah Harper, dressed in a gown as black as her hair. “Mister Fenstein,” she said, “it’s good to finally meet you. Celsanoggi, a pleasure as always.”

	Celsa and Sarah exchanged smiles.

	Sarah turned to Elizabeth. “The woman of the hour.”

	“Thanks to your help,” said Elizabeth.

	“Perhaps,” said Sarah. She motioned to a small round table by the windows nearby. “But wouldn’t you say this is a perfect time for a game of chess?”

	“I’ll catch up with you later, Thomas, Celsanoggi.” Sarah led Elizabeth away toward the table.

	“What was that about?” Thomas asked aloud.

	“I’m not certain,” said Celsa.

	“We should find Jeth and Rebecca, see how they’re doing.”

	Celsa pointed the way.

	[image: Image]

	

	Verified Memory, Elizabeth Ashwood, Harper Hall

	

	The lights were bright overhead, but Elizabeth had not been drinking during the party for a reason. Sarah placed a simple, worn-looking chess-set on the table between them. The network heiress smiled at Elizabeth.

	“You remember, I always like a good game,” Sarah said.

	Elizabeth looked at the board, following a series of dents and irregularities along its stony surface. “I remember. I bet you could afford a better board than this.”

	“This is the set I learned to play on,” said Sarah, “I can be sentimental.”

	“I have trouble believing that,” said Elizabeth.

	“You shouldn’t. After all, a chess game is a little unorthodox, but I find it’s a good way to get to know people.”

	“Shall we begin?” Elizabeth asked.

	Sarah started setting up the pieces. “I have a feeling you’re good at this.”

	“You trust your feelings, don’t you?”

	“Better than the alternative,” said Sarah.

	Elizabeth laughed. “You know when you’re right, too. That’s encouraging.”

	Sarah nodded. “Of course.” She placed the kings on the board last. “You have the white pieces so you go first.”

	“You want to see what my opening is like? I warn you, I’m pretty rusty.”

	“Show me how rusty.”

	Elizabeth picked up her first piece and they started the game.
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	I left the BrightNet launch gala late in the night, long after the regular trains stopped running. One of the Harper cars and its driver waited outside the hall, ready to take me and Rebecca home. Lotdel Tower was further north, so I would be dropped off first.

	Even with a little liquor in my system, I worried too much to raise the questions I carried for her. Are there any other memories you need to tell me about? Do you think Sudhatho will be indicted? What will you do next? 

	All these questions seemed foolish when I looked at her.

	I didn’t need alcohol to acknowledge how beautiful she was, but I’d drunk enough to notice acutely how the dress hugged her curves, how the stockings followed the firm lines of her legs. Yet, despite the liquid confidence, I could not muster my voice until we drew close to Lotdel Tower and I felt the urgency of a coming goodbye.

	“Is there anything else to say?”

	She looked at me. A bemused smile played on her lips. “Jeth, what do you mean?”

	“I mean…” I leaned closer to her, though I was pretty sure the driver could not hear us, I lowered my voice just the same, “it’s been a while since you came back. Since we met each other again, I mean.”

	She giggled, just like we were teenagers in the Green Valley. “You’re not very good at asking questions after a few drinks. Some interviewer, you are.”

	I put a hand to my chest and put on a tone of feigned outrage. “A poor interviewer? Me?”

	“Yes, you.” She laughed and rocked against my side.

	“Oh, come on. I wasn’t being that silly.”

	She shoved me gently, one hand pressed to my shoulder, the other to my chest. Both reminded me of the warmth of her touch. I mocked myself falling back, then grasped the hand still touching my shirt between the pockets of my suit coat. She looked down at our interlocked hands, breath quickening in her chest.

	The car stopped before the doors of Lotdel Tower, and the locks clicked open.

	I stared at Rebecca in a panic. “Rebecca, my friend. I suppose this is goodnight.” After everything we’d been through lately, a good night’s sleep would be nice, but I couldn’t help the regret tugging at my heart. “Unless…”

	She raised her eyebrows. “Jeth?”

	“Want to come inside?”

	“Then how am I going to get home?” Rebecca asked.

	“Sorry. Have a good night.” I opened the door and stepped out into the harsh glow of lights from the light veins in the lobby of the building. The driver rolled down the front window. I tipped him with a credit slip, then stepped back.

	The car pulled away. I watched it drive southward into the night. Tears threatened my eyes. I don’t drink often, but there is a bit of wisdom I’ve often heard from those who do. The drink gets you worst when you drink alone. Apparently, the rule still applied, even if you drank with others and ended up alone.

	I wiped my eyes to clear the unreasoned tears. When I looked up, Rebecca stood less than a meter from me, a look of concern replacing the playful smiles from the car. 

	“Why are you crying?” she asked.

	I stared at her, the empty sadness of the prior moment lost to surprise.

	“Why did you get out?”

	“You offered, didn’t you?” She shivered and then leaned against my chest. “Let’s go inside.”

	Through the doors. Up the elevator. Into my apartment.

	We sat on the couch. City lights gleamed out the frosted window.

	“I want things to be normal. I mean, between us.”

	She touched me. “Is this normal?” she asked.

	“Yeah…” My mouth went dry. I reached for her shoulder.

	“But you’re not sure?”

	“Right,” I said. “I don’t think you are— I’m sorry. I mean, you’re not normal.”

	She pressed against my chest, warm, fragrant, face close to mine. “Neither are you, Jeth.” She rubbed a hand along my neck, making the stubble there prickle against my skin. My chin tilted up.

	The dim light veins in the ceiling made a spiral. Funny how I had never noticed before. Before I found her again. Before everything started changing.

	She tilted her head back. “Jeth, what are you thinking about?”

	“If I’m not normal, and you’re not normal…we could try being not normal together, you know?”

	She stroked my cheek. “I like the way you think.”

	Her other hand found mine. We held onto each other. Not knowing what would happen next, I was sure of one thing. I wanted to be with her for it. Forget normal. Forget ordinary. The night brought brightness in more ways than one.
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	All winter the fighting to the west of the city grew fiercer. Each month the casualty reports fed to BrightNet, the news network my partner and I had recently brought online. We received initial recognition reporting on the war thanks to my old connections in the Midwest. Whether we were winning or losing, the war felt far away from the city.

	Elizabeth and I were not prepared for the refugees. They fled the war, bringing everything they could take with them. They fled by train, in cars, or on foot if they had no other way.

	The thing the refugees had in common made me worry. These people had lived in the center for decades after the arrival of the aeons. Something terrifying was happening to push them east as one.

	The letter arrived early spring. An old-fashioned postage stamp on the envelope told me right away who sent it. Within the city paper messages still got used for public delivery as well as a few private ones. The green stamp meant the Green Valley out west.

	I opened the letter from my parents with trepidation. We wrote to each other every month, but this one came on the heels of one just a week ago. In the first letter, my mother’s writing seemed nervous, worrying about the closeness of the forces to town.

	The second letter made things clearer.

	

	Dear Jethro,

	Your father and I have left the valley. We are traveling east with a trailer caravan, hoping to find a working train station. The roads are difficult, and there is fighting between us and them. God-willing we hope to reach the city in two weeks. We know your address, of course, but your father thinks we may have difficulty entering the city. The papers said a lot of people are going east. See you soon, son.

	Love, Mom.

	

	I set the letter on the bedside table. Part of me hoped Rebecca wouldn’t see it, but I knew if my parents were leaving the Green Valley hers would not stay. Despite Rebecca’s problems with her family, I only hoped they would arrive safe.

	Not long after that, I resolved to do everything in my power to help them.
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	Unregistered Memory, Jeanine Myles, Train Station, Fort Wayne

	

	Jeanine pushed her sister's wheelchair in front her as she walked with her aunt and the rest of the mayor’s staff toward the train. All around them, the platform teemed with people, the last thousand residents of Fort Wayne, boarding trains and heading west as refugees.

	Refugees, Jeanine thought, her eyes watching for cracks in the concrete in front of the wheelchair so she could maneuver to avoid them. She remembered as a child, as her aunt Trish, told her of watching the plague spread on the news. 

	Newly displaced, homeless people had flooded through the city from the west. Back then a lot of people from Fort Wayne had gone east too, especially after Chicago was evacuated.

	Thirty years ago, when her mother and Trish were kids, her sister had told her they were lucky to be able to stay. Trish told Jeanine she’d felt the same way until a month ago. In the dead of winter, the barrier the government had set up near Chicago broke open. What that meant in literal terms, Jeanine  didn't know, didn't really want to know. What it meant for her and her family? They all became homeless.

	A light flier cruised overhead, a set of flickering luminous points in the spring dusk. Trish watched the flier pass. Jeanine stopped the wheelchair for a moment, following her aunt’s gaze.

	“Trish," she said. "What's wrong?"

	"They're still fighting west of us," said Trish softly. "Stupid."

	Jeanine, who at twenty, was just barely over half of Trisha's age, wrinkled her nose.

	"What's stupid about fighting to protect the city?"

	"It's stupid because they can't win."

	Jeanine had never seen the Chicago barrier in person, but pictures in the mayor's office had shown the structure before and after the breach. Where before had stood a matte black set of domes and walls, after looked like broken black egg shells scattered over the surrounding landscape of trees and plains. Whatever forces had broken the barrier would not stop with only a few units of the military from the east deployed against them.

	She pushed her mother's wheelchair up the ramp to the train car they would share with the rest of the mayoral staff. The mayor herself was behind them on the platform, determined to be the last citizen to bid the city farewell.

	A heavy cracking sound came from the west, on the edge of the old city. Plumes of black smoke rose into the sky. The taller buildings on the city skyline trembled visibly.

	Jeanine accelerated, pushing the wheelchair up the ramp onto the train. She set her mother off to one side in the car. Mom hit the brakes on her chair.

	"I won't roll away," she said, sounding sad, but that was the most she seemed capable of, as always.

	Trish set down her bags, then slumped into a seat beside her sister and Jeanine, arms folded. She stared out the window on the far side of the train, looking north toward the now deserted outskirts of the city. Jeanine couldn’t help but follow that gaze, wondering at all the animals and other creatures and what they would do without people in the city.

	Behind them, Fort Wayne, once a city of three hundred thousand, then more recently of forty thousand, was an absolute ghost town.

	Sirens wailed. They’re warning the animals and plants to take shelter, Jeanine supposed with bitter irony.

	The city shook again. Some huge shape moved through the streets downtown, advancing on city hall. Jeanine turned to the platform, not wanting to see what happened next.

	Mayor Angela Watts stood, looking squat with her towering bodyguard and assistant, Kyle Roland like a black tower at her back. Besides the two of them, the platform was empty that far from the train.

	Angela raised her hand over the crowd, said one of her Neo Quaker blessings quietly, as if to herself, then lowered her arm and lifted her voice.

	"Citizens of Fort Wayne, we may be going east, but I will always feel responsible for each of you. We will remain a community, even if we cannot remain a city."

	A thunderous sound echoed from downtown, cutting off anything else Angela might have wanted to add. She glanced at Kyle Roland, then nodded. The powerfully built man started toward the train.

	"It is my firmest wish that God be with each and every one of us," said Angela.

	She followed Kyle toward the train doors where Jeanine stood watching. Everyone else already loaded when Angela boarded her train, looking as dedicated and sturdy as ever.

	It was a damn shame their ichor had run out a week prior to the evacuation because no one would have a clearly recorded memory of what their mayor looked like as she gazed sadly back at the city she had given her life to lead. Doors sealed on every side. The trains pulled away from the platform.

	Angela took a seat near Trish.

	"Are you alright?" she asked Jeanine’s aunt.

	"I'm worried. About all of this, and what it means."

	"The city welcomes refugees, Trisha," said Angela.

	"I hope you're right, Mayor," she said softly. "For all our sakes."

	Three trains under full power raced east as storm clouds gathered. April rain began to fall. Behind them, smoke rose from the city they once called home. Jeanine didn’t look back.
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	Unregistered Memory, Elizabeth Ashwood, BrightNet

	

	The broadcaster, Cindy Dearborne said, "The refugee crisis worsened today, with news that an estimated one-hundred-thousand people have been displaced by fighting west of the city. These new arrivals join the already overflowing refugee districts in the northwestern parts of the megalopolis. Right now, exact numbers are unknown, but as many as three-hundred-thousand people are thought to have been displaced so far."

	Elizabeth watched the BrightNet, her network's morning broadcast from the control room above the news-desk. She drummed her fingers on her sleeves, arms folded.

	"You shouldn't look so tense." Sarah Harper leaned toward her from the other side of the desk.

	"Well, I am tense," muttered Elizabeth.

	"Sure. But if you sweat, so do your people."

	Elizabeth nodded. She had not expected this visit from Sarah, and the news combined with the network's largest donor's arrival were enough to make her nervous any day.

	Sarah shrugged. 

	"Run your network your way. I just want it to work."

	"I know," said Elizabeth.

	She was past surprise when it came to Sarah's incisive perceptions, with or without ichor.

	Sarah and Elizabeth watched Cindy wrap up their now-daily update about the refugee crisis. Fact-checks began to roll in over the feedback network still accessed in the back of Elizabeth's mind. Most people said they had gotten the story right, though estimates of the refugee numbers could become as high as four-hundred-thousand.

	"Just two months in," she said softly.

	"Hmm?" Sarah turned toward her.

	"It's only been two months since the first refugees started to arrive. I hope the flow doesn't keep increasing."

	"How many people lived out west before this winter?" asked Sarah.

	"Not sure. Census data is inconsistent out there."

	"Right, so there's no telling if this is the end or just the beginning of them."

	Elizabeth inhaled sharply. 

	"I don't know if the city could handle another million people."

	"We'll find a way if we have to," said Sarah. "Could be a good time to start renovating derelict structures."

	Elizabeth shook her head, but couldn't help a smile.

	"You went looking for that upside."

	"It wasn't a stretch," said Sarah, "but I understand why you're worried. It's natural to feel the pressure in this sort of situation."

	“What will the city do?”

	“Vote,” said Sarah. “For starters, the council needs to decide our policy going forward. Inclusive borders are fine until the services we use to manage them get swamped with arrivals.”

	“Four-hundred-thousand possible people certainly makes for swamping numbers,” said Elizabeth.

	“Indeed.” Sarah glanced at the analog clock over the door.

	Elizabeth had just reset it that morning. She liked simple machines. Machines she could understand. The clock’s second hand kept ticking with quiet regularity.

	“What does Jethro think?” asked Sarah.

	Elizabeth frowned. 

	“I wish I knew. He should be in contact soon, and then I’ll find out.”

	Sarah nodded. 

	“I take it you two are mostly similar on this?”

	“Not even,” said Elizabeth. “I worry Jeth won’t see things clearly. He came from the west himself.”

	“You may have to convince him of the danger,” said Sarah. “After all, the city is tense enough thanks to Sudhatho’s trial, not to mention the debate over possible aeon reproduction.”

	“You just did mention it, though.”

	“I know.”

	Elizabeth bit her lip. 

	“Sorry. I guess I’m nervous.”

	“I don’t blame you.” Sarah took a step toward the door. “Get in touch if you need any help.”

	“I will. Thanks.”

	“It’s nothing. Good luck.” Sarah waved and walked out.

	Elizabeth leaned against the desk in the control room thinking for too long. Jeth definitely had sympathy for the refugees, and she didn’t blame him for that. The better part of her felt the same way, but given the possibility of more rogue stars coming out of the west, there were risks that had to be handled.

	“Good luck,” Elizabeth muttered.

	She thought of Annie, her sister. The mantra Annie had given her those years ago stuck with Elizabeth.

	I’m smart enough. They should be afraid of me.
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	I watched the coverage of the last group of refugees arriving from Fort Wayne with Rebecca in our mental sanctuary. Ever since we started sharing memories I felt like a teenager again. I made an unusually large teenager starting to go gray, but the comparison held water in other ways.

	The first example on my mind was another thing I shared with Rebecca. With her arm around my shoulders, we lay in bed watching BrightNet’s coverage on my day off of serving as an anchor for BrightNet. She breathed softly in my ear, sounding half-asleep. 

	But in our shared mindscape, behind closed eyes, the scene around the refugee trains unfolded. The engines rumbled down the tracks past the guard posts on the outside of the station. They reached the platform where sensor personnel recorded and broadcast the event to each of the major networks, which now included BrightNet.

	Doors opened and people flooded onto the tiled floors and elevated metal catwalks of the station. I watched the people intently, trying to pick out anyone I might recognize. I had been through Fort Wayne years ago on my journey east. 

	Rebecca glanced at the projected list of statistics and estimations about the building situation in the district, once sparsely populated, that now contained hundreds of thousands of people forced to flee from the central parts of the continent.

	“Two-hundred-fifty-thousand are estimated,” Rebecca shared through our linked speech centers.

	“Huh, I heard it could be more than that.”

	“Soon it might be. Two-hundred-fifty-thousand seems like an awful lot of people to me.”

	“It’s significant, especially considering how the sparse the population is west of the city.”

	“Well, until you get to the other coast,” said Rebecca.

	“Right.” I wondered for a moment if something equally tense and strange was happening where my brother, Luke, lived in the western megalopolis. If things got as bad out there as they were in the east, he’d write me for sure.

	Both cities had been conceived as places to keep humanity safe, or so the aeons suggested.

	Even after what I’d seen with Yashelia, what I’d been through against Sudhatho, I still believed most aeons wanted to protect us. Otherwise, there might not be hope, given the kind of threats that lurked between settlements in the green center of the continent.

	Rebecca shifted, then pressed her forehead against mine.

	“Jeth, you’re worried.”

	“Of course I’m worried.” I canceled the scene of the refugees disembarking. “All these people are going to need to find a way to survive. A few months later and they’d be safer, but it still gets pretty cold out there, especially at night.”

	Rebecca sighed.

	“Don’t forget the rain.”

	“I never would.” I ran my hand along her neck.

	“That’s a terrible pun, you know.”

	“You’re the one who mentioned rain.”

	She lay down, head on the pillow. 

	“Isn’t there somewhere you need to go today?”

	“I have plenty of time.”

	“If you want to be late for meeting a city council member you have time. If you want to look punctual, not exactly.”

	It was my turn to sigh.

	“Alright.” I climbed out of bed and went to dress.

	For once I didn’t just throw on a set of clothes without paying attention. I dressed in the suit I had bought since BrightNet went online, a slimming black one. Rebecca helped me with the tie.

	She must have felt even stranger about the crisis than I did, stranger and stronger. I had barely had anything to do with the immigration process while she had been readjusting to a new identity after the recovery of her memories from Yashelia. She had told me of the lock that still kept part of her memory sealed away just weeks ago.

	Rebecca Malik went by Rebecca Waters lately, because her previous identity had been erased when she was cleaned by that same Yashelia. Yet, that day, she was a concerned citizen again, and more than my best friend, my love.

	She had stayed in my apartment the night before, following dinner with my friend Thomas. Elizabeth had been absent, invited to some high society function by Sarah Harper. If I had been invited I hadn’t heard about it, but it didn’t bother me. Running the network and being with Rebecca took up pretty much all my time these days. Maybe that meant I neglected social climbing.

	As far as I was concerned, there wasn’t anywhere higher to go. 

	Sudhatho’s trial had put BrightNet, on the map but the world moved on. The news these days still referred to the debate going on among the aeons about Sudhatho’s daughter often, but Sudhatho, a master aeon, languished in prison, hopefully forever.

	My meeting with Council Member Macroy that day was to get his assistance on the refugees who dominated his constituency.

	Rebecca finished with my tie and shook her head. 

	“That’s the best I can do. Seriously, Jeth, do you have any easier ties?”

	I shrugged, feigning embarrassment. 

	“I didn’t realize it would be utterly impossible.”

	She smiled at me. 

	“Lucky for you, I do the impossible.” 

	She grasped my tie and tugged me gently into a firm kiss. Her warmth of body and mind permeated me despite the chill of the morning. Her eyes sparkled in the spiraling bluish light veins above us.

	“So,” I said, when we broke apart, “I hate to say this…but I should get going.”

	“Oh, Jeth, you really can be responsible sometimes.”

	“Me?” I shook my head, this time wearing an expression of mocking horror. “But, Rebecca, I would never—”

	“Never?” She looked levelly at me.

	“Never,” I said.

	She stood on tiptoes and pressed her lips to my forehead. For an instant, I closed my eyes and considered missing the meeting. Rebecca stepped back. 

	“Go.”

	We took the elevator downstairs from my apartment and I took the Harper Group company car that waited outside toward my meeting with the council member. I hoped, doubtfully, Macroy would be happy to see me.
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	The Harper car took me a few miles north of Lotdel Tower and stopped at a large gray structure probably built recently from the prefab look of it, and these days most older buildings would show more wear. The structure stood at the center of a large lot, which made it seem older, given how few people drove in this day and age.

	I felt a bit nervous to be meeting a city council member. In fact, I was pretty sure this meeting with Council Member Macroy would be short. Given my usual form of nervousness, I’d decided I would better off preparing. 

	A fellow officer from Harper’s operations and public relations arrived at around the same time, sharply on schedule.

	Lena Essen looked more like an eighteen-year-old kid than the sort of person I expected to see running a major operation for Harper-Balanet. Everything she wore was current, seasonal, and belonged to Source Unknown’s most fashionable brand, an especially obvious set of clothing even for my limited understanding.

	Lena was almost a decade younger than me, but probably had more money than I’d ever see between her family connections and work with Sarah Harper at Balanet. The kind of assistance I needed did not just appear from nowhere. I waved and smiled. 

	She greeted me with a smile of her own and said, "I was expecting you’d be late."

	“Why do you say that?” I asked.

	She said, "Sarah doesn’t see you often, and she goes by BrightNet all the time." 

	I shrugged. Lena rolled her eyes.

	Some details of my life could not be more complicated, especially when it came to what I could tell Sarah Harper or any member of the Balanet service. If I couldn’t tell Sarah about the way things had unfolded at the military command center last winter, I sure couldn’t tell Lena. I was wrapped up in a lot of things I really did not need them knowing about.

	We went inside.

	I followed Lena across a checked-tile floor with a gait that made me appear on edge. Despite the truth, I sure didn’t need Macroy to see me so obviously worried. I paused for a moment and took a deep breath. Lena glanced back at me.

	"You have got to be kidding me, Mister Gall. You head a big news network company in the city. Don't look so scared. Macroy is just a city council member."

	I shrugged, as seemed to be the custom in this part of town. 

	"You know I really don't understand how people can meet someone to ask for help and not be nervous,” I said.

	Lena stifled a smirk but didn't do a good job of it. She threw her hands up as if admitting defeat and snorted, sounding derisive as well as amused. 

	“Whatever you say, big man.”

	I didn’t typically like being laughed at, but given Lena’s influential position with Sarah Harper, I thought it better not to call attention to that fact.

	Back in the old days, before the aeon's arrival, I would not be surprised if someone thought of Lena as a spoiled princess. These days, she still certainly was that. However, I had a respect for people who could understand network technology, the way the aeon's had remade it around their ichor, even if one of the people in question happened to be a teenage brat. 

	Her public files spoke of a powerful talent as a memeotect catapulting her out of school early. She flew straight into network service. When I looked deeper I found it wasn’t just nepotism. She possessed skills with neural communications and confidence to match.

	She raised her eyebrows at me. 

	"You don't look annoyed."

	"Good," I said. “I’m not.”

	She rolled her eyes.

	"I didn't expect you to be so…calm. I mean you're nervous, but it doesn't seem like you're scared."

	"What’s the difference between nervous and scared?" I asked.

	"Don't ask me," said Lena. "My lit and language classes aren't exactly fresh."

	I laughed.

	She frowned at me. 

	"Now who's laughing?” she asked.

	"I am," I said. “Don’t worry. I’ll get it under control.”

	"Well okay. But honestly, better laughing than worrying."

	"Hey, you’re right."

	"You may look old, but you're just a kid in your head."

	“Miss Essen, you don't know the half of it."

	Old, I thought, I’m not old. My dad had gone gray in his forties. I couldn’t look that old at just about twenty-nine.

	“I’m beginning to figure it out, Mister Gall.”

	“Call me Jeth.”

	“Sure. Anyway, Macroy should be ready to meet with us in…” She checked the time on the network, eyes growing distant for a second. “Five minutes, Jeth.”

	A pair of voices approached along the hall past the vacant front desk. A man and a woman drew nearer, arguing in hushed but heated voices. My network senses picked up the man, but not the woman, meaning she was an aeon.

	He was short, and on the lean side, though still bigger than my friend Ryan Carter. White hair carefully sleeked back made him look a little older than the rest of his feature indicated. This wasn’t Macroy, but his assistant was probably used to taking network calls for the council member. 

	The aeon woman wore long dark hair behind her head in a series of braids, revealing delicate features. She looked similar in skin tone to Rebecca, and I wondered if her heritage went back to the old world’s middle east in whole or in part. The surgical band that crossed her collarbone hid her central wound, and she wore bandages over her otherwise bare hands as well. 

	I was surprised to see anyone else here, given the secretive nature of my scheduled meeting with Macroy.

	“Bayaluggia, I assure you, the council member will take your concerns into consideration. He told you that himself and is quite sympathetic to the danger felt among aeons lately, governors or not.”

	“Thank you. I only wish I could trust him more,” she said in an airy voice. “After the Teloite embarrassment, lawlessness grows daily.”

	Her voice reminded me a little of Yashelia, but without the oddly maddened inflections or evil tone. Naturally, she sounded more reasonable because this aeon was not also a rogue star. Macroy’s assistant stopped before me and Lena. Bayaluggia gave us a curt nod, then continued past us on her way out of the building.

	Her footsteps sounded loud for a few strides before quickly diminishing.

	The assistant offered me his hand. 

	“Mister Gall, I’m Dale Perth.”

	“Nice to meet you, Dale.” 

	We shook hands. He nodded to Lena, and they shook too.

	“Miss Essen.”

	She folded her hands on the strap of her purse before her. 

	“Mister Perth.” 

	“This way. Council Member Macroy is ready for you,” he said and turned to lead us back the way he had just come.

	The moment he wasn’t looking at her, Lena rolled her eyes. She sent me a message in text a second later.

	This guy is stuffy as hell. Just be patient. He’s all about protocol, so meeting in an undisclosed place like this is probably driving him nuts.

	Good to know, I sent back.

	Any time. Her teeth flashed in a grin.

	Her mind darted away before I could get a more solid feel for her presence. The impression I gathered from proximity was sharp and polished, similar to Elizabeth’s perhaps, but not as cold or refined.

	I could appreciate this girl. Good thing too, because going into these negotiations over media access to the restricted parts of the refugee district for BrightNet could get tough. Of course, even though I liked her, I had my doubts over Sarah Harper’s organization wanting us to investigate the refugee district.

	Except for Rebecca, no one knew how I worried for my parents. When they arrived, I was determined they would not be trapped in a refugee ghetto. Nobody deserved that, especially after traveling so far.

	The refugees in the district were in worse shape now than ever, thanks to their burgeoning numbers. Every day, it seemed like another train or convoy of battered vehicles would arrive at the city. Every refugee to arrive in a large group was being vetted, unlike when people reached the city alone or in tiny groups that could be downtown or by the sea before anyone even knew they’d arrived.

	The official story behind the terrorist attacks leading up to our showdown with Sudhatho had led to the crackdown. Never mind that it wasn’t true. It was close enough that the people behind those attacks had arrived in the city from the west. The difference was, they had been renegade soldiers, not actual refugees. How much damage could the average person from Fort Wayne or the Green Valley cause?

	Not much, I had decided. I wanted to expose the peaceful nature of the refugees to get them into the city faster. Conditions out there could not be good, given the ramshackle buildings I had seen them adding on to the old remains of the city that still stood near the heights.

	Despite everything, people seemed to be focusing their fears on these poor travelers.

	The issue of aeon’s debating how to approach the possibility of reproduction should have then more on edge, but people seemed intent on their xenophobia. Aeons might not be humans, but for the most part, they were locals.

	We reached a wooden door to an interior office. Dale Perth pulled it open. He motioned Lena and me inside.

	City Council Member Martin Macroy stood behind a folding metal tray table, eschewing the tinny chair a foot behind him. He looked up from a sheet of paper, an old-fashioned hard copy printed from some digital or mental text.

	My impression of him was a middle-aged boxer. I didn’t know a lot of fighters, but people still engaged in martial sports in the city. Martin Macroy was big, still muscular, but doubtless lacked the speed of the young men who stepped into a ring. He nodded to us, smiling with his eyes. I sensed he was not on the dose.

	“Mister Gall, Miss Essen. Welcome to my humble office. You can close the door, Dale. This is a private meeting.”

	“Of course, council member.” Dale stepped out and closed the door behind him.

	Martin motioned to the two folding chairs on our side of the table. 

	“I can offer you a seat, such as it is. If my office wasn’t a zoo right now, we would have been better accommodated there.”

	“Protesters?” I asked as Lena and I took the seats.

	“Yes,” said Martin. “Worst I’ve seen since the early years. Not that I remember a whole lot from the beginning.” He winked. “Don’t let me reminisce. It’s not healthy around younger folks like you two.”

	I smiled. Lena nodded, but I guessed she had just resisted rolling her eyes.

	“It’s good to finally meet you.” I extended my hand.

	Martin gave my hand a firm shake, then held it for a moment.

	“Likewise, Mister Gall. And congratulations on the stir your company is making.”

	“Thank you.”

	He released my hand. My fingers ached from his grip, and I shook them out. Let it never be said I pretend to be tough.

	“So, as I understand it you’re looking to report from within my district,” said Martin. “What makes you so eager?”

	“Besides the fact that your district is the source of the biggest news in the city right now? I think it’d be good to get a perspective of what life is like in there.”

	“You may be right,” said Martin. “But isn’t the vote the aeons are having about their reproduction going on just a few days from now? It could change everything.”

	“Your district is full of refugees right now, sir,” I said. “With all due respect, when the aeons vote, we’ll cover it.”

	“Understood.” He frowned, causing the lines on his face to deepen. “What do you think, Miss Essen?”

	“Council member,” said Lena. “I think you need Mister Gall. I’ve heard the rumors of conditions worsening in your district. The right story could get funding for additional facilities, with uses potentially beyond the immediate crisis.” She smiled, eyes partially glazed from simultaneous network access. “The Harper Group is prepared to offer a substantial donation to match any funds we raise additionally.”

	I held my jaw in place and fought the urge to applaud her. She had not only made him an offer, she had done it immediately, confidently, and in detail. Now who looks like window-dressing, I thought with a note that my respect for Lena’s skills had already been earned out.

	“Is that acceptable to you, Mister Gall?” Martin raised his eyebrows at me.

	“Of course, council member. This will work perfectly.”

	Martin smiled, wrinkling laugh lines at the corners of his mouth. 

	“It’s my job to serve. You’ll have your permission to report from within my district. I’ll do what I can to make yours an exclusive for a few weeks.”

	“Thank you, Mister Macroy,” I said.

	Lena stifled a yawn, then stood up. 

	“I’m sure you’re as eager as I am to get out of here,” she said to me. “So if there’s nothing else?”

	“I suppose so,” I said.

	“Lucky you,” said Martin with another wink. “I’ll be stuck here all day.”
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	I checked on a few of the network statistics for BrightNet's news reports. My dose helped me process the new information with ease. Our broadcasts were trending upward at an even steeper gradient than the other news networks covering the crisis. Sarah Harper and her brothers should be happy with that, and Elizabeth as well.

	I wasn't so sure how I felt about it. Many of the networks were covering the side of the refugee crisis the city talked about, the inconvenience and growing tension of increased population, but there was another side everyone seemed to be downplaying, if not missing entirely.

	Winter might be over, but under-supplied people could die of exposure in the rain as much as the snow. I wondered if I saw the danger more sharply because I was an immigrant from the west in the past. My journey from the Green Valley where I'd grown up hadn't been easy, and I had made most of that trip alone.

	The message of our coverage seemed to imply danger to the city, and that could be real, but if the city would suffer, the refugees would have it even worse.

	I sighed as I disconnected. When my vision returned to normal I found Elizabeth watching me from just inside my office door. Her arms were folded, her eyes thoughtful.

	"You look worried," she said. "Is something wrong?"

	"You could say that," I said.

	"Go ahead. We're partners Jeth, and we've been through a lot lately, so don't think you'll offend me."

	"I understand." I smiled slightly. "I guess the last time you really got upset with me was when I brought Rebecca from the market."

	Her gaze fell. 

	"Maybe. That was important. So what is it now?"

	I hesitated, realizing I'd put my foot in my mouth by reminding her of the upset, despite it being months old and everything having progressed far from there.

	"It's the refugees," I said. "I'm worried we're not covering the crisis on their side of the district."

	Her brows bent as she frowned. 

	"I know what you mean, but we're a still a small operation. We don't even have a real investigative reporter on staff."

	"About that," I said. "What about Samantha?"

	"Samantha Lockwell? I thought she hated your guts."

	"She doesn't like entertainment from artificial memories, sure. I'm not in that business anymore."

	"Seriously, Jeth? Lockwell?"

	I shrugged. 

	"It was an idea. Last I checked she likes to work the humanitarian beat, and there isn't a bigger crisis than this one on the horizon unless a hurricane hits the southern part of the city half a year early."

	"You really aren't joking."

	I arched my eyebrows and waggled them. 

	"Does it look like I'm joking?"

	"Trick question, right?"

	"Yeah."

	"If you want to get in touch with her, be my guest. But when she says no, will you drop this?"

	"No deal," I said.

	"Alright, Jeth, but she doesn't like me a whole lot either. Can you find her by yourself?"

	"Sure thing," I said.

	"Oh, and one other thing."

	"What?"

	"If she does agree, don't bring her here until she has a story in hand. She's nasty to be around, especially when she's hungry for truth."

	"Sure. I get it."

	"Of course you do. You get it because you're the same way right now."

	"What's that supposed to mean?"

	"You're prickly."

	"I am not."

	"And a little petulant."

	I sighed. 

	"Fine, you've read my mind."

	"Didn't have to," she said.

	I rolled my eyes. 

	"You've been around Sarah Harper too much, lately."

	"What's the matter, Jeth? You miss me?"

	I exaggerated a shrug. 

	"Some."

	She smiled at me. 

	"Glad to hear it."

	I raised my eyebrows.

	"I mean, with Rebecca around, I don't want you to forget about our work here, Jeth."

	I nodded. 

	"Don't worry about that. Now, I guess I had better get in touch with Samantha."

	Elizabeth wrinkled her nose. 

	"I still can't believe she was your idea."

	"Yeah." I groaned. "Me neither.”
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	I had never been on great terms with investigative reporter Samantha Lockwell, and that was probably the understatement of the century, if not the whole millennium.

	After a half hour of network digging, I found a contact address for Samantha's assistant, a common if-expensive position maintained by people in demand, but unusual in that this assistant had no other contacts listed under her profile.

	The assistant, Ellen Krauss did not exactly match the usual description of a net-technician I expected when dealing with this kind of service in any way, really.

	Before I sent a message to her, I looked up her public files and skimmed what little was there for another few minutes.

	A recent graduate of a tiny school in the far southern part of the city, Ellen had majored in old media. Sure, the newspaper still got distributed daily, but mostly that was a public service and network news drew far more attention.

	I rummaged around a little more.

	Just twenty-two years old, Ellen's profile picture tried too hard to look professional, between the suit coat and tie. I got the idea of a young person desperately trying to be taken seriously.

	Finally, I sent her my introduction message, mentioning I would like to meet with her lone client. 

	I-Jethro Gall-would like to meet with Samantha Lockwell.

	This plan was a bad joke, and I was already sorry I'd thought of it. Ellen responded to my message at once, using my contact line for auditory but non-visual connection.

	"Mister Gall."

	"Miss Krauss."

	Her subtle mental presence shifted forward. 

	"It really is you. My client expected a prankster."

	"This is no prank," I said.

	Another presence connected over the network using Ellen as a conduit. This presence I remembered all too clearly, languid and cat-like.

	"Notice how he did not say he wasn't a prankster," said the voice of Samantha Lockwell, for all practical purposes purring.

	"Huh, funny you'd read into that," I said.

	Ellen's presence, already faint, like a shadow visible on the other side of a foggy windowpane, withdrew a little.

	"Miss Lockwell," she said, "I thought you were waiting for me to confirm—"

	"Precisely, Ellen," said Samantha. "His presence is enough for me to tell this is genuine. But stay connected. This should be educational for you." She turned her attention to me, and I could swear I heard a sibilant hiss. "Now, Jethro. What do you want?"

	"Samantha," I said. "It's been some time."

	"Not long enough, Jethro. Now tell me why an upstart network boss like you would go looking for someone he should know would greet him this way."

	I didn't know what my mind looked like from the outside, but thoughts sizzled against the sides of my cauldron, one might say.

	"I want to hire you," I said.

	"Well, well. That is interesting. Seems you finally acknowledged you don't have the chops—"

	"—That's not it," I said. "We're shorthanded. I want to cover the refugee crisis."

	"You're girlfriend doesn't want that, though."

	It annoyed me how she never asked questions, but more annoying was how she always seemed to have my number. Well, this once I could surprise her.

	"Elizabeth and I aren't together anymore."

	"Oh well, I suppose I shouldn't have assumed."

	"Two out of three isn't bad for guesses."

	"It is for me."

	Her smile seemed audible, and it sounded smug.

	"So," I said. "What do you say to covering the refugee crisis for BrightNet?"

	"I'll need two recorders, double-standard credit in payment as well as another thirty-percent-standard for my assistant, and all recording will have to be on site."

	"Done," I said.

	"Just like that?" Samantha did not sound at all surprised.

	"What can I say? The money's not an object."

	With the revenue BrightNet was pulling in with all the attention, that was not quite a lie. Elizabeth probably would not be happy giving Samantha her top rate, though.

	"You've come a long way in little time," said Samantha.

	"Not too big for my shoes yet," I said.

	"You really ought to check again," said Samantha.

	"When can you meet to enter the refugee district?" I asked.

	"I'm local to you these days, Jethro. Just name the time and the station."

	As much as it pained me to admit it, I felt lucky she had agreed so quickly. I named the train station nearest Lotdel Tower.

	"You'll start tomorrow," I added.

	"Now comes the part where you tell me you look forward to working together."

	"I'm going to reserve judgment this once," I said.

	Her answering laughter echoed in my mind. 
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	Rebecca and I walked along the pier where it pointed into the ocean. Waves splashes against old pilings that probably predated the appearance of the aeons and the mind plague before that. Crusted and weathered, they certainly looked the part. The rain had stopped for the moment, but the gray sky told me it would return soon.

	“I know about the letter, Jeth,” she said.

	“I wasn’t trying to hide it,” I said with a sigh. “It’s true I wasn’t looking forward to this conversation, though.”

	She folded her arms together. 

	“Well, the weather isn’t great. We might as well start talking.”

	“Might as well, huh?” I shrugged. “Guess you’re right.”

	“If the Green Valley is evacuating, my parents are probably on their way here along with yours.”

	Right to the point, I thought, how very in-style for Rebecca.

	“Yeah. Any idea what we should do?”

	“It seems like you already started with trying to get better conditions for refugees in general.”

	“Absolutely. I guess I’m nervous about you meeting your parents again.”

	“And you think I’m not?”

	“The opposite, Rebecca. I knew you’d be worried about seeing them again.”

	“I am. I just—” She scowled. “—I don’t know if its necessary at all. I can pretend I don’t know them.”

	“For how long?” I asked.

	She shook her head. 

	“As long as I want. I’m free. Now.”

	We looked over the water, suddenly silent. Rain began to sprinkle on the pier. Fishing birds called over the surf.

	Rebecca’s face set as she watched the waves, beautiful but cold, despite the fire I knew resided beneath the surface.

	“You don’t have to see them,” I said.

	“I know.” She turned and smiled. “I have the choice.” She motioned over the water. “When things clear up, maybe we should tell everyone about what we know about cleans.”

	I nodded. 

	“With Sudhatho behind bars, I’d say we’re close to ready for that.”

	“Yashelia’s still out there.”

	“Not much we can do about her right now,” I said.

	“I’m trying to remember all the things I did for her. It’s not easy, Jeth.”

	“It shouldn’t be.” I put my arm around her shoulders. I kneaded the shoulder of her coat with my fingers.

	She leaned into my arm. 

	“We should get back. You’ve got reporters to organize.”

	“Already done,” I said. “Don’t worry about that.”

	“I’m going to worry. The refugee district could be dangerous.”

	“It’s out by the heights. It’s not like I’m going into the wilderness.”

	“Yes, but I might still worry about you. Not everywhere is as safe as Lotdel Tower.”

	“I know. But even Lotdel Tower isn’t always safe.”

	“A certain attack on the Mangrove Suite comes to mind,” said Rebecca.

	“Right, yeah.” I smiled at her. “But it worked out for the better, at least as I see it.”

	“You and Thomas could have died there, and I might not have gotten my memories back.”

	“But we lived. And you’re here now.”

	“I know. Jeth…” She folded herself tight to my chest. “…Promise me you’ll be careful.”

	I put both arms around her. 

	“I promise I’ll take care of myself.”

	She looked up at my face. Our eyes met. 

	“Thanks.”

	We stood on the pier for a while. In all my time in the city, I never thought the ocean looked so beautiful.
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	Unregistered Memory, Thomas Fenstein, The Icaria Building

	

	Steamed vegetables and fried rice in from the Icaria building restaurant’s kitchen sent aromas wafting to Thomas. Across the table, Celsanoggi returned from a networking jaunt. Unlike humans, aeons could often manage networking without interrupting a normal conversation. She sniffed, catching the same smells Thomas had just picked up.

	“Food should be ready soon,” he said.

	“Indeed.”

	Bruises on his legs and back made Thomas shift in his seat. Assisting the lone sentry last night had been rough. Even a heart link couldn’t repair all the damage he had taken in one sitting. Standing together with Celsa made Thomas proud, even though it hurt.

	“There are protesters outside,” said Celsanoggi.

	Thomas frowned. 

	“What do they want?”

	“They’re here to lobby me to vote no in the reproduction debate.”

	He raised his eyebrows. 

	“They don’t know you very well if they think you’d do something to endanger citizens.”

	“Of course. They can’t know,” she said. “The sentry isn’t me, and it has to stay that way for everyone’s sake.”

	Thomas halfway wished the situation was so simple, but if the rogue stars from the center of the continent really were moving, the limited number of aeons in the city could present a weakness for them to exploit. The debate grew fiercer in the city council every week.

	The server brought them their food on sizzling platters. Thomas dug in, but couldn’t help trepidation as he turned over Celsanoggi’s words in his mind. They ate and made small talk, an odd situation for a man to be in with an aeon.

	Thomas did not know how he felt about her, or really how she felt about him. When he left that night, he was glad to return to his own place in Lotdel Tower, but he couldn’t help wondering how an aeon and a human could be so close as he and Celsa were becoming.

	Combat had brought them together once before and it had again.

	Thomas sighed as he thought of the memories he still carried from the battle of Chicago’s barrier.

	The rogues in the wilderness must be moving again, driving the refugees ahead of them as they destroyed the remaining continental settlements. The city could well be dealing with worse than crowds soon. He and Celsa would be there to protect new and old citizens alike. Most people had no idea how unsafe the city was, how dangerous their own protectors might become if they reproduced and went mad.

	Thomas sat at his desk for a while, but the sounds of moans and cries from the Mangrove Suite on the other side of the door.

	His ichor dose kept him up late, so he was still wide awake when Onogottos contacted him.

	Onogottos was, no doubt in Thomas’ mind, the best of the aeon scientists in the megalopolis. Following the revelation of the existence of Sudhatho’s daughter, he had sought Thomas out and connected with the team Thomas helped sponsor that studied both cleans and ichor.

	“What is it?” Thomas said using an auditory link.

	“Fenstein, we found something.”

	“Something? Be specific, Ono.”

	“It’s that sample you sent from that clean last year. Rain is the name on the blood sample.”

	Thomas stood up fast, eyes narrowing. 

	Onogottos had been on the case of Rebecca Malik’s blood for three weeks, reviewing the work the other team members had done months ago. Thomas took a deep breath.

	“What did you find?”

	“The fluid isn’t all blood. We found particles in it.”

	“Particles? Like dirt?”

	“Hardly dirt. Think stranger. It seems to be additional microscopic organisms, similar to bacteria but clearly different. We are still trying to determine their source, but they resemble the micro-parasites in ichor, though again, not perfectly.”

	Thomas pinched his brows together.

	“Have you determined their purpose?”

	“Not yet. But other cleans we have studied don’t share this quality in their blood.”

	“Keep looking at them. And thank you.”

	“You sound exhausted. Get some sleep, Thom.”

	“You know I don’t like my short name.”

	“Evidently you’re still sharp enough to notice. I don’t have to tell you not to go overboard with your shit.”

	“If you did, I still wouldn’t listen,” Thomas said.

	“Well, I’m going to rest. I suggest you do the same. The tests need to run overnight, but if you could meet me in Candlegrove Heights we can go over the details of our findings.”

	“In the heights?” Thomas frowned. “You’re certain that’s necessary?”

	“Very. This is could be serious. If you still have the clean bring her along.”

	“That could be complicated,” said Thomas.

	“Shit. Seriously? Don’t tell me you sold her?”

	“I didn’t. Ono, I trust you enough to tell you this. She isn’t clean. Not anymore.”

	“Now you’re fucking with me.”

	“Wouldn’t dream of it, Ono.”

	“No shit. You should have let me in sooner.” Onogottos projected a series of exclamation points and expletives to accompany them, a memetic trick to help with memorization. “Whatever. If you can bring the girl, do it. I need to go. Holy shit, a restored clean coming my way.”

	“Don’t jump to conclusions. I’ll do what I can, but no guarantee she shows.”

	“Understood.”

	“Good night.”

	“Goodbye, Thom.”

	“Screw you, Ono.”

	Onogottos projected an image of his pudgy middle finger. Thomas disconnected. He went downstairs and slept fitfully.
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	Our BrightNet van pulled away from the curb early in the dark morning. I sat in the passenger seat while Samantha drove us toward the refugee district. Wind and rain battered the windshield. 

	In the middle seat behind us, Ellen frowned. 

	“Not good weather to be out in.”

	Behind Ellen, our sensors, the Kowalski brothers shifted uneasily, looking in either direction, using more than just their eyes to take in the city as we rolled along. The smell of fuel from the high street wafted down to me, acrid in the otherwise clean air.

	Samantha’s eyes flicked toward me before returning to the road. 

	“You look nervous.”

	“Do I?”

	“I just said so.”

	I shrugged. 

	“This is going to be my first time covering news up close and personal. Funny thing is, you’re not the first person to mention that to me lately.”

	I thought of Lena Essen’s poking at my demeanor. Dealing with Sudhatho last year should have  made me more relaxed, or at least confident, but the refugee crisis put me right back on the edge. Elizabeth had noticed too. Guess I really was on edge.

	We drove through a security checkpoint and into the refugee district.

	Our hotel, a poor little private number called the Handel stood near the perimeter of wire and concrete barriers that kept the refugees hemmed in. The sight of so many people watching our van as we drove past did not worry me as much as the sound of the gate closing behind us as we passed another security checkpoint. The rain diminished a little as we parked in the front lot to unpack.

	As I carried my travel case to the room I’d be sharing with Kowalski brothers, Thomas contacted me directly.

	“You really need an assistant, you know,” he said. “It shouldn’t be easier to contact you directly than it is Rebecca.”

	“Elizabeth and I have them at BrightNet. What is this about, Thomas?”

	“Jeth, I just got some news. It’s about Rebecca.”

	My pulse quickened. I started to reply out loud, but Ellen and Samantha were ahead of me in the hallway. I dropped my end of the connection into text mode.

	What is it about?

	“My research team found some kind of irregularity in her blood. They want to do more tests. Can you help me get in touch with her?”

	What kind of tests?

	“I’m not sure, but you have my word. She’ll be safe. Celsa and I will be there every step of the way.”

	Comforting. I hope it’s nothing serious.

	How was that for understatement? I didn’t know what I would do without Rebecca.

	“Me too, Jeth. Look, my people don’t know much yet.”

	I sent him the keys to find Rebecca on the network. Those keys consisted of three moments of sensation in sequence. The first moment was of raindrops falling into the river at the bottom of the Green Valley’s slopes. The second moment consisted of tactile sensation, me touching her shoulder gently. The third moment was a clip from an old television cartoon. A roadrunner. Meep meep.

	Those should locate her if she’s networking.

	“I’ll get in contact right away. Thanks, Jeth.”

	Thomas, if you can help Rebecca understand what happened to her as a clean I’ll be thanking you.

	We disconnected. I carried my travel case into the room where the Kowalski brothers were teasing each other loudly. Part of me was nervous for Rebecca, but I had a job to do. Waterlogged refugees walked past on the street in front of the hotel between us and the canal.

	The first round of the aeon reproduction debate came to a head later that day. A council vote would be held tomorrow. Depending on how that went, things could change drastically in the city. I didn’t like the idea of more aeons going mad trying to have children. How would I feel if someone told me I could never be allowed to have a kid? If it meant Rebecca going mad, I figured the decision would be simple, but for the aeons things were far more personal than that.

	I rarely prayed, and I didn’t then, but I came close.

	This was in the hands of the aeons, from student to mentor. Human politicians could influence the process with a few votes, but the debate would allow every aeon to have his or her voice heard in the final count. Those numbers far surpassed the number of city councilors, even with the relatively small aeon population.

	I’d helped cover the news, but the aeons were about to make history. I settled in to reach out to refugee leaders and their assistants that evening. At the least, I could take my mind off the debate.
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	Unregistered Memory, Rebecca Waters, En Route to Candlegrove Heights

	

	Rebecca checked the network regularly as she rode in the middle seat of Thomas’ van toward the aeon heights. They crossed multiple bridges in the early morning. The rainfall diminished, and orange sunlight filtered through the pale clouds in parts of the eastern sky.

	They parked in an ordinary-looking underground garage beneath the immense structure of Candlegrove Heights. They went through security, then took an elevator upward into the stranger construction of the aeon building. The heights were the most advanced structures in the city, each one a complex of living plants and flowing power veins all supported by metallic beams and hollow piping.

	Rebecca remembered her first time in one of the buildings, almost six years ago when she met Yashelia there.

	Back then, Yashelia had been sane, generous, and enigmatic. She had hired Rebecca as an operative within the council. Rebecca accepted the arrangement eagerly. If only she could now recall how her arrangement with the aeon had ended.

	Thomas had told her of his research team’s findings. The irregularities in Rebecca’s blood must have been added in the blank places of her memory where nothing remained. If she the differences could be repaired, whatever unknown affliction in her blood cured, she would still lack for answers.

	“You alright?” Thomas asked.

	The elevator doors opened onto their destination level.

	“I don’t know yet. That’s why I’m here.”

	He nodded, lips pinched together.

	Celsanoggi led the two of them down a hallway from the elevator, a passage glowing with yellow light veins. She wore a gown of violet in place of her usual hooded sweats and durable pants. The aeon who kept her identity as the lone sentry secret from most again reminded Rebecca of her time with Yashelia’s operators.

	Once, Rebecca and a team of others had clashed with the sentry. At the time the aeon had been enraged, completely and vividly, but Rebecca never knew why. Nor did she dare ask Celsanoggi, lest she betrayed the fact of her involvement in what was no-doubt a bruising memory for both sides.

	The three of them stopped by a large set of sealed doors with no label on them where all the light veins in the passage terminated.

	“Password?” a voice said, project into all three of their minds.

	“Onogottos, let us in,” said Celsanoggi out loud, though she was clearly networking to reach the other aeon.

	The doors unsealed. 

	Rebecca, Thomas, and Celsa walked into a room that could have been a white box, a sterile chamber with only one egress point. Tables of the same material lined the walls, covered in different apparatus each attended by a lab-coated figure. A heavy-set aeon, such a rarity in the megalopolis, approached them and doffed a medical cap from his short blond hair. He was the only aeon other than Celsanoggi in the room.

	“Onogottos,” said Thomas. “Good to finally meet in the flesh.”

	The aeon held out a hand, palm covered by a medical patch, concealing the wound there.

	“Likewise, Mister Fenstein.”

	While they shook, Rebecca looked around the room.

	She recognized little of the equipment but caught glimmers of golden liquid in many of the vials and tubes. Ichor would be necessary for most of their experiments.

	“What, no love for the big man?” asked Onogottos, turning to Celsanoggi. 

	She shook her head. 

	“Just because you’re up to something useful doesn’t change the past, Ono.”

	“Fine. Shit, you’d think I ran over your dog on the way here.”

	Celsanoggi shrugged. 

	“Poor analogy. I don’t keep a pet.”

	Onogottos raised an eyebrow and turned pointedly away from Thomas.

	Celsanoggi folded her arms. 

	“Are we going to get down to business or not?”

	“Introduce me to your friend, first,” said Onogottos.

	“My name is Rebecca,” she said. “I’m here about my blood.”

	“So terse. Do you and my sister here get along?”

	Not exactly, Rebecca thought, but I won’t go there now.

	“We only met recently,” she said. “But you might have guessed that, given the nature of the sample.”

	“Rain…” said Onogottos. “Rebecca Rain. Precisely the woman I wanted to see.”

	“Call me Rebecca Waters.”

	“Understood. So, Miss Waters, let us see what’s going on under your skin, shall we?”

	Rebecca nodded. “It’s time to get some answers.”

	“Couldn’t agree more,” said the big aeon.
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	Unregistered Memory, Elizabeth Ashwood, The Harper Building

	

	Elizabeth met Lena Essen at the elevator on the ground floor of the Harper Building. Both of them wore tailored suits, and Elizabeth carried her purse. A recent dose made the sunlight pouring through the glass doors at her back brighter than day, in spite of the clouds.

	“Sarah is planning on meeting us upstairs at the sky dock,” said the young woman. “Did she send you a copy of the itinerary?”

	“We’re planning on visiting the heights today.”

	“Have you ever been?” asked Lena.

	Elizabeth shook her head.

	“Well, the security is intense,” said Lena. “Can you imagine what kind of people worry aeons?”

	The elevator arrived and they stepped inside.

	Elizabeth could not help but recall the renegade soldiers who had turned on Sudhatho over the winter. She supposed they were exactly the people the heights’ security wanted to keep out. Two of the four, Damien and Carol, were still at large.

	Elizabeth shrugged. 

	“I wish I had to imagine.”

	Lena frowned. 

	“You’re a lot more serious than your partner.”

	“Jeth can be silly. I’m happy to be here, but this is a business excursion for me.”

	Lena smirked. 

	“I like that. I have a feeling we’ll get along well.”

	“Better once we know each other more,” said Elizabeth.

	The elevator rushed up to the sky docking level.

	Sarah waited with a blonde female aeon who she introduced as Vistenna.

	“She’ll be flying us to Candlegrove,” said Sarah.

	Vistenna bowed her head. 

	“I’m pleased to meet you, Miss Ashwood.”

	“Call me Elizabeth.” She bowed back.

	They launched shortly and cruised over the city in the sleek light vessel. Elizabeth had gotten used to seeing the flying vessels over the last year, but only recently became comfortable with actually traveling in them. The flight path was smooth, and mostly free of turbulence despite the storm outside. How people had used the old airplanes and other independent aircraft before the arrival of the aeons she could hardly believe.

	 They landed at Candlegrove and started through security. Vistenna frowned at something as she entered the checkpoint, bringing up the rear of the group. Elizabeth guessed she might be nervous about the vote the aeons would be conducting later that day. 

	Sarah turned to the aeon. 

	“Is something wrong?”

	“Yes.” Vistenna’s eyes welled up with tears. “One of my little brothers who lived here is dead. They don’t know which, yet.”

	Elizabeth’s eye widened. 

	“How do you know?”

	“The mentor of this building just contacted me,” said Vistenna. “There can be no mistake.” She wiped her eyes. “Excuse me. If we’re to meet with Governor Balancar on time, we should continue at once.”

	Sarah nodded, looking solemn. 

	“Thank you, Vistenna. We can find our way if you need to wait from here.”

	Vistenna bowed again. 

	“I’ll be here when you wish to return.”

	Sarah led Elizabeth and Lena from the sky docks and into the building. Business had left Elizabeth’s mind. All she could do was wonder who or what could or would kill an aeon.
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	Unregistered Memory, Ryan Carter, Lightship Astra III

	

	Candlegrove towered over even the other buildings of the aeon heights. Positioned just across the canal from the low buildings of the refugee district, its looming coppery facade was as ominous a sight to Ryan Carter as the central command center had been in the early winter. He had adjusted to regularly visiting Command Center Alpha, but dearly hoped he would not have to do so with any of the massive structures of the heights that dwarfed even the colossal towers of the northern islands.

	Ryan watched the building pensively as Kamuek, the only aeon on his team, guided the light ship closer. The gaseous bubbles of aerial security pickets and more substantially-built light fighters hovered over the canal, providing security for Candlegrove from whatever the higher aeons thought a bunch of poor, exhausted humans fleeing their homes in the west could do to the community of superhuman beings that dwelt in the heights.

	He amended that last line of thought with a grimace.

	The aeons may not need to worry about ordinary refugees, but some of the danger is real.

	Ryan could not forget why he and his team had been called. One of the aeon students still training in the heights had been murdered.

	“What’re you thinking?” asked Alesia, one of his partners in the detective agency.

	She approached from the hall that led to the narrow aft section of the Astra III.

	Ryan glanced at her, taking in her tall frame and blond ponytail. 

	“I’m thinking this couldn’t have happened at a worse time.”

	“I know what you mean,” she said. “Everyone is on edge because of council tensions. Taking out Sudhatho really shook up the Teloite power structure. Not to mention…”

	Kamuek grunted from the helm, but Alesia didn’t notice.

	“…now that we know aeons can reproduce,” she said, “this will be the biggest debate since they arrived.”

	“Leave it!” said Kamuek. “I feel bad enough already.”

	Alesia glanced at the slender pilot. 

	“Sorry, Kam.”

	The aeon shook his head. 

	“Forgive me. I’m tense as well as sad.”

	Kamuek doubted he knew the murdered student out loud to Ryan earlier in the flight. Still, all aeons saw each other as siblings after a fashion. A death in a family, even a family of thousands, was bound to bring sorrow.

	Ryan’s gaze fell to the floor. 

	“Nobody blames you, Captain.”

	“That goes double, seeing as we don’t know anything real about the case yet,” said the other human member of the agency, Conner Kohl from the other side of the bridge.

	The heavyset sensocycler rose with an obvious effort from his seat. He ambled over to Ryan and Alesia.

	“You didn’t find anything?” Alesia said with a frown.

	“The local network is locked down tight,” said Conner. “Though I managed to locate a nice diner the cleaning staff frequent nearby.”

	“You snooped on their food?” Alesia arched her brows.

	“Like I said, they’re locked down tight. Not to mention pretty much all of the permanent residents are aeons, except for the security staff and adjutants.”

	Ryan nodded. Aeons could not be tracked over the standard neural networks because their minds existed, whether partially or fully Ryan did not know, within the alien trees growing at the center of many of the city’s numerous gardens. Ryan and his team knew about the trees, but most citizens lacked any inkling of the odd flora’s relationship to the governors and protectors who kept humanity and kept them safe.

	He took a deep breath as Kamuek maneuvered the ship into the dock. 

	“What’s the situation with human visitors over the last few days?”

	“Recorded numbers are slim,” said Conner.

	“How slim?”

	Conner pinched his thumb and forefingers together, leaving no gap.

	“None before the murder. Still can’t rule out security failure. Five since the body was found. In a few seconds, the local security network will register us as three more.”

	“Any knowledge of who the other three are?” asked Ryan.

	“Yeah. They’re all officially registered. Want the names?”

	“Please,” said Ryan.

	Conner folded his hands over his belly. “Sarah Harper and two of her group arrived an hour ago. The others registered just a bit before her. They’re friends of ours. Thomas Fenstein and Rebecca Waters.”

	“Thomas,” said Alesia with a frown. “Does that mean—?”

	“Celsanoggi could be here too, then,” said Ryan. 

	He didn’t like the implications of Rebecca being there. She tended to bring too many odd events with her.

	“Thomas and Celsanoggi aren’t joined at the hip, Ryan.” Alesia folded her arms. “But if she’s here that could complicate matters.”

	“I agree,” said Ryan. “I think the bigger issue is Rebecca, even with what we know about Celsanoggi.”

	He and his team were privy to another piece of information few others knew. Celsanoggi, a governing aeon, was also the vigilante known as the lone sentry. An ex-military aeon, these days she partnered with a fellow former soldier, Thomas. The two had been helpful in bringing down the former leader of the Teloite faction, Sudhatho. 

	Good thing we all know how to keep secrets.

	Ryan checked the small flask of ichor on his belt. 

	Before he left the ship for Candlegrove’s interior, he looked at the others.

	“I’ll connect with you once I’ve got our clearance on the scene.”

	They answered with understanding nods. Kamuek’s mouth formed a thin line.

	Ryan turned to the aeon. “If you feel the need, Kam, you don’t have to see the scene.”

	“Ryan. I don’t know if I can let this pass.”

	“If that’s how you feel.”

	Ryan understood at least one aspect of what Kamuek meant. Until Ryan witnessed the slaughter in the garden late last autumn, he might not have reached Kamuek’s meaning. Seeing death changed a person, whether human or aeon.

	He nodded to the ship’s captain, then turned and walked down the docking ramp into Candlegrove Heights.
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	Unregistered Memory, Ryan Carter, Candlegrove Heights

	

	A female aeon who made Ryan feel even shorter by towering over him led the way out of the dock. While the aerial landing facilities resembled those used in the predominantly human-used structures of the rest of the city, the interior of Candlegrove was far more alien.

	Ryan’s guide registered his name, occupation, and purpose for visiting with the building’s network security index. The process seemed instantaneous, like blinking with his minds-eye, but the clock Ryan kept in his mind told him he had been out on his feet for almost two minutes during the background check.

	His guide gave him a satisfied nod, but her eyes were sad. Like Kamuek, she must be feeling solemn, given the situation.

	She led Ryan onward, through halls of porous-looking metallic material, under red and yellow light veins that cast his shadow in unpredictable directions with every step, past transparent pipes that looked empty to the eye, but radiated heat, and to an open atrium with a vaulted ceiling. Small streams flowed alongside tiled paths. Plants bloomed in the yellow glow from the veins high above, nourished  by false solar light.

	All of it seemed miraculous, given this entire room was eighty stories or more in the air. On the other side of a atrium, they entered another corridor. Unlike the brightly lit places they had been before, the light veins here were inactive.

	“The dormitory,” said his guide. “He was found in his chambers.” She motioned to a doorway a short distance down the shadowed hallway. “Another investigator is already present.”

	“Thank you,” said Ryan.

	She stood by the entrance to corridor, letting him proceed alone. His spine tingled with nervous electricity as he approached the door in the little light that followed him from the atrium. 

	Within the room, the light veins flickered erratically over a figure with long black hair and pallid skin offset by dark clothes. The aeon investigator stood in the center of a spacious living room, a few meters from the entrance. He looked up as Ryan entered.

	“Detective Carter,” he said in a raspy voice.

	Ryan approached the aeon, offering a hand as a way to hide his surprise at the investigator’s identity.

	“Governor Balancar,” he said. “I didn’t realize you were investigating this personally.”

	Balancar ignored Ryan’s offer to shake. His black-gloved hands remained locked together.

	“I sponsor many students in this and other structures, detective. Never before have I lost one this way.”

	Ryan withdrew his hand. 

	“Excuse me, sir. Not the question I should have asked first.”

	“You are correct,” said Balancar.

	Ryan nearly shivered under the governing aeon’s icy gaze.

	“Where is the body?”

	Balancar might not be as powerful an aeon as the council representatives or the masters, but he was one of the wealthiest aeons in the entire city. His backing of his own interlocked set of networks, Balanet, under the management of the Harper Group, ensured he would be a fixture among the city’s elite for the foreseeable future.

	“The bedroom,” said Balancar. “Take a deep breath, detective. You may need it.”

	“I’ve seen murders before,” said Ryan.

	“You’ve seen death, detective. But not like this.” Balancar motioned toward the door to the bedroom.

	Ryan followed the motion. The light veins flared, almost to full luminosity, then dimmed to near complete darkness. Ryan stopped walking and glanced up at the ceiling.

	“Any idea what’s wrong with them?”

	“Something disrupted power flow to this block several hours ago.”

	“Before the murder?” asked Ryan.

	“I suspect so,” said Balancar.

	Ryan nodded, then activated his sensory link to his team and walked into the bedroom. Golden streaks hung like paint on the walls of the bedroom. Ryan froze as he noticed a shape on the bed that resembled an arrow. The light veins flickered brighter behind him.

	It was an arm, torn from the victim’s shoulder. The open palm showed a wound in its center, leaving no doubt the limb had belonged to an aeon. The air stank of blood, however mingled with a tang of sweetness.

	He covered his mouth with his hand. The floor gleamed with yellowish ichor. Slumped by a closet door near the foot of the bed, sat the rest of the victim. Ryan avoided the trails and drops of fluid, not all of it sticky and golden, but some of it black and viscous. He approached the foot of the bed, stopping at the edge of a pool of ichor spreading from the body.

	Savage wounds stood open and yellow, limned with more of the dark fluid from the floor. His head lay against the wall, appearing untouched. Glassy eyes gazed at the ceiling. The aeon wound in his forehead was dry. Where his left arm had been pulled from his body, the remains of a tattered white uniform-sleeve hung, sodden with gore.

	His other arm drooped from his shoulder, hand limp on the floor. Ryan’s back prickled with icy dread. Aeons were built tougher than humans, and even if the victim had been human the question would be the same, what could have done this? 

	A beast? A rogue star?

	His team remained silent, probably just as stunned as Ryan himself. A long shadow fell across him.

	“His name was Dalmanno,” said Balancar.

	“Dalmanno,” Ryan muttered. “The name isn’t familiar.”

	“It wouldn’t be. He was a seventh-year aeon, one of only the few youngest.”

	During the mind plague and the arrival of the aeons the first to appear were thought of as the first year. For over half a decade more aeons appeared, but fewer and fewer until eventually no new ones arose after the seventh year. While aeons varied a little in apparent human-age, they had all appeared within thirty years of the present.

	More knowledge the public did not know at large, but which the Colonel had informed Ryan of after Sudhatho’s fall.

	“Only twenty-five years old,” said Balancar. “And still a child.”

	“You sound like you knew him.”

	“I sponsored him, and when he wasn’t studying he also traveled in my circles, ambitious for one so young.”

	Ryan did not bother asking the details of what a young aeon studied here in the heights, especially over the course of more than two decades. He knew Balancar would not give a straight answer.

	“Did he want to govern?” Ryan asked, averting his gaze from the body.

	“Most definitely.” Balancar sighed. “And I doubt he would have been satisfied with managing a district of the city. Ambitious indeed.”

	“Yeah. I see.” Ryan turned to face Balancar. “Can we discuss this in the main room?”

	Balancar nodded, but said nothing. They returned to the living space of the apartment. Balancar looked at Ryan.

	“You’re pale. I’d say you should sit, but this is a crime scene and must not be disturbed.”

	“I understand. I can handle it.”

	“Good.” Balancar folded his arms. “Because I’m afraid the latest crisis with reproductive rights will require my vote shortly. I’ll give you what I know. Then I’m afraid I must leave this in your hands.”

	“I won’t let you down, Governor.”

	“I hope not.” Balancar’s stony, chiseled mind touched the edge of Ryan’s network perception. “I’m relying on you, detective.”

	Ryan braced himself for the relay. Information packets flooded his mind. When he recovered from the transfer, he contacted his team to tell them to meet him at the scene.
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	I got the news bulletin from the major net’s live feed as my team and I finished unpacking in our hotel rooms in the refugee district. We took two rooms. One room for me and the twin sense recorders, Layne and Phil Kowalski, and the other for Samantha and her assistant, Ellen.

	While I knew I would miss Rebecca, seeing the two double beds in the room reminded me of her, and of a night on the run when we had shared a bed similar to one of these. The Kowalski brothers shot fingers for who would sleep on the floor that night.

	Layne won and seemed intent on never letting Phil forget until I held up a hand.

	“Keep it down, guys. There’s breaking news.”

	Layne and Phil exchanged glances.

	“Sure, boss,” said Layne.

	Rain spattered on the window by my bed and drummed on the roof as I sat to take in the news.

	It was targeted locally, a warning for this district and the one to the south where the immense structure of Candlegrove Heights dominated the view through the rain. The local newswoman began with a nervous frown on her face.

	“Security forces are on the lookout for the perpetrator of a brutal crime in Candlegrove Heights. An aeon student was found this morning in his apartment…”

	My eyes widened as I listened. I knew this story could reflect on the refugees. However the murder ended up looking, I guessed it could not help the tension in the streets. I looked at the recorders, both of them networking. Their shocked faces told me they were watching the same report as I.

	“An aeon was murdered…” said Phil in a low voice. “Has that ever—I mean, how could it?”

	Layne shook his head. 

	“Bad news on top of bad news.”

	“This couldn’t have happened at a worse time,” I said. “The aeon council is making a preliminary vote on reproductive research today.”

	“Huh,” said Phil. “How do those connect?”

	Layne shot an exasperated look at his brother. 

	“You really need this spelled out?”

	“I can’t read your mind, jerk.”

	“You could if you tried.”

	“Enough,” I said. “Phil, aeons might be swayed to vote in favor of reproductive research if they’re afraid of losing numbers.”

	“Can you imagine another generation of aeons?” said Layne.

	“I guess so,” said Phil. “But I’d say the refugees are a bigger issue. With millions of new people arriving in the city, the governing aeons will need to manage more and more.”

	“Exactly,” I said.

	“But wait,” said Phil. “Why would more aeons be bad?”

	I didn’t think I should tell them the truth, so I shrugged. 

	“Maybe it won’t be. But it could be a big change.”

	“Change is coming, one way or the other,” said Layne.

	I nodded. Part of me wanted to reach out to Rebecca and ask her opinion. The part of me that feared what she would tell me won out for once. Whoever could kill an aeon in a strictly controlled building like Candlegrove was no one even she, with her skills, could deal with alone.

	The refugee story had to be my focus for now. I closed my eyes and extended my mind to set up meetings with refugee leaders.
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	Unregistered Memory, Thomas Fenstein, Candlegrove Heights

	

	Thomas had only been to the heights once before the day Celsanoggi brought him and Rebecca to Candlegrove. He remembered it well.

	In the largest atrium of a building full of large interior gardens, he took a bench on an island cut out of the tiles by parallel streams of water. He sat and waited for Celsanoggi to send her vote to be tallied with those of the other governors.

	Thomas watched the numbers through the network as they grew over the next hour. Each aeon took only seconds to send their anonymous support to their side of the debate. Nobody would abstain, not on an issue this divisive and important. Even this preliminary vote to determine whether or not research should be pursued had divided the city’s factions along more than the usual lines.

	On the side supportive of reproductive research stood a coalition of some militant aeons and the bulk of the Maladecti faction, following their highest aeons. However, even the expansive Maladectis were split at one point. A junior council representative, Kurasha, had his followers in vocal opposition to their usual superiors, including the head of the faction and it’s officially retired senior member, Peressa. Onoggotos was officially a Maladect, and Thomas figured his curiosity placed him with the majority of his faction in supporting more research.

	With the majority of Maladectis reporting, pro-research was up immensely. Thomas felt his stomach drop, as he considered a city where any aeon could go mad if they decided it was worth the risk.

	The Teloites, once led by Sudhatho reported en masse in the next wave. They mostly supported anti-research. Now led by Leshenien, a high aeon military commander who had inexpertly tried to reorder the security-driven faction, splinters were showing. Though they wanted to keep the city safe, many favored research to sustain the aeon’s side of the city military.

	After most Teloites reported the two sides were close, but pro-research still appeared to lead.

	The non-faction high aeons and the other major faction reported in the final minutes. This meant Celsanoggi’s faction, the Bathoterns, and their leader Rittaskana turned the tables on pro-research. The numbers came in close.

	Too close.

	The mentors and high aeons called the vote after human council members made their contributions. Pro-research still led, but not by a decisive margin thanks to district lines. Thomas sighed with relief. Another vote would be called in a week. The debates, protests, and gossip would continue without a decision for at least that much longer.

	Celsanoggi disconnected as she walked over to the bench where Thomas sat.

	“Are you kidding me?” she said. “An indecision, at this point?”

	Thomas shook his head. 

	“They’re not going to make our job any easier, that’s for sure.”

	Celsa put a hand to her collar, a habit when she was repressing an emotion.

	“I know you’re angry,” said Thomas.”

	“We can’t have new aeons until we can control the ones already here,” said Celsa. “Even the lowliest student could be a deadly weapon, and I have a feeling the killing last night won’t be the last.”

	“Do you know which student—”

	“A social climber called Dalmanno. He was courting my mentor, Rittaskana.”

	Thomas whistled. 

	“That’s ambition. She’s one of the highest in the city.”

	“I don’t think Ritta was leading him on, either.” Celsa sighed. “It’s strange to think he’s gone, just like that.”

	“Think we should look into it?”

	“With care, Thomas. Dalmanno may have been a student, but he was still an aeon. Whoever killed him could be a danger to me, and will surely threaten you if your identity becomes known.”

	“Any idea who’s investigating officially?”

	“Ryan Carter,” said Celsa. “He and his team are here.”

	“Already?”

	“This is a matter of utmost importance. Governor Balancar appears to have delegated to them.”

	“This could be good news,” said Thomas. “We can work with Ryan.”

	“Perhaps,” said Celsa. “Reach out to him later. For now, we should see if Onoggtos found anything about Rebecca.”

	Thomas nodded.

	“Seems like that’s what we can do right now,” he said.
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	I left the hotel with my team right after the vote went to indecision. We eschewed the van in favor of capturing the sights and sounds of the foot traffic. Rain came and went throughout the day as we talked with refugees and locals who had been in the district longer, as well as a few security personnel. 

	The security troops, in particular, were happy to explain the difficulties of their job in keeping everyone as safe as possible.

	"At least the rain isn't too bad yet. The canals here are old," said one of the water traffic coordinators standing in front of a makeshift wharf full of dilapidated riverboats. "If we get hit too hard, things could really go sideways."

	I recorded the interviews with the help of Phil Kowalski, while Layne ranged free and Ellen recorded Samantha's interviews.

	Already, I was seeing things that worried me.

	For one, many of the district's formerly derelict buildings were under fresh construction. Teams of workers with a few aeons each were putting light veins into a whole set of apartment buildings in a complex five blocks from our hotel.

	The second issue was the food lines. Whatever these refugees had been able to bring with them on their trains had quickly been used up. It wasn't just the rain and the canal that could make things go sideways. The food lines we captured with our senses showed bedraggled people waiting out into the street for meager bowls of soup and bread.

	"Awful conditions," said Samantha as we made our further into the district, away from the canal. "And all in the shadows of the aeon heights."

	"Absolutely goddamn right," muttered Layne, currently off the record while his brother recorded our motion going forward.

	Samatha's eyes flashed and she shook her head. 

	"We're far from seeing the worst, though."

	I nodded to her, solemn as I considered my parents having to move into this overcrowded and undersupplied part of the city. We had to diagnose the problem fast, then hopefully get help from the Harpers. I wished I could be sure Council Member Macroy would attack the problems facing his new constituents as aggressively as he possibly could.

	We kept walking, making our way toward the train station at the northwest corner of the district.

	As we neared the train station, a woman's raised voice drew all of our attention to a semi-circular crowd of refugees standing in the rain. At their center, the speaker, a woman who looked to be in her mid-fifties with all-gray hair, waved a hand toward the trains. It looked like some kind of old-fashioned political rally, from before ichor facilitated network communications for gathering support.

	"This is our home now,  but we're still going to be Fort Wayne. The buildings are gone, but we've always been the city, not the streets or the houses."

	The crowd rumbled with assent. A few people cheered or whistled. I was impressed.

	"Angela Watts," said Samantha for Layne's sensors. "The former mayor of Fort Wayne is still a leader among her displaced people."

	I admitted privately, I was glad I had brought Samantha in on this. I wouldn't have recognized Angela Watts from the news coverage. Samantha went silent as the mayor went on with her speech.

	"We're here, and we need to spread the word. There's nothing but the ocean on the other side of this city, nowhere left to run. We have to convince the people here to fight back."

	"She's pretty inspiring," whispered Ellen from beside me.

	"Yeah," I said softly. "But that message isn't going to play in the city. People are too used to things being mostly safe."

	"If she's right we could be in for a change," said Ellen.

	I turned and looked at Samantha's young assistant.

	"You don't sound scared."

	"Being scared of change is for people with power."

	"Good point." I sighed inwardly, then motioned to Phil. We moved toward the crowd in such a way as to stay out of Layne's direct field of vision. 

	The Kowalski brothers might joke too much, but they were good sensors and executed the maneuver perfectly. Ellen moved in beside Layne to keep, probably capturing additional details of her own.

	I made my way along the edge of the crowd as it began to break from around Angela. She had finished speaking, and the people were hungry, not to mention cold and wet from the rain. The weather was beginning to bother me, though it was only sprinkling at the moment.

	I made a few mental notes on what I saw, then started speaking for my sensor to hear.

	"The situation here appears dire. Too many people. Too few supplies and the difference is growing daily."

	I paused for effect.

	"If we can get aid to the district, the city can save lives here." I looked toward the center of the slowly scattering crowd. Angela Watts still stood where she had been before. 

	Another woman, this one in her late thirties and pushing a wheelchair with someone who could easily be her sister, followed Angela as she proceeded forward slowly.

	A girl in the crowd was studying me and Phil.

	"Are you with the news?" she asked.

	"With BrightNet, yeah," I said.

	"Her too?" the girl, who looked to be in her early twenties tipped her head toward Samantha.

	"Yeah," I said. "We're here to help."

	"My mom and everyone here could really use all the help we can get," said the girl. She turned toward the woman in the wheelchair. "Traveling has been hardest on her, though."

	I followed the girl's gaze.

	The woman's head rested against the back of the wheelchair. She looked steadily up at the sky, despite the rain.

	"Is she sick?" I asked.

	"She's always been like that. My Aunt Trish says it's the mind plague, some part of it that never went away."

	I frowned. 

	"My name's Jethro Gall," I said.

	"I'm Jeanine," said the girl.

	"I want to help your mom. Can you help me get an interview with Mayor Watts."

	"Sounds like a deal to me." Jeanine motioned to me and Phil. "Follow me."
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	Unregistered Memory, Elizabeth Ashwood, Highest Hall, Candlegrove

	

	Governor Balancar met Elizabeth and Sarah in the highest hall of Candlegrove while Lena and Vistenna waited in the atrium below. The highest hall gleamed with skylights and shining veins in the floor and support structures.

	Balancar folded his black-clad hands and bowed to the two of them as they entered.

	"My apologies for delaying this meeting. I'm sure you're aware of the tragedy that occurred here this morning."

	"The murder of a student. You have my understanding, and more importantly, my condolences," said Sarah.

	"And mine." Elizabeth bowed her head toward the pale-skinned aeon.

	"Nevertheless, I must inform you both, this recent event has forced me to reconsider my position on these negotiations."

	Sarah frowned. 

	"How so, Balancar?"

	"While BrightNet's initial success suggests people are happy to see networks not managed by aeons, I must insist you continue to employ as many of my students and mentees as desire it, Miss Harper. That is our arrangement, and I must be firm in stating it should remain as such."

	Sarah's frown deepened. She had a way of knowing what Elizabeth was thinking without explicit communication, but she clearly could learn a thing or two from Balancar on that front.

	"I understand," said Sarah. "Elizabeth, what do you say?"

	"I speak for BrightNet when I say I'd be happy to employ another aeon of yours. I just don't want them in management positions where they control the company. BrightNet wants to represent aeons, but we need to speak to human necessity first, as that is what people expect from us."

	Balancar folded his hands before him.

	"We seem to have little else to discuss."

	"On that count you're wrong," said Sarah.

	She turned to Elizabeth. 

	"This memory must not be shared with anyone, not even your partner. If you can't agree to that, you can't listen to what I'm about to propose."

	Elizabeth grimaced. 

	"I understand." 

	She split her recording registry and made a separate file to contain what came next.
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	Unregistered Memory, Rebecca Waters, Candlegrove Heights Research Lab

	

	Rebecca sat in the medical chair surrounded by technicians while the heavy aeon, Onogottos tested a new sample of her blood at a station a short distance away.

	She waited for the pain. Another needle drew blood from her back, close to her spine. A lance of agony shot through her, cold and sharp. She gritted her teeth, but couldn't help a gasp at the shock.

	Her back arched. She nearly lost consciousness for a second. The needle withdrew. Rebecca sank back into the chair. When the world coalesced again, Celsanoggi and Thomas had returned to the room.

	"What's the word on the vote?" asked Rebecca, fighting the urge to reach for the place they had drawn blood from her.

	"Indecision," said Thomas. "The tension is going to continue."

	"Well, that doesn't help matters." Rebecca sat up, still feeling dizzy. She glanced at the heavyset aeon as he finished with her other blood sample. "Ono, anything?" 

	Onogottos turned toward her. "Patience is a virtue. But shit, I am a genius so you can have a preliminary answer now. Your current sample also contains the parasites I detected in the clean sample."

	Rebecca closed her eyes and sighed.

	"That means this isn't over. You're going to need to do more tests."

	"Damn straight," said Onoggotos.

	"You have great bedside manner, you know."

	"Lucky for you, Rebecca. I'm a researcher, not a doctor."

	Rebecca opened her eyes and lay back. She shook her head, rubbing her hair against the cushion. 

	"You don't understand irony, do you?"

	"I could if I chose to."

	Thomas and Celsanoggi approached between the techs.

	"Can you walk?" asked Celsa.

	"Not exactly confident to try that just now," said Rebecca. "That last sample seriously hurt."

	"The spinal sample is vital to see how close the parasites are to your nervous system," said Onoggotos. "My apologies for not warning you properly. Take as long as you need here, but you can go for the day when you’re ready." He waved the technicians to follow him to the other side of the room.

	Thomas and Celsanoggi stood beside Rebecca's chair.

	"Can you at least give me a dose?" she asked.

	"But Rebecca, the pain will increase," said Celsanoggi.

	"I know a way around that. I'll just network while I wait to recover."

	"Alright. Here." Celsanoggi removed a bandage and held out her hand to Rebecca. Ichor trickled forth. Thomas caught some of it in a clean beaker. The golden liquid filled a third of the container.

	"Just a little more," said Rebecca.

	"Any more and you'll have a heroic dose," said Thomas.

	“What can I say,” muttered Rebecca. "I'm feeling heroic."

	Celsanoggi added another few trickles of ichor. She handed the beaker to Rebecca. 

	Thomas smiled.

	"Bottoms up."

	Rebecca laughed, but the motion hurt her back. She grimaced and raised the ichor to her lips. She drank.

	[image: Image]



	




	[image: Image]

	

	The place where Angela Watts and rest of the leadership from Fort Wayne stayed in the refugee district was a former shopping mall, dilapidated once after the arrival of the aeons, and then refurbished only to fall into disrepair again.

	I sent a message to Samantha, telling her where we were and what we were doing. Best to keep everyone in the loop.

	Phil and I followed the four women along one floor with a railing overlooking a dismal lower level, one never quite restored. What had once been shops with wide windows in the time before the aeons were not boarded up apartments, each probably inhabited by dozens of people. A skylight overhead flashed brighter with lightning. Thunder rolled high above.

	Trisha, the middle-aged woman pushing her quiet, disabled sister in her wheelchair, glanced at me. 

	“We’re almost there.”

	The office-space Fort Wayne’s former mayor held had once been a coffee shop, down the steps on the first floor of the mall. I could tell because rusting machines with valves and drips occupied a sizable portion of a counter on one side of the room. A few chairs remained at tables long ago metal legs pitted with rust, and their wooden tops lost beneath layers of dust.

	In front of the old coffee machines, two tables had been polished, dust completely removed. A collection of more serviceable chairs stood around them. There was a large window, still somehow intact, in one wall, looking out to the street where people scattered for shelter in the intensifying storm.

	“Have a seat,” said Angela. “This story may not be new to you reporters, but it’s what brought the rest of us here.”

	“I’m here to listen,” I said.

	Phil nodded, then focused his attention on Angela.

	“So…where can we begin?” she said.

	“Wherever you think makes sense.”

	“In that case. Last year, a major battle took place a hundred miles from Fort Wayne. Forces from the city attacked some kind of strong point in the wilderness. We don’t know much of what happened, or even who won, but we know whatever they were fighting struck back over the course of the following months.

	“Towns and cities in the west have been evacuating, as you no doubt know. They—We are fleeing an army. An army of giant plants and mad soldiers. The insane, the beasts, and their aeon leaders.”

	“Aeon leaders?” I frowned in thought. “You think the rogue stars in the wilderness are aeons?”

	The former mayor nodded.

	“That’s what we think,” said Trisha. “They move like aeons. And they can clean people.”

	I scowled. 

	“That’s scary to consider.”

	“Report it, and maybe we can do something to stop them,” said Angela.

	“Right,” I said. “Are you ready to go on the record?”

	“More than ready,” said Angela.

	I turned to Phil and he activated all his sensor captures, focused on me and Angela. The real interview began.
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	Unregistered Memory, Rebecca Waters, Candlegrove Heights Research Lab

	

	The dose peeled back the network for Rebecca's mind to observe. She gazed into the city, glimpsing data packets flicking back and forth between luminous minds, marveling at the mountainous information structures of public memory banks, yearning to plunge into the secrets hidden in the brilliance. Yet, something stronger drew her inward.

	What was the point of discovering the secrets of others if she didn't know herself?

	She opened mental eyes in a memory construction, like the full sensory illusions she created in others as distractions. Only here, the images and sounds gradually swam into focus like she was waking up. But she remained divided from the pain of her physical body still lying in Candlegrove Heights.

	Shapes went from darkness and colors to fully-formed buildings, trees, streets. Birds called in the air, which smelled of worms after a fresh rain. She stood on a street once familiar, but now alien.

	She stood at the end of the walk to her family's house in the Green Valley. The wind shifted tree branches and her hair. 

	Her parents stood at the window of their living room, looking out at her. She hurried away down the street. Damn the memory of the day she left home. She willed herself to leave it behind. Like her little brother.

	She swore mentally.

	"There is no way I'm going to guilt myself now," she said. "I have enough problems without dredging the past."

	She walked out of the Green Valley. Again.

	The street changed until she was walking through the city. She passed Yashelia's building, the one whose name and location remained locked somehow. The layout of the building was without reason.

	Sudhatho passed her, going the opposite way with his little daughter holding his hand. He spared her a glance, a grimace, a grunt of pain. Rebecca tried to ignore him and the girl.

	But she still looked after them as they faded into the mist of memory. She stopped in front of Lotdel Tower. On a whim, she appeared in the apartment she shared with Jeth.

	The spiraling light veins in the ceiling of the living room sent shadows dancing on the floor, and not just hers. There were two people in the imagined place with her.

	Jeth held Elizabeth Ashwood, one hand on her waist. The two figments gazed into each other's eyes. Until Jeth broke away and left Elizabeth sitting on the couch.

	Rebecca scowled at the figment of Jeth.

	"I thought I created this place to hurt less?"

	Her mental Jeth turned to her.

	"You don't always have to be in control, you know."

	"You think that's why he left her?" Rebecca asked, knowing the thing that looked like Jeth was really another part of her.

	"We think it."

	"Guess it's only a matter of time before we go too."

	"You said it."

	"We said it." Rebecca waved a hand. The imagined Jeth, Elizabeth, and room flew into swirling motes of light.

	She walked alone again.

	"I don't need to feel guilty. Jeth made his decision, for now."

	She climbed a hillside and found herself on a plain of tall stalks of waving grass. The dirt road on which she walked narrowed to a mere path through the prairie. In the distance, a high wall of white limestone gleamed over the swaying stalks.

	Rebecca frowned.

	"What is that?"

	An analysis note popped out of the grass carried in the mouth of a prairie dog. The mental animal dropped its envelope on the path in front of Rebecca. She picked it up and read.

	"Unknown structure of unknown origin."

	Unknown origin meant she had not created it. She did not walk but immediately appeared before the wall. Up close, it was clear the barrier stretched to the sky and from horizon to horizon.

	Rebecca ran her hand along the stone. She felt a pulse from the other side. She removed her focus and let the imagined world and memories crumble into blank emptiness but the wall remained.

	When nothing but her and the barrier remained, she walked along its length. She walked for some time but found nothing. Rebecca stopped and conjured a drone from mental code. The little shape shot out ahead of her, the returned seconds later to her conscious mentality.

	It reported only that it has found an irregularity in the wall. Rebecca transported her perspective to the spot the drone indicated as different. It was a window. Bars covered the frame bolted directly to the stony surface, and shielding a pane of full translucent shatter-proof glass. A shadow flitted past on the other side of the window.

	"Drone, did you see that?"

	It responded negative. Nothing could be detected on the other side of the wall. That part of her mind was locked off, undetectable. This barrier kept her memories separated, a bifurcation she could not sense from anywhere else.

	Excitement mingled with trepidation. She hoped this wasn't just the dose fooling with her. Overdoing it could result in a hyperactive construct in rare cases.

	"How long has this been here?" she asked her drone.

	The drone returned a date stamp.

	05.05.2075

	The date fell within Rebecca's estimates of when Yahselia had cleaned her. She took a step forward, hesitated, gathered her courage. Rebecca walked to the window. She reached between the bars and put her hand on the glass. No pulse beat there, unlike the wall itself.

	"Who's there?" asked a voice that made Rebecca cringe inwardly, her own voice.

	Despite being muffled by the barrier, there was no mistaking it.

	"Who are you?" she asked.

	"I'm you, of course. I'm glad you finally found me, but our communication here is limited."

	“Limited? Why?”

	“I can’t explain it. Find Carlin’s Blood Bar in the district near here.” An image of a building flickered in the windowpane. “Go now.”

	A force like a whirlwind tore Rebecca way from the window. She raced back to her conscious mind. To hell with the pain. She had more important things to worry about. The fragment of her behind the window did not need to convince her of that, but for the first time since her return from being Clean, Rebecca had a trail to follow.

	She woke in a brilliant haze of pain. When she found herself able to stand a minute later, she went to find Thomas and Celsanoggi.
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	Unregistered Memory, Rebecca Waters, Refugee District

	

	Rebecca said goodbye to Thomas and Celsa at the gates of the refugee district. She checked her citizenship ID card and hoped the guards would not ask too many questions at the checkpoint. She found them less stringent about letting people in than out. 

	Rebecca walked along the street in the rain, scanning from under her jacket's hood, looking for any sign of the building from her memory. She knew it was here somewhere. The view of Candlegrove across the canal from the remembered bar was still fresh in her mind.

	The sidewalk was crowded with people pushing toward the gate. Rebecca moved against the flow, heading toward the train station on the far end of the district while staying within sight of the canal's edge.

	The smell of outdoor cooking mingled with fresh rain and the tang of old fuel.

	The heroic dose of ichor Celsanoggi had given her still lifted her senses to a higher level. 

	The headlights of a truck flashed on ahead of her, casting the shadows of people across the pavement, flickering with motion and dotted intermittently by falling rain.

	Ten blocks from the checkpoint, she spotted a rusted metal sign that leaped out at her from a previously unknown memory. Her eyes widened involuntarily as she stared at the square of gray rimmed with red-brown wear.

	The sign read, "Carlin's Blood Bar," and pointed down the street perpendicular to the canal. Rebecca took the turn.

	Carlin's Blood Bar was the place she’d been told of by her walled-off memory. She walked another two blocks, then stopped, frozen by the sight at the end of an effective cul de sac left by a collapsed entrance ramp which led to a defunct skyway. But it wasn't the squalor of ruin that made her freeze.

	Peeling paint, and a glowing neon sign over the single door set in an alcove of the walls announced Carlin's Blood Bar. It was real, and moreover, her memory had not lied. It was right here. She looked over her shoulder.

	Through the rain and clouds, the towering, monstrous shape of Candlegrove loomed against the backdrop of the other heights.

	She took a deep breath. This was the place.

	Reaching out over the network, she sought for Jeth. She did not find him. He must be running incognito, or low on ichor. She turned to the door of the bar.

	If the truth from her memory continued, she guessed it might be dangerous to go in alone. She composed an image of the location and her immediate thoughts, as well as a map of her path, then uploaded it to one of BrightNet's remote banks, using an access code Jeth had given her. She set up a drone process to ping Jeth from the bank if she did not disable it in an hour.

	Inhale. Exhale. Now or never.

	Rebecca opened the door and stepped into the blood bar.

	On the inside, Carlin's was lit like any other evening blood bar. Dim light veins left parts of the place in shadow. A large mirror framed by shelves of bottles covered the wall behind the bar, itself a polished black counter.

	The place looked dead, despite the crowds outside. That part didn't surprise Rebecca, as it was still only five in the afternoon. No one stood behind the bar, but a lone waitress was polishing one of the circular tables in the middle of the room, between the bar and the booths.

	She looked to be similar in age to Rebecca, maybe a few years older, and of mixed Latin descent with straight black hair and a dark complexion. Rebecca walked to the bar and pulled back her hood. The woman did not look at her but kept polishing.

	"Bartender should be here any time now. Our aeons could be a few minutes."

	"Thanks," said Rebecca with a frown at the waitress. There was something familiar digging at Rebecca about the woman's face. She looked all too close to someone she’d once known, but Rebecca could not place the rest of the memory.

	"Can I ask you a few questions?" she said.

	"You mean a few more? Shoot."

	"Have you been working here long?"

	"Couple months."

	Rebecca raised her eyebrows. "You're not a refugee."

	"Nope," said the waitress. "If you're with the news team that's been asking around, you're out of luck. The bar doesn't employ any of them yet."

	"Carlin's."

	"What about it?"

	"You know how long it's been here?"

	“Longer than anyone who works here. Why do you ask?” The waitress looked up from scrubbing. When she saw Rebecca, her eyes went wide.

	"Shit. It's you." She turned and shouted toward the door at the far end of the long room from the front door where a kitchen sign hung. "It's Rain!"

	"Wait," said Rebecca.

	The waitress retrieved a long switchblade from her apron and extended its point toward Rebecca.

	"No thanks," said the waitress.

	She raced around the table, then sprang toward Rebecca. 

	Rebecca had figured this place could be dangerous. She leaped and slid over the bar, putting it between her and the waitress with the knife.

	"I'm not Rain," she said.

	"Like I'd believe that. Who else has that face? That voice." The waitress stabbed the knife over the bar.

	Rebecca ducked low and then lunged for the woman's wrist.

	Her arm darted back, but not far. The blade slashed across Rebecca's forearm, opening a cut in her jacket and slicing the skin beneath.

	"Damn it, stop." Rebecca withdrew her painful, bleeding arm. She raised both hands. "Seriously, I just want to talk."

	The waitress vaulted the bar and landed just out of reach of Rebecca.

	"Too bad I can't trust you. Shame. I kinda liked working here."

	"Nat!" called a deep voice from the behind the waitress. "Hold on a second."

	The waitress backed away from Rebecca, keeping the knife between them.

	"I'm listening, Harvey."

	A big man with graying brown hair and a bear of the same colors walked toward them from the door with the kitchen sign beside it.

	Rebecca clutched her bleeding forearm.

	"Go on," said Harvey, nodding to Rebecca. "Who are you, and why are you here."

	"My name is Rebecca," she said, grateful for the man's ability to reign in the waitress's attack. She sighed. "I'm looking for a hidden memory."

	"A memory?" said Nat.

	"Yes. I saw this place in a memory I'd had repressed. I needed to come here to see, and evidently, I was right. At least some version of me has been here before."

	Harvey tucked a pistol Rebecca had previously missed into the waistband of his pants.

	"I believe you," he said. "Rain would not have come unprepared."

	Rebecca frowned.

	"Rain was a clean."

	"Not just a clean," said Nat. "An agent of Yashelia."

	"How is that possible?" asked Rebecca. "Cleans can't fight, not on their own."

	"We don't know how it worked," said Harvey. He walked to Rebecca on the opposite side of the bar and glanced at the waitress. "Natalie, go get the first aid kit. She's bleeding on the floor."

	Natalie grunted but flipped her switchblade closed. She pulled open a drawer and retrieved a box marked with a medical symbol stickered onto it. Rebecca kept her eyes on Nat.

	"Thanks," she said.

	"It's the best we can do," said Harvey. "For an old friend."

	"A friend? Rain wanted to kill you, didn't she?"

	"She did," said Harvey. "But Rebecca was part of our team before that."

	"I don't remember," Rebecca said.

	"I’ll bet you don't." Harvey sighed.

	Natalie slid the medical kit along the bar top.

	Harvey caught the box and opened it. He turned to Rebecca. 

	"Let's see that cut first."

	She winced and then gritted her teeth as he cleaned and dressed the slender gash. He finished wrapped her forearm with a satisfied nod.

	"Now," he said. "What's the last thing you remember about working for Yashelia?"

	"It's all in bits and pieces," said Rebecca. "I remember fighting the lone sentry, then not much for a long time after that. Then, I think she cleaned me."

	"Damn, you missed a lot," said Natalie with a grimace.

	"I want to know," said Rebecca. "I have to."

	"You got most of your memories back," said Harvey. "How?"

	"I had friends, well one friend from before I came to the city. He found me, found Rain. He got my memories back from Yashelia's tree."

	"Fascinating," said Harvey. "I always suspected the aeons had to store all that information somewhere. I never guessed a human could break out of a mind like one of theirs, though."

	"My friend is pretty special," said Rebecca with a flush.

	"Now that, I believe," said Natalie with a hiss of half-repressed laughter.

	"So, your friend brought you back. Now you're looking for the truth about yourself, and why you were cleaned?" Harvey looked solemn. "We usually start getting real customers in half an hour." He turned to Natalie. "You think we can fill in the basics before then?"

	"I suppose so." Natalie shook her head. "I tell you, things never happen at convenient moments." She turned to Rebecca. "Especially when you're involved, seems like."

	Rebecca frowned.

	"I need the memories back, not just an explanation of what happened, but I suppose we have to start somewhere."

	"Right," said Natalie.

	Harvey gave her an approving nod.

	Natalie leaned her crossed arms on the bar top.

	"Harvey and I were working as agents for Yashelia, freelancers really, when she decided to hire a new full-time talent a few years back. That talent was you. She had the two of us help train you in the physical aspects, and you tutored us in memeotecture and sensocycling."

	"Sounds like me," said Rebecca. "I was such a know it all."

	"Still might be," said Natalie with a smirk, "I'll tell you that later."

	"We became a team, information warfare, and disruption against Yashelia and Sudhatho's opponents in the council. She was still sane back then but never governed a whole lot of people. Nothing interesting in that for her, apparently. But she had Rebecca run point a lot. She—You were pretty scary sometimes. Always got the job done, even when the sentry intervened and people got hurt."

	Rebecca looked down at her hands, unable to hide the pain of missing the truth for so long.

	"A couple years later, she had this rival who was giving her a lot of trouble in the political sphere. Tohamaya." Natalie took a breath. "Eventually, Yashelia decided Tohamaya had to go. She wanted our team to take care of it. We. All of us, even you, Ruthless Rebecca refused. Yashelia didn't like that, so she cleaned you. But when she did, she gave you a new identity somehow. Rain took over, and she killed Tohamaya."

	"I killed an aeon?" said Rebecca softly. "For Yashelia?”

	Harvey bowed his head. 

	"She made you do it."

	Rebecca's hands shook. Yashelia would pay for using her. She looked at Natalie.

	"She came after you two, didn't she?"

	"Yeah," said Natalie. “We went into hiding about that time. Rain kept hunting us, or so we thought."

	"My friend found me at a slave market near Yashelia's garden in Lind Park."

	Natalie glanced at Harvey. He shook his head. Natalie turned to Rebecca.

	"We don't know how you got there. Could be Yashelia was done with Rain. Maybe the heat was too much and she had to ditch her new favorite toy. Could be some other reason."

	"She came after me back then, before she got trapped in her garden last fall." Rebecca frowned. "Evidently she wasn't done with me when I ended up in the market."

	Harvey folded his arms.

	"Rebecca...I want to help.  But it could be dangerous."

	Natalie snorted. 

	"Will be dangerous."

	"Probably," said Rebecca. "But I need the real story. We need it, for everyone's good."

	"Yashelia's still out there," said Natalie. "Maybe with what you knew the purifiers could finally catch her."

	Rebecca nodded.

	"And more than that. I know it's selfish, but I'm tired of feeling incomplete."

	Harvey nodded. 

	"Nat?"

	"I'm in," said Natalie. "No offense, Harv, but Rebecca was my best friend."

	"And you still tried to slice and dice me," Rebecca said.

	Natalie held out her hand. "We had a complicated relationship. Nice to meet the new you."

	"Call me Rebecca Waters."

	They clasped hands.

	"I'm Natalie Gutierrez. Call me that."

	Harvey reached out and patted Rebecca's shoulder. "I'm glad you're back. Harvey Crantz, at your service. Well, after last call."

	The door swung open, and a party of young men came inside. Judging by the snatches of discussion Rebecca heard from them, they were refugees.

	From the stairway by the kitchen came a pair of female aeons in scanty clothing that left their central wounds and those in their palms exposed. They gave questioning looks at Rebecca as they approached the bar.

	Harvey grinned at them.

	"Girls, this is Rebecca. She's an old friend of mine and Nat's."

	"Good to meet you," said Rebecca.

	One of the aeons held out a gold-bleeding palm. 

	"Need a dose? On the house."

	The sharpening of Rebecca's senses from the earlier dose was still clear and strong. She shook her head. 

	"I'm good, but thanks."

	"Any time," said the aeon with a smile.

	Harvey turned to the group of refugees. 

	"You're just in time for happy hour, boys."

	The young men whistled and slapped hands.

	Rebecca ordered a drink and took one of the booths on the far side of the room to wait. She dove into the network and disabled the warning she had left for Jeth at BrightNet.

	She sent Thomas a message, telling him she'd found the place she was looking for and would be investigating further. He replied with an affirmative.

	After her communications, she turned her attention to the news. The murder of the aeon student was all over it, but the thoughts of a different killing plagued Rebecca.

	Tohamaya.

	Rebecca went searching for facts about the dead governor but kept one eye on BrightNet as their broadcast began.
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	After concluding our interview with Angela Watts, Phil and I rejoined the rest of our team. While we had brought some ichor reserves, we planned to acquire more as we needed it, in case we ended up cut off. It didn't hurt that Rebecca contacted me from Carlin's Blood Bar to tell me she was in the district with us.

	The bar was noisy with a mix of locals and refugees when we arrived. The smells of alcohol and ichor mingled in my nose as I led the way inside. Samantha and Ellen followed close behind me, with the sensor brothers bringing up the rear.

	A big man with a graying beard stood behind the bar. An aeon stood at his side, her palms up and wounds bared. While many aeons governed, it was possible to find those who either lacked status and resources or simply enjoyed the atmosphere of a place like this to distribute their valuable ichor.

	I spotted Rebecca at a booth across from the bar. Samantha raised her eyebrows at me when she noticed me looking.

	"You know her."

	"As a matter of fact, we're together," I said, heat in my face.

	"What's she doing here?" asked Ellen.

	I shrugged. 

	"Meeting us."

	"That's not an answer," said Ellen.

	"Half true," said Samantha. "It's not a good answer."

	I shook my head, not wanting to reveal my own ignorance as to why Rebecca was in the refugee district at all, especially after my earlier answer to Samantha. I nodded to the bartender, then walked around the tables full of drinking patrons to the booth where Rebecca sat.

	Her eyes unclouded as she disconnected from the network. She noticed us as we drew close. Despite the noise all around us, I felt far more comfortable with her present than before.

	I slid into a seat across from her.

	"Rebecca," I said, "Meet the investigating team."

	I motioned for the four of them to sit.

	Rebecca nodded to each of them as they introduced themselves, but seemed distracted. Her message before had told me her location, but not much else. I didn't want to ask if something was wrong in front of the others, though.

	Samantha, sitting beside me, smiled across the table at Rebecca. 

	"So, how long have you two known each other?"

	"A long time," said Rebecca. "We're both from out west."

	"Really?" asked Ellen. "You must have a different idea about the refugee situation than we do?"

	"Well, my parents are still out there, like Jeth's," said Rebecca.

	I nodded. 

	"I would guess the refugees from the Green Valley should arrive within the next week or so."

	Samantha gave me a mild glance. 

	"You would guess. Based on what?"

	I fought back an urge to retort, given her condescending tone.

	"My parents sent me a letter before they left," I said.

	"I see. That is good to know." Samantha smiled at Rebecca. "If you've been in the city as long as Jethro, no doubt it'll be odd to see your parents again."

	"That's one way to put it," said Rebecca.

	I knew she had trouble with her parents, both father, and mother. I hoped her younger brother was safe. I was pretty sure he had not left the Green Valley in the intervening years, thanks to corresponding with my parents.

	Samantha nodded. 

	"Excuse me. I didn't mean to pry, but the instincts are there."

	The Kowalski brothers exchanged awkward glances.

	I turned to them. 

	"Feel free to mingle, people. Just be back at the hotel by midnight. We're off the clock for now unless something comes up."

	"Thanks, boss," said Phil.

	Layne nodded.

	The two of them got up along with Ellen. Samantha nodded to her assistant. The three of them went to the bar to order. Samantha unfolded her legs. 

	"If you'll excuse me."

	"Of course," said Rebecca.

	"Good to meet you." Samantha turned and then disappeared behind the wall at my back.

	"I can see why you don't like her," said Rebecca once Samantha was out of earshot.

	I nodded. "I appreciate that. But I have to ask. Is something wrong?"

	She looked at the black tabletop between us. "I went to Candlegrove for some tests. Found out some things about my past."

	"Your hidden memories?"

	"Yeah. An image from my head brought me here." Rebecca sighed, hands on her temples. "The bartender and one of the waitresses knew me on sight. They used to work with me, before."

	I frowned in thought as she filled me in on the details with a packet of mental information. I blinked, then glanced at the bartender. 

	"That guy is one of the two?"

	Rebecca nodded. 

	"He’s Harvey."

	"Right," I said. 

	"And this woman who attacked you, Natalie, thought you must be some kind of Clean assassin?"

	"Yes."

	"This is a lot to process," I said. "But thank you for sharing it."

	"I knew you needed to see."

	"The wall in your mind..." I frowned. "I wonder how you missed it for so long. There must be some kind of encryption to keep it hidden."

	"Now that I've found it, I don't know if I want to see what's on the other side."

	"Whatever it is, I'll face it with you."

	"I know."

	She reached across the table and grasped my hand tight.
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	Unregistered Memory, Elizabeth Ashwood, Light Ship Kestrel IV

	

	Vistenna's light ship lifted from the skydock at Candlegrove Heights and turned to fly into the rain driving from the east. Elizabeth sat with her hands in her lap between Lena and Sarah in the spacious cabin attached to the bridge. Sarah used one of the sensor nodes to get a view outside the ship. 

	With her friend occupied, Lena turned to Elizabeth.

	“Weird day, right?”

	“Right,” said Elizabeth. “I’m surprised at Balancar.”

	“Did you think he supported reproductive research for aeons?”

	“That’s not it. His position isn’t too strange to me. Worse things happened today.”

	Elizabeth pictured the mad aeons she had encountered over the past year, Yashelia with her evil gaze, Tooth with his gnashing attack projections. Both of them were less of a threat now, especially Tooth who the authorities had captured prior to Sudhatho’s indictment. Yet, Elizabeth could not shake the fear they would be far from the last mad aeons to appear in the city.

	Lena pursed her lips. 

	“I know what you mean. That aeon student…”

	Elizabeth nodded. 

	“Who knows if they’ll ever find out the truth. Humans can be murdered without anyone solving it, even in this city.”

	Lena sighed. 

	“Cheery. You know, I think I liked talking to Mister Gall better.”

	Elizabeth wrinkled her nose. 

	“How dare you.” She smirked.

	Lena giggled and shook her head. 

	“Okay, that was unfair.”

	Elizabeth smiled. “

	I’ll accept your apology.”

	Lena laughed. 

	“Who said that was an apology?” 

	A shudder and gasp of breath drew their attention to the helm. Vistenna’s intent focus on the controls shattered. She flinched back from the control system. Her eyes grew wild. She threw her head back and screamed.

	Elizabeth scrambled from her seat and ran to the elevated control station. Vistenna’s wildly flailing arms lashed out. One hand hit Elizabeth. Pain erupted in Elizabeth’s temple and she staggered back from the blow.

	The light ship began to lose altitude.

	Lena raced to Elizabeth’s side. “Are you alright?”

	Sarah tore her attention from the viewer.

	“Vistenna!” she said. “What’s wrong?”

	“Something is in my mind.” Vistenna released a hissing breath. “We have to land.”

	A spasm ran through Vistenna. The whole ship shuddered this time. They headed fast toward the streets below. Too fast.

	Elizabeth grabbed onto Lena’s wrist and braced herself against the side of the control station. She signaled mentally, projecting as far and as fast as she could. Help.
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	Unregistered Memory, Ryan Carter, Light Ship Astra III

	

	Kamuek followed the Harper company light ship through the rain over the district, heading northeast to meet with Ryan's contacts at central command. Halfway across the refugee district the ship ahead of them dipped its nose. Seconds later the Kestrel IV angled toward the ground and began to descend rapidly.

	“They’re not sending ship-level distress signals. I can’t reach Vistenna,” said Kamuek.

	“Kamuek,” said Ryan. “Can we help them?”

	“I will use our manipulators to slow their descent.”

	“This day had to keep getting worse,” muttered Alesia.

	Kamuek pushed the ship’s engines to accelerate. Energized whips, typically used as weapons, raced out to tug at the tail of the Kestral IV. The ship caught hold, but Astra III was far smaller than Vistenna’s ship.

	“This will be close,” said Kamuek.

	“Everyone hold onto something,” said Alesia.

	The ships locked together by the energy whips and sped lower over the rooftops.

	Ryan gritted his teeth, anticipating the crash.
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	Rebecca and I sensed Elizabeth's mental signal at the same time. The packet was projected unencrypted and spread far by a desperate dispersal of network information. We shot from our seats in the booth at the blood bar, exchanged glances, and then went for the exit.

	The waitress Rebecca had told me about, Natalie, set her tray of drinks on a table by the door and followed us a few paces with a warning yell.

	"It's not human!"

	I scowled as Elizabeth's distress call echoed in my mind. My partner, my friend, was out there and in trouble. I had to help her if I could.

	I don't consider myself a man of action, but following the events of the last six months, I felt more confident in that regard. I'd been through too much to consider myself helpless.

	Rebecca raced ahead of me. Breathing hard, I pushed myself to accelerate. The two of us booked it down the rainy street outside the blood bar. A brilliant light flared like a burning lasso in the sky.

	Kamuek, Ryan's team pilot, and his light ship fought to keep the ship carrying Elizabeth, Sarah, and Lena from falling. Even from a half-mile away, I could tell the smaller light ship was losing that battle.

	I swallowed a bitter-taste leftover from my abandoned drink back at the booth. Rebecca glanced at me from up ahead.

	"They're going to crash," she said.

	I gritted my teeth. 

	"We can get close to help when they do."

	I had seen light ships destroyed before, but I hoped the slowing of the Harper light ship's crash would be enough to save the occupants.

	"Any idea what happened to them up there?" asked Rebecca as I caught up with her.

	"No idea," I said. "Doesn't look like violence, though."

	"Let's hope not. A fight here could only make things worse for everyone."

	"I know." I pulled in a harsh breath. "Let's go. Don't wait up for me."

	She nodded. We launched ourselves again, covering the intervening blocks. I was too focused on running to network effectively. As we got closer, the two ships sank lower over the rooftops. A block away, the energy tethers from Kamuek's ship stretched to their limit started to fray apart like glittering threads.

	"Ryan says they won't land hard," said Rebecca, eyes halfway cloudy.

	I panted in response, hands on my knees.

	The light ship carrying Elizabeth broke free from the other's tethers. In the midst of rain, the sound broke the air, louder than any thunder. Two multi-story tenement buildings caved in under the sideways-turned lightship. It's stern metal bow cleaved through roofing and tile and then embedded in pavement with a roar.

	I staggered to as top and stared at the chaos. People gathered around as Kamuek's ship circled lower. I tried to reach out to Elizabeth, but she did not reply. I could sense her cold mind, though she seemed distant.

	Rebecca's burning presence kept moving down the alleyway between the two crippled buildings. She raced straight toward the burnished, rain-slick side of the light ship. I followed with halting steps, halfway walking, halfway running.

	My fear for Elizabeth eclipsed any worry for Sarah or Lena, but I could still sense both of them. A fourth presence flickered in the ship with them. That didn't make sense. The fourth mind had to be the pilot, but only aeons could fly light ships. Unless...the aeon at the helm of the ship was so terrified she was now broadcasting a distress call too.

	Ahead of me, Rebecca reached the end of the alleyway. She stepped backward, gazing up at the building, one arm raised and hand waving to signal anyone watching.

	Rain sizzled on small flames from within the rubble. I flinched as another set of floor construction crashed down on my left. The rain pelted everything. I splashed through a deep puddle and then stopped at Rebecca's side.

	"Are you alright?" I asked.

	"Someone in there told me to get away. The pilot won't open the doors."

	A hiss of stifled fire, followed by a rush of steam came from one side of the light ship's domed bridge. I grabbed Rebecca's shoulder and pulled her down low. A cacophony of smashing plaster and tearing metal beat the air to my right. Debris scattered over us into the street.

	I raised my head and found a woman standing beside me. She wore a black cropped shirt, was built fit, and her long black hair gleamed with rainwater. Her palms ran thick with viscous black fluid. 

	"Who are you?" I asked her, an aeon, she had to be because I was unable to track a mind to her.

	She smiled, gaze on the ship before us. 

	"No need for names."

	The aeon advanced on the crashed light ship, hands raised, palms out. She pressed her palms to the hull. Metal sizzled, bled, then fell away at her touch. Black droplets from her palms ran down the side of the hull, burning through plating, carving a doorway in seconds.

	Rebecca and I watched the stranger peel back strips of hull. I gulped. My gut told me this was newcomer's intentions were not good. Shards of metal crashed to the pavement. Raindrops splashed on the cream-colored interior cushions of the light ship's bridge.

	The stranger stepped through her newly formed doorway. The torn edges of the hull continued to melt away in places. I stared after the stranger in apprehension. She appeared to be an aeon, but I didn't know any aeons that could do what she'd just done.

	Rebecca reacted before me, starting after the strange aeon who'd refused to give a name. I lurched after her, limbs aching and breaths short from the run. We stepped through the tear in the hull.

	Within, the ship was lit only by flaring veins here and there. Most provided only minimal illumination. I looked toward the control station in the center of the oblong chamber. A woman with pale yellow hair sat slumped at the controls. Droplets of ichor spattered the consoles in front of the pilot.

	"Elizabeth!" I called.

	Only silence answered me.

	The stranger walked to the center of the deck behind the controls, her path traced in the ceiling by two functional electric blue light veins. Where she stopped, she looked back and forth. A shadowed form pushed onto all fours on the opposite side of the ship's bridge.

	"Jeth," said Elizabeth. "We're over here."

	I took a step toward her, past Rebecca. The stranger held a black palm up facing me.

	"Stop," she said. "I have business to attend to here."

	"What are you talking about? We have to help!"

	"If you want to survive this, stay where you are," said the stranger.

	Someone groaned from the floor near Elizabeth. Lena Essen shifted onto her back, her features lit starkly by failing light veins, eyes closed. Sarah Harper got to her feet on the far side of the chamber.

	"I don't know who you are, but we have to get out of here. The ship's power supply could be compromised. Get Vistenna, and let's go."

	"In time," said the stranger. "Business first."

	My stomach sank. Her tone reminded me of Yashelia, a mad aeon. The aeon before me turned to the control station. With a thrust of her arm, she drove her black-coated hand through the back of the pilot's seat and through Vistenna's chest.

	The aeon pilot, who had seemed unconscious before screamed. Her eyes rolled in her head. She slumped forward over the controls as the lunatic aeon pulled her hand away, slick with black fluid mingled with deep red and gold gore.

	I stared in horror. Sarah Harper stepped backward from the stranger, eyes flashing to look at the dead pilot. What mental senses I had felt of Vistenna's distress call cut off completely.

	Elizabeth dragged Lena backward with her from the base of the control station as the stranger turned toward them.

	"Now to finish this," said the insane aeon.

	A thump, audible over the rain, came from the alley behind me and Rebecca as we stared helplessly at the killer.

	Celsanoggi stepped past Rebecca. She wore the lone sentry mask. Thomas appeared at my side, a pistol in his hands. He trained the weapon on the mad aeon.

	"Ryan let us know what was going on. Got here as fast as we could."

	I should have been relieved, but as the woman in the middle of the ship's bridge looked over her shoulder at the four of us, I only dreaded the coming moments more.
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	The mad aeon smirked, then turned once again toward Elizabeth, Sarah, and Lena.

	"No, you don't." Thomas squeezed the trigger in succession. 

	Two bullets tore through the murderous aeon's back. She staggered forward a step.

	"Are those charged shots?" Rebecca asked.

	The murderer laughed, then whirled to face us. Her hands made claws. The bullets clicked against the metal floor.

	"What do you think?" she said.

	Celsanoggi stepped forward, taking a fighting stance between us and the murderer.

	"Take care, citizens," she said.

	"Take care yourself," Thomas said with a grimace. 

	"Watch out for that black stuff on her hands," I said.

	The murderer launched herself at Celsanoggi. The first punch she threw went wide. Celsanoggi ducked a second in the furious barrage. She darted forward and took the aeon killer's legs out from under her.

	I ran past the two clashing aeons, closely followed by Rebecca. We joined Elizabeth and the other two women on the far side of the bridge.

	"Where's the way to get off this ship?" asked Rebecca.

	"The docking ramp is smashed," said Sarah. "Only one way left."

	I helped Elizabeth lift Lena and we held her between us, awkward given our height difference, but better than either of us trying to carry her alone.

	Thomas fired again, knocking the aeon killer off of Celsanoggi. Celsanoggi bounced to her feet. Traces of black fluid scored her mask like acid, and a series of cuts showed through tears in her shabby sweatshirt.

	I glanced at Rebecca. 

	"Let's go. Now or never."

	She gave a curt nod.

	"Right. I'll help distract her."

	I fought the urge to protest, then nodded. Rebecca joined Celsanoggi facing the killer. Elizabeth and I half-carried, half-dragged Lena toward the breach in the hull. Sarah followed closely behind.

	A clatter rang above, followed by the sound of rending metal. The roof of the bridge buckled under some weight from the tenement collapsing over the ship. The killer drove Rebecca and Celsanoggi backward, then darted toward Thomas.

	He retreated, but black fluid flew onto his pistol. The blackness melted through the barrel in seconds. He threw the ruined firearm at the aeon killer.

	Elizabeth and I carried Lena into the rainy alleyway. Sarah emerged right after us. I turned to go back inside.

	"Jeth, what are you doing?" Elizabeth asked, hand on my arm. 

	"I have to help them," I said.

	Sarah scowled. 

	"How will you do that?"

	"I have to try." 

	I pulled away from Elizabeth and rushed back into the ship.

	Celsanoggi bled from multiple cuts with black edges but held her ground despite breathing heavily. Thomas crouched beside a seat near me while Rebecca circled toward the controls to flank the killer.

	For her part, the killer did not seem interested in finishing my friends. She simply battered them back without striking a lethal blow. My lips twitched. She might be insane, but she had a plan.

	The killer turned toward the breach where I blocked her way. 

	"Stand aside," she said. "You don't have to suffer this end."

	"This end?" I scowled at her. "Sorry, but I won't let you kill anyone else."

	"You won't let me? Cute." 

	She charged toward me. I swung out with one fist. She shoulder checked me backward and we spilled into the alleyway, both falling into the puddles there. She poised with one black hand ready to strike, but the blow did not fall.

	Instead, the killer sprang off of me, looking this way and that. Her eyes fell upon Elizabeth who still supported Lena. Sarah interposed herself between them and the killer. 

	She furrowed her brow and her eyes went glassy. The killer snarled. Rage stretched her features into a howling mask. Sarah's eyes flew wide and she collapsed, clutching at her ears.

	The aeon killer stepped past her and reached for Lena. Elizabeth let go so the girl would fall out of the killer's reach, but the rogue aeon's hand snaked out and caught Lena by the collar of her jacket. 

	"This one is to be cleaned," said the killer. She made a slashing motion with one hand. All the black fluid flew from her palm and flecked the pavement of the alleyway.

	I scrambled to my feet but knew I'd be too late. The killer reached for Lena's forehead. Sarah lay spasming on the ground, still holding her head with both hands.

	Elizabeth stepped forward and grabbed the aeon's wrist. The killer twisted her hand and grimaced. She released Lena's collar and slapped Elizabeth across the jaw.

	The blow made Elizabeth stagger. Lena collapsed to the wet ground. The aeon grabbed Elizabeth by the throat. Her other hand palm moved down my partner's forehead. Then she let go. Elizabeth shuddered. Her eyes turned strange, empty.

	Ryan's message pinged me. I let him speak in my mind.

	"Jeth, get everyone down. Kamuek has a shot."

	I rushed past the aeon and dragged Elizabeth to the ground with me. She held onto my shoulders as we fell. A brilliant white light flashed through the air behind us, but I didn't look.

	"She's gone," said Ryan. "I think we missed."

	Elizabeth said, "You're hurting me."

	I was holding onto her too tightly. I released my grip and looked back. The aeon killer had left both Sarah and Lena on the ground. Celsanoggi, Rebecca, and Thomas picked their way out of the ship.

	Celsanoggi lifted Lena onto her shoulders. Thomas and Rebbecca helped Sarah to her feet. I raised Elizabeth with me as we stood.

	"What's going on?" asked the new clean. "It's cold."

	"I know." I patted her back, tears flowing from my eyes. "I know."

	[image: Image]

	

	Unregistered Memory, Ryan Carter, Light Ship Astra III

	

	Kamuek cursed as they descended over the crash site. 

	"I should have hit her. After all that, I can't have missed completely." The aeon pilot's eyes were full of tears. "Not after she killed another of us."

	Alesia put a hand on the side of the console and faced Kamuek over the controls.

	"You know it's not that simple," she said.

	Ryan nodded. "Looks like our mystery is solved, though. That black stuff is definitely the same from the scene at Candlegrove."

	"Damn it," muttered Conner. "I can't trace her. All my sensor programs are having trouble. Not sure why, but it's not the rain."

	Ryan frowned. 

	"We need to help the people on the ground."

	"We're there already," said Kamuek. "Lowering docking ramp."

	A servo whine followed by a clank of metal on asphalt at the rear of the ship. Seconds later, Jeth and his friends climbed inside.

	"Holy shit, you guys can't catch a break," Ryan said as Jeth approached, leading Elizabeth. 

	He did not add that he was starting to feel he couldn't either.
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	"She's clean," said Sarah dully. "Just like that."

	I held Elizabeth's hand in one of mine, and Rebecca's in the other. We all sat on the bridge of Astra III as the light ship climbed over the rooftops to circle the tenements, looking to help anyone who might still be inside. Luckily, they appeared to have been mostly vacant.

	I couldn't bring myself to look at Elizabeth's placid face. She looked like Rebecca had when I had found her cleaned, completely divorced from the cares of just moments ago.

	Thomas worked to staunch the black-edged cuts the killer had dealt Celsanoggi. Alesia woke up Lena with a few taps on her cheek.

	"God, everything hurts," the girl said. "What happened?"

	"We crashed," said Sarah. "But that's not the worst of it."

	Lena looked at Elizabeth. 

	"Are you alright?" she asked.

	I shook my head. 

	"She's clean, Lena."

	"Clean? How?"

	"That woman who attacked the ship was an aeon. She did it." Sarah clenched her fists. "But why attack at all? Why kill Vistenna?"

	"We'll get to the bottom of things," said Ryan. "From what I can tell the woman who attacked you also killed the student in Candlegrove earlier today."

	"Damn it," said Thomas. "Nothing is sticking." He threw a strip of bandages to the floor. The fluid around Celsanoggi's wounds had turned them black.

	Celsanoggi widened her eyes behind her mask. 

	"I'll live. None of these wounds are life-threatening. Try to relax."

	Thomas grunted then nodded. I could tell he didn’t like her advice.

	Sarah glanced at them. 

	"You know the lone sentry, Fenstein?"

	He scratched the back of his head. 

	"We help each other out sometimes."

	"Interesting. You two can help me make the aeon who did this pay."

	"Right after we find her," Ryan said.

	"Precisely," said Sarah. "I wish I had recognized her. It would make this so much easier. Lena, did you get a look?"

	"I was out, sorry."

	I wiped tears from my eyes. Sarah was already making plans. How come I only felt numb? I fought to find my voice.

	"Don't be so hasty," I said, "We need that aeon now if we're going to restore Elizabeth."

	"Restoring cleans is just a legend," said Lena. She glanced at me, then at Sarah. "Right?"

	I shook my head.

	Rebecca turned to Lena. 

	"This may be difficult to explain," she said. "But actually, we know how to do it."

	"And who the hell are you?"

	"Rebecca Waters, meet Lena Essen." I motioned to the girl. "Rebecca used to be a clean."

	Lena's eyes went wide. 

	"You aren't joking."

	"Not remotely," Rebecca said.

	Sarah looked at Elizabeth. 

	"If we can help her, we have to try."

	"I agree," I said.

	"We'll use every resource we have. She isn't just a business partner," said Sarah.

	"She's a friend," I said.

	Sarah frowned at me. "Right."

	The light ship flew back over the refugee district. I messaged my team, telling them I might be late in returning. Then, I reached out to my people at BrightNet, telling them to expect a big information transfer from Sarah Harper's group. We had more than one story to break. People had to know cleans could be restored because one way or the other the world was about to find out the truth.

	I rode between Elizabeth and Rebecca, hoping it would be enough to save my friend. The aeon killer had struck hard. In the night, the cold closed in around us. I would have liked to go back to Lotdel Tower, but that didn't look to be in the cards for now. Kamuek turned the ship toward Harper Headquarters.
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	Unregistered Memory, Rebecca Waters, Harper Headquarters

	

	Rebecca hated waiting, especially when it meant more danger headed her way. The Harper Headquarters, despite towering glass walls and steely doorways patrolled by armed private security forces, just didn't feel safe that night. Rebecca didn't like the way Sarah and Lena looked at her, as if she was some kind of thing, following her admission of once being clean.

	She sat on a bench outside the bathroom Jeth was using. Ryan and his team were scanning from their light ship. Thomas had taken Celsanoggi to a regenerator downstairs. Rebecca wondered if she should tell any of them about who she used to be.

	"Jeth," she said to herself. "Sooner or later you can't be the only one to know."

	An elevator bell dinged on the opposite side of the hallway from the bathrooms and Rebecca.

	Sarah Harper stepped out of the opening doors, having taken Lena and Elizabeth downstairs for the staff neural doctor to examine them. Sarah nodded to Rebecca, arms folded.

	"Tonight is far from over," she said.

	"I know," said Rebecca.

	Outside, wind howling, heavy rain fell all along the northern portions of the city.
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	I rinsed the mud from my face, looking in the mirror at a man who really needed sleep. I finished in the bathroom, a place wholly inadequate to make me feel clean. As I joined Rebecca and Sarah in the hall outside, Thomas and Celsanoggi stepped out of the elevator. Her cuts remained visible in a few places through her torn clothes. With the black fluid gone, the bleeding had stopped. I couldn't help but wonder at the nature of that terrible black ichor.

	Celsanoggi leaned on Thomas, one arm about his shoulders. She must still be seriously weakened to need his help, given the physical capabilities of aeons. She still wore the sentry mask. Sarah and Rebecca looked at me.

	"Any ideas for a plan?" Rebecca asked.

	Sarah frowned, arms folded. 

	"You retrieved memories before--Start there."

	I nodded. 

	"For starters, we need to find the aeon murderer's tree. For that, we either need eyes on her or some way of finding her home garden."

	"That presumes she's from the city," said Celsanoggi.

	"It seems likely she is," said Sarah. "What motive could she have for attacking otherwise?"

	"If she's a rogue from the wilderness." Celsanoggi shook her head. "We likely will never be able to reach her tree."

	I scowled. 

	"Those things out there are aeons. You already knew it."

	"They are similar to us, yes."

	Sarah's frown deepened.

	"How many secrets do you aeons keep from us?"

	"Many. Suffice it to say, this is one of the largest. If we are to fulfill our roles as protectors of humanity, trust between us and humankind is required."

	"Trust?" Sarah's eye twitched. Her face flushed and she glared at the impassive mask. "You expect us to trust you now? You couldn't hide the truth forever." 

	"It wasn't my choice, or any single aeon's choice to hide the truth. We agreed to that secret very near the beginning. Truth. I agree with you. We were fools to think we could keep up the charade indefinitely."

	"Truth." Sarah snorted. "And you won't show your face."

	Celsanoggi reached for the straps of her mask.

	Thomas put a hand on her arm. 

	"Are you sure?"

	"Certain, yes."

	He let go of her arm. She removed the mask. Sarah inclined her head toward Celsanoggi.

	"You? A minor aeon."

	"Formerly of the military light fleet," said Celsanoggi. "I know all too well how it feels to be betrayed by my superiors. At a place called Chicago, a ruin of a once-great city, Thomas and I fought to hold back the wild stars. I piloted a light ship. He served in the infantry attached to my vessel. We fought crawling plant weapons, along with slaved beasts and rogue stars there. It was a standstill, but I saw something from my ship before we retreated from the barriers that kept the rogues in until recently. It appeared as a cylinder of light that reached to the sky."

	"What does this have to do with what happened tonight?"

	"The rogues could have sent advance infiltrators with the refugees. It is possible the one we fought tonight arrived at the train station among the humans. However, there is another possibility, a more frightening one."

	"What's that?" I asked, my voice sounding foreign to my ears.

	"The pillar of light I saw—I think it came from some kind of transportation device. The light appeared, and enemy troops vanished. When the light died enemies I thought gone appeared in the midst of the forces under my ship. If they are moving to attack the city, it is possible this teleportation device could deliver agents here."

	Sarah's eyes widened. 

	"We have to tell military command."

	"I have relayed everything I just said to you to Detective Carter. He is contacting Colonel Cannwald as we speak."

	I glanced at Sarah.

	"We need to hurry and find this rogue star. Once the colonel deploys his troops, we could lose all hope of getting Elizabeth's memories back."

	Rebecca shot me an incredulous look.

	"We can't fight her on our own, Jeth."

	"We won't," I said. "I just met some people who can't wait to strike back at the rogues."

	"Refugees?" Thomas arched an eyebrow. "You sure that's a good idea?"

	"The people from Fort Wayne still have their militia and leadership intact," I said. "And they're right where we need them already."

	"Alright," said Thomas. "But we need to get them ammunition that can actually kill rogues. Lucky for us, I've had part of my research team working on some tools for the past few weeks."

	Sarah unfolded her arms. 

	"I can help spin this to the press. Jethro, can you contact your network and set up an interview as soon as possible?"

	In answer, I closed my eyes and reached out. When I finished communicating with the secretary at BrightNet, I turned to Sarah. 

	"They'll be ready for you in an hour."

	"Good. Now, get going." She nodded to me. "Elizabeth will be safe here. You four take the light ship and find that rogue star."

	"Thanks," I said.

	"Don't squander my investment in you two," Sarah said. "I've lost enough tonight as it is."

	"I'll do everything I can," I said.

	Rebecca rose from the bench. 

	"And I'll keep them alive." The look in her eyes was cold, determined. "I think I know some people who can help us take on a rogue star as well."
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	Within thirty minutes we were back in the refugee district. On the way, I relayed what I could to Jeanine Myles, her aunt Trisha, and the former Mayor of Fort Wayne, Angela Watts. As I suspected, they had their people in motion before Kamuek flew the light ship in low over the canal to drop us off.

	Dark water surged at the banks, high but I doubted it had crested, given the continuing rainfall.

	The hunt to find the rogue aeon took place on countless levels of sense and neural networks, on the ground, and in the air.

	I met my news team at our hotel. Luckily, only one of the Kowalski brothers appeared drunk after the blood bar. I hoped the others weren't simply hiding it better.

	"What happened?" asked Samantha. "You sure left in a hurry. And you're back almost as fast."

	"Big news. You want to break it?" I said and started explaining the situation. 

	Her eyes went from narrow to wide, to wider. If things had been less dire, I might have felt triumphant at her expressions. Who am I kidding? What triumph that reached my mind at being able to impress Samantha was clouded with guilt and worry. Elizabeth was counting on us all.

	I wouldn't let some monster devour her. I'd rather die than lose anyone to that mental assimilation again. I didn't mention these thoughts to Samantha.

	Layne nodded to me. 

	"Phil, give me the keys. I'm driving."

	"Shit, man. You sure I can't?" Phil slurred his S-sounds.

	Layne nodded. 

	"Damn straight." 

	Phil handed his brother the keys to our news van.

	I rode shotgun, carrying a backup pistol Alesia had lent me back on Kamuek's light ship.

	We moved out.
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	Unregistered Memory, Thomas Fenstein, Candlegrove Heights

	

	Thomas tapped his foot as he and Celsanoggi ran through the security checks at Candlegrove. Once they were through, they went immediately downstairs to meet with Onoggotos. He hoped the weapons Onoggotos had prepared would be useful. To hear Celsa tell it, there could be more than one rogue star out there tonight.

	A chill crept down Thomas' spine at that thought as the elevator took him and Celsa to the research floor. They entered the lab, passed yawning technicians, and found Onoggotos watching them approach.

	"Shit, twice in the same day. Must be pretty serious."

	"It is," said Thomas. "We need the weapons you've been making."

	Onoggotos' pale face went paler still.

	He motioned them further into the lab, his usual gregariousness gone.
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	Unregistered Memory, Ryan Carter, Candlegrove Heights

	

	While Fenstein and Celsanoggi went downstairs to contact research, Ryan and his team, except for Kamuek who stayed with the ship, met Balancar upstairs. The black-clad aeon governor nodded to him from the opposite side of an atrium lit mostly by flickers of lightning from the skylights above.

	"Detective," said Balancar. "I hope you have goods news, contacting me this late."

	"Good and bad news," Ryan said. "But you know the worst already."

	"Another aeon is dead." Balancar's face was grim. "What is the good news?"

	"We know the face of the rogue star who killed her, and we can link her to Dalmanno, too."

	"A good start. But we must apprehend the killer."

	"Look in my mind. I have her face memorized," said Conner.

	"Brace yourself, sensocycler," said Balancar. 

	He turned toward the heavyset man. Conner shook once, wobbling on his feet. He blinked blearily.

	"Done," said Balancar, but his face went from grim to agonized. "No...Fiusontha. I had hoped never to see her again, not in the city, not in my mind."

	"Fiusontha?" Alesia said.

	"A failed experiment," said Balancar. "Mine and Sudhatho's."

	Alesia started toward Balancar, a scowl forming on her face. She kept a hand on the grip of the pistol at her belt.

	"She's yours—?"

	Ryan held out an arm to stop her. He focused on Balancar.

	"It's your turn to tell the truth, governor."

	Balancar sighed.

	"It's a sad story. Sudhatho and I once worked together, him as a military mind, me as a concerned administrator. We both predicted the current crisis in aeon reproduction. I was mistaken, then, but I will accept the blame for her. Fiusontha was our attempt to create an aeon from genetic blending. Four aeons contributed their ichor. A human woman carried her to term for us. But the child was wild, a disaster, stronger than any aeon born before."

	"Will aeon-stopping ammunition work?"

	"I don't know. We sent her west, and I thought she was gone from our lives forever, a lost daughter I wished we could have saved."

	"Who were the other aeons who contributed their DNA?" Ryan asked.

	"Does it matter?" asked Alesia through clenched teeth.

	"I think it could," said Ryan.

	Balancar hung his head, the ichor in his palms glistening under a flash of light from the sky.

	"Besides Sudhatho and myself, there was his mate, Yashelia, and another...Tohamaya. But she’s gone. She died a few years ago."

	"Four aeons," said Alesia. "And you made a monster."

	"I'm the only one still standing after all of this, but I will take responsibility when this is all over. You have my word, detectives."

	Ryan nodded and then turned his back.

	"You better believe it," he said softly.

	He reached out to tell Jeth and the others what he had learned.
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	Unregistered Memory, Rebecca Waters, Carlin's Blood Bar

	

	Rebecca stepped through the door into a bar mostly vacant once more. Natalie glanced up from the table she was wiping off with a rag. Harvey turned toward her from the bar, eyes unclouding from the haze of the network.

	"Rebecca," Natalie said. "What happened earlier?"

	"I'll explain it all as we go. We think there are rogue stars out there tonight, and one of them stole a friend's memories."

	Harvey circled out from behind the bar.

	"What do you need?"

	"Say the word," said Natalie.

	Rebecca gave a satisfied nod and accessed the information Ryan had just sent her. "She's called Fiusontha..."
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	The van cut trails through gleaming puddles on the street, windshield wipers working overtime to maintain a view for Layne and me. In the middle seat, Ellen was connected mentally to the refugees out searching for the rogue star. I still hoped there was only one of them, but one was bad enough.

	Over the rooftops to the northwest, the sky was dominated by the dim but omnipresent glow of an energy farm, where burning power hearts shifted like miniature blue and red suns connected to the filling stations by pale tendrils of current. Directly west past the train station, the dam that kept the canal from overflowing stood. With the information Ellen was receiving as our guide, we headed straight for it as fast we could safely drive.

	Cold and loud, wind rushed around us, buffeting the van. We parked in the lot on the refugee side of the canal. I climbed out and then craned my neck to look.

	Through the rain, I glimpsed a black-clad woman standing atop the dam. She did not resemble Fiusontha. I squinted and recognized, with the help of ichor, this was not the rogue star who had cleaned Elizabeth, but the aeon Bayaluggia who I had left from a meeting with Council Member Macroy before I met with the man myself.

	She gazed at my team and I, clearly taking us in, along with the teams of refugee searchers arriving on foot all around us.

	I didn't doubt her appearance here was no coincidence one way or the other. She might be a city aeon, but either she was onto Fiusontha herself, or they could be working together, though I didn’t try to guess why. I scowled in her direction.

	"Who is that?" asked Ellen, getting out the side door of the van beside me.

	"An aeon, but I don't think she's on our side." I glanced at her. "We have to get closer."

	"What do you think she's doing here?"

	"Seems like she's acting as a look-out," said Samantha.

	"A lookout, or a spotter."

	"A spotter?" said Ellen.

	"She could be directing a sniper—But I doubt it," said Samantha. "I've never heard of aeons using firearms."

	I grimaced. 

	"Let's not stand here and find an exception." I waved to a group of refugees passing by us. "Hey," I called. "We're looking for the rogue star like you are."

	The lean man leading the group nodded to me. I recognized the profile of Angela Watts' head security officer, Kyle Roland. He looked dangerous, just based on his body language. The fact that he carried a holstered pistol did nothing to contradict his stalking movements.

	My team and I joined Kyle and the other five armed men and women with him.

	More refugees fanned out to block the exit on our side of the canal. I glimpsed Jeanine's face peeking out from under the hood of a yellow raincoat. Most of the others weren't as well equipped for the weather. 

	My group reached the entrance ramp of the dam, wide enough we could have driven the van up it. I couldn't help feeling exposed, and once again dangerously on edge. I'd fallen into too much trouble lately. This time trouble had picked me, my friends, and my partner. I once again vowed I would get Elizabeth's memories back, no matter what.

	Shadows cast by a few dimmed light veins greeted us inside the dam's main passage, but we were only inside and out of the rain for a minute or less before emerged on the top of the dam, surrounded by the roar of the storm. I squinted ahead as Kyle's fighters spread out. Bayaluggia had left where she had been standing at the center point of the dam. In her place, stood three wild-looking, rain-drenched figures.

	Missive sent to Rebecca, I focused all my senses. My last dose of ichor had been back at the blood bar. Now, with fading acuity, I could still tell clearly the two women and one man at the middle of the dam's bridge were not human.

	"That's them," said Kyle. 

	He closed a fist over his head, reaching for the pistol grip at his waist. His team, armed with a collection of old hunting weapons and more modern military rifles, took up positions. He held his fist, telling his team to hold their fire. No one fired a shot.

	My stomach sank, and I wanted to yell at Kyle to shoot as soon as he could. Dread memories of my encounter in Yashelia's garden raced through my mind. I ducked around a corner of one of regulating pumps that dotted the dam, followed by Samantha and Layne. Phil and Ellen hung back by the sloped tunnel's mouth, capturing the whole situation as it unfolded. Looking out, I caught a glimpse of a grin spreading across maniacally wide lips.

	The male aeon standing between the two female rogue stars grinned like a monster, and that was exactly what he seemed to me. He said nothing but likely had no need to communicate with words. The rogues on either side of him dashed forward, silent except for their footsteps thudding on concrete.

	Kyle dropped his fist. His people opened up, peppering the rogues with bullets. The refugees must have wounded each of the three a half-dozen times or more, but they charged through the damage. 

	One man screamed as a rogue star tackled him. A woman whirled and shot the rogue star twice in the back, knocking the aeon off her comrade. I stared as the rogue star sprang back toward her prey.

	Kyle interposed himself between the monstrous woman and the man on the ground. His shoulders bunched with straining muscles as he grappled with the wild aeon. She dug her fingers into his bicep but seemed to lack some of the strength Yashelia had demonstrated, for she did not rip his limb from his body. The refugee woman with the rifle circled, trying to get a better shot. The man the aeon had bowled over, lay unconscious on the concrete. I turned to Samantha. 

	"We have to do something."

	She grunted. 

	“You're not wrong."

	"I'm recording. That's the best I can do," said Layne.

	I gritted my teeth.

	"About to do something brave again?" said a voice from above.

	Crouched atop the pump was the male wild star. He still wore his demented grin. The rogue star dove into our midst. Layne scrambled out of reach. I shoved Samantha to one side to get her clear of the wild monster. The aeon landed a fist in my stomach and all the wind rushed out of me. I sank to my knees.

	The rogue star grabbed the top of my head and directed my gaze to the center of the bridge. 

	"It's long past time we began."

	"Began what?" I asked between gasps for breath.

	"The war," said the rogue star. "It starts here. In the name of all wild minds, let it be done." He extended his arm toward the center of the bridge, then snapped his fingers.

	I watched a spark of light flare in the rain. A roar went up from the innards of the structure as supports collapsed. Slowly, the dam began to crumble from the center out.

	I struggled to break free of the aeon's iron grip. Out of the corner of my eye, I glimpsed the female aeon shoving Kyle back a step. Kyle grunted with exertion and pushed back, but gained less than a step in retaliation.

	A searchlight from some aerial security picket cut across the dam, then another and another. The rogue stars abandoned us as a light ship swooped in low. They threw themselves off of the dam, gliding over the flood waters on their energized air-currents.

	I fought my way to my feet. Samantha stared at me as she got to her feet. 

	"Don't do that again, Gall."

	"Don't what? Save you?"

	"Don't get in my way," she said, then softer, "and don't actively try to get killed."

	"Fine," I said. 

	Layne helped me up and together we hurried to safety. Rushing water broke over the dam. Concrete and sealants could not hold without the internal braces for long. Kyle and his people limped after us. I counted four of them now. I looked back, searching for the other two. Before I could find them, rushing water ripped the central parts of the dam from their moorings on either bank.

	The canal water had been high before, but the sudden failure of the dam sent water spilling over the banks. I watched in horror as the waters rose.
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	Unregistered Memory, Rebecca Waters, Refugee District

	

	She watched torrents of cold black water rush into the street ahead of them, flowing quickly from ankle-level to reach as high as her knees. Off to Rebecca's right, Natalie swore. She leaped onto the sidewalk, but that would not be dry long, Rebecca guessed.

	Water flowed along the streets as far as she could see in the dark night. Harvey sloshed forward to join Rebecca.

	"This isn't good. And not just because it's gonna wreck the bar's basement again."

	Rebecca nodded.

	"Something went very wrong over there," she said, pointing toward the road leading to the canal's edge and the dam. "That water didn't rise this fast on its own."

	Jeth contacted her using sound senses, but his ichor dose must have been fading because he sounded distant and garbled. As soon as he touched his mind, he lost fidelity altogether. Rebecca searched the network but couldn't find him.

	Natalie shouted, "Damn it!"

	She gave voice to how Rebecca felt. Jeth had been at the dam. Rebecca tried to push forward against the waters, but she knew at once she would not get far against the rising flood.

	"We had better head back," said Harvey. "It's bad enough already."

	Tears threatened at the corners of Rebecca's eyes. She forced herself to nod to Harvey. They turned and slogged back to the blood bar on it's slightly raised patch of street.

	Night and storm went on a long time.
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	Unregistered Memory, Ryan Carter, Light Ship Astra III

	

	Kamuek kicked the ship fast toward the broken dam. His whip-like manipulators knitted together as they descended between the remaining supports of the dam. Astra III slowed the flood with its hull until more light ships and pickets could arrive to staunch the flow more fully.

	Damage to the ship was extensive, but Kamuek said he didn't care. By the time they limped back skyward all power cells for weapons and manipulators were exhausted, and with it, any chance they had to fight another ship. Ryan hoped the wild star transportation device could not move the war machines Celsanoggi had described. If they could get those weapons here soon, the city surely would not be ready for them, and Ryan and his team would be right there with the rest.

	From the bridge, Ryan sent everything he had learned about the killer to his friends. He hoped they could make use of it. Night wrapped the city and the downpour continued.

	“Sorry, Jeth,” Ryan said under his breath as the light ship flew east. “Guess I’m out for now.”
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	Unregistered Memory, Thomas Fenstein, Candlegrove Heights 

	

	Some thin garden walls around parts of the lower levels of the building burst in place, but mostly Candlegrove weathered the flood well by the time morning came. Thomas watched the flood from the windows. The water stopped rising quickly, but the initial rush left the surrounding districts in a terrible state.

	Celsa rested in a chair in the room they had borrowed for the evening. Each of the heights was a vast structure, but mostly vacant of occupants. He walked to the window, his clothes the same rumpled and soggy set as yesterday. He hoped the others were alright. Of his friends, only Ryan had reached out that morning, reporting the heroic actions Kamuek had taken.

	He frowned out the window at the ruined canal walls and flooded streets below. There were people down there who needed help, now more than ever. Thomas turned and found Celsa waking up.

	"What time is it?" she asked.

	"Seven-thirty."

	Celsa lurched out of the chair. Her wounds obviously still pained her. She joined Thomas by the window, moving methodically, but with determination.

	"I will contact Balancar. We need relief forces to move into the district."

	"Two bad options." He hissed in a breath. "If we do that, security will get spread pretty thin."

	Celsa put a shaky hand on his shoulder.

	"Not options," she said. "You thought it first. Those are people down there. They need all the help they can get."

	Thomas turned to her, smelled the faint traces of blood from her that usually pervaded the area around aeons. He noticed it less with her than some of the others, though.

	"You're right. I'm right. We need to get down there."

	"In time," she said. "According to Ryan Carter, Balancar is repentant. He will help us, not only with relief but in catching the rogues in the city."

	"I hope you're right," he said. "We're pretty screwed if you're not."

	"Lucky us. I know what I'm talking about."

	He smirked at her. 

	"And people say aeons are arrogant."

	She shook her head. 

	"We're relatively well-informed."

	"Because you don't share everything you know."

	Her cheeks flushed. 

	"I'm sorry. I wanted to tell you sooner."

	"It's alright," he said softly. "Better late than never, I suppose."

	"Balancar is reaching out to his teams," she said. "He's lobbying to allow refugees into Candlegrove after the remaining students here are relocated."

	"Finally, someone has some sense."

	"Balancar was one of the aeons who created this situation. Remember that, Thomas."

	"As if I could forget what Carter sent me. I'd belt Balancar right in his sensible jaw if he was here."

	"Lucky him. You still punch well. For a human."

	"We can't all be super strong, now can we?"

	She smiled at him. 

	"You're strong enough as you are."

	"I hope you're right about that too. I sure don't feel like I am."

	She nodded. 

	"Naturally, you wouldn't."

	"What's that supposed to mean?"

	"Don't underestimate what a human can do, Thomas." Her fingers kneaded his shoulder.

	"Celsa—"

	"Don't underestimate what you can do, especially."

	He felt heat rise in his face. Thomas turned from Celsa, embarrassed and looked upward as a small, whirring aerial buzzed by outside the window.

	"Thanks," he said. "I'll remember that."

	She answered him with a hint of laughter.
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	I woke up

	slumped against a cold wall. Flying craft, both light ships, and smaller vehicles circled overhead. The flood waters were receding little by little already, but where I sat things looked bleak, not least of all because of my aching spine.

	My team clustered around me. They were already awake, except for Phil, who snored, propped against the inner wall of the dam's tunnel nearby. We had been trapped by the floodwaters, but it looked like help was on the way. Small boats moved up the flooded canal toward us.

	Ellen offered me a flask with ichor. I took a sip. Senses flared and I reached out to contact Rebecca. I had run out before I could tell her anything the previous night. At least now, I could allay some of her fears. I really hoped she was in better shape than me and my team.

	When I got in touch she was still groggy and despite her morning dose, Rebecca was less coherent over the network than usual.

	After a few minutes, we both put enough of ourselves together to communicate in more ways than just holding our mentalities together. She projected a virtual sensory room with a map of the refugee district filling the floor. Much of the streets were covered in what, at our level, looked like a fine layer of black sludge, the flood waters.

	We stood across the map from each other.

	"Do you know why the dam broke?" she asked.

	I nodded, or rather my projected image did.

	"There were wild stars on the dam when we got there, and that's not all. I think there's another aeon from the city helping them."

	Rebecca scowled as I relayed the image of Bayaluggia from the previous night to her.

	"She looks normal. Did you see any strength or rogue star abilities?"

	"I don't think so, but she was gone before the fighting started. Her name is Bayaluggia, and she met with Council Member Macroy before I did that time."

	Rebecca paced across the city map toward me. She turned and pointed at the pale glow of the energy farm on the far side of the district from the dam.

	"You notice anything about that spot?"

	"The flood didn't reach that far."

	"Hmm..." Rebecca glanced at me.  "I think it's significant. Every other part of the district at least got touched by the water. Candlegrove's side got hit hard too. Security and relief are completely focused on dealing with the flood now."

	"Well, we haven't got a lot to go on. But if we can get to the energy farm we can check things out."

	"Good idea. I'm at the blood bar."

	"I'll need some help to get that far," I said. "Give me a little time, and stay in touch."

	"You too," she said.

	We disconnected.

	Back in the physical world, I rejoined my team. Even Phil was awake now. The fleet of small boats powered up the canal toward us and the broken dam. It was hard to tell where the canal had once ended, as the water was highest at our location, and had swept away the sides.

	Samantha and Ellen went up the ramp by themselves while we waited for the boats. I spotted Jeanine Myles in her yellow raincoat by the water's edge. I made my way across our little island to her.

	"Hey," she said. "Looks like we blew it."

	"Not yet," I said. "This is a mess, but we can still fix it."

	"People died last night," she said. "This isn't the worst it can get?"

	I tried not to think about Elizabeth, and the danger her memories could be in.

	"I don't know," I said, "but I'll do what I can to help make this right."

	Jeanine nodded, then turned toward me. Her eyes became fierce.

	"I want to help you."

	"Thanks."

	A pair of boats pulled up close to us. Martin Macroy dropped into the water and waded onto shore. He nodded to me.

	"Hell of a time thing to happen while you were here, Mister Gall."

	"It's news, and there's worse council member," I said.

	"What's going on?" he asked. "Does it have anything to do with that Sarah Harper interview last night?"

	I took a deep breath, then started to explain what I knew. I held nothing back.
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	The boat took Jeanine, Samantha, Martin, and me across the water in sprinkling rain until we reached the shallows. From there, we waded up the streets and then headed toward the blood bar. Martin seemed almost as determined to drive back the wild aeons as Jeanine. Tired, worn, and wet, I was grateful for both of them. Samantha seemed equally motivated to cover these events first hand, but we left Ellen and Kowalski's behind to record and assist the relief efforts.

	We met Rebecca, Natalie, and Harvey, by the entrance of the bar, a raised bit of ground still mostly dry. Martin offered a hand to Harvey. They shook.

	"Glad to see I'm not the only concerned citizen."

	"I live here," said Harvey. "I've got my interests.

	Natalie nodded. Martin turned to her. His gaze moved to the pistol in the holster at her waist.

	"You have a permit for that?"

	"Of course," said Natalie.

	Rebecca sent me a private message. All the best operatives use legal weapons. That made sense to me. Natalie's words mollified Martin.

	"Hate to say it, but it could come in handy."

	"That might be true," said Samantha, "if bullets were enough to stop these things."

	I couldn't help but agree with her in my head, but I didn't say it out loud. Martin frowned. Natalie wrinkled her nose.

	"There are more things to worry about than rogue stars," she said, "beasts for one, mind-slaved cleans for another."

	I recalled the renegade soldiers from a few months ago. They had been far more dangerous because of their ability to control cleans, and it made sense an aeon could have similar abilities.

	"Beasts?" said Martin. "At a time like this."

	"Yeah," said Natalie. "I suspect even if no one overdoses, wild stars could bring some with them."

	Jeanine arched her brows, looking at Natalie. 

	"How did you know they worked with the beasts?"

	"Prior experience," said Natalie, but left it at that.

	"Not an answer," said Jeanine, starting forward.

	"It's the only one you're getting right now," Natalie said.

	I put up my hands. 

	"Good enough for now. We need to find out where Fiusontha and the other rogue stars are."

	Harvey nodded. 

	"Apples to apples they're still in the district unless they broke the dam just to distract us."

	"What could they still want here?" asked Martin. "They've thrown us into chaos already and the district was poor even before we got swamped with refugees."

	"The energy farm," I said. "The water didn't reach that far."

	Harvey gave a satisfied nod. 

	"A good bet."

	Martin's brows furrowed. 

	"It is by far the biggest industry around here."

	"They're rogue stars," said Natalie. "They don't care about industry but they do care about energy. Having that much power at their fingertips would be bad for everyone."

	"That's understating it," said Rebecca. "We need to get there first, set up some kind of defenses if we're not too late."

	On that, we all agreed. Samantha recorded everything as we moved north toward the train station where the refugees had been arriving. As we came near the station, thunderous rumbling drew my attention to it. A large train was arriving from out of town.

	More refugees spilled out onto the platform. To my shock, I recognized faces in the crowd. These people had come from the Green Valley.

	I glanced at Rebecca. She had noticed them too, and her face became stony. I followed her gaze, squinting even with dose-sharpened senses. I spotted her parents looking older and grayer, but recognizable on the platform. My parents got off the train and stopped beside them.

	They had fled so much danger, but for what? My heart sank further as I considered the danger we were all still in.

	"Go on ahead," I said, then turned to Rebecca. "I'll catch up."

	"Jeth," she said, "my parents are there too."

	"I know," I said, "but I'm not much use in a fight anyway. Please, be careful."

	"You too." She pulled me by the collar into a swift kiss. "We can protect them and each other."

	"We will," I said.

	Martin nodded to me. 

	“I’ll go with you. These are my constituents now.”

	Jeanine frowned but said nothing. Samantha turned to continue without a word. The energy farm glimmered just a few blocks away.

	Martin and I started toward the train station.
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	Unregistered Memory, Thomas Fenstein, Candlegrove Heights

	

	Thomas and Celsa took one of Onogottos' new weapons with them when they met with Balancar. He concealed the sealed metal vial, labeled as "Shaper" in his coat pocket, beside his ichor flask. Ono had told him to drink it as late as he could if there was a fight.

	"Then think hard about what tools you need," the aeon scientist added. "Do that as quickly as you can. We haven't tested it enough to be sure how long it'll last."

	Thomas took a deep breath and shook his head as the elevator arrived at the level of Candlegrove's highest atrium. Balancar waited between two trees on a circular patch of grass carved from the surroundings by two streams of water.

	The sky was brightening, but still cloudy. A few streaks of rain still speckled the window panes above them. Celsa led the way toward the black-clad governor. She had left the mask safely hidden in Thomas' van.

	Balancar looked up as they approached. 

	"So," he said. "You two, as well. It seems the walls of my secrets are still crumbling."

	Celsa's eyes met Balancar's, her expression intense.

	"You're at least partially to blame for what's happening down there."

	"I know. I already told my story to your friends, Detective Carter and his partners."

	"And he told us," said Celsa.

	Thomas nodded. 

	"We're not here for answers, governor. We're here to make sure you don't try anything funny."

	"Where would I run?" Balancar sighed. "I may not look it, but I'm far older than both of you. I'll be seventy years old, soon. Keeping secrets didn't age my body, but it hurt me in other ways."

	"What do you mean?"

	"Fiusontha was not really my daughter, but I'm the only thing close to family she'll ever know. I expect she won't be pleased to see me when she returns."

	"We can protect you," Thomas said.

	"No." Balancar shook his head. "She's stronger than all of us put together. Even Kamuek's ship weapons at full power couldn't kill her."

	"Damn it, don't give up." Thomas scowled. "We have some tricks up our sleeve yet."

	"I fear you are wrong, but I will go with you to see," said Balancar. "I wasn't waiting here for you, you see. I waited here for her." He motioned to the willow trees on either side of his little island. "I thought I'd be at peace here, but I was wrong."

	"Then come with us," said Celsa. "We're headed to meet up with Carter's team. We can keep you safe."

	"I won't ask you to give your lives for mine."

	"You don't have to," said Thomas. "We need to find her."

	He thought of Elizabeth. She could nag, and be too serious, but she didn't deserve to end as a clean. Thomas scowled. 

	"What's it gonna be, governor?"

	Balancar walked toward them. 

	"Take me to the light ship."

	A harsh yet feminine laugh echoed through the atrium, it's source unseen.

	"Shit," said Thomas. "Celsa!"

	She seized Balancar by the shoulders and dragged him with her toward the elevator. Motion flurried along the wall, a form difficult to decipher moving to intercept them.

	Thomas broke the seal on the shaper. He swallowed the dose. His vision blurred, then an interface flickered into being in his mind. He focused on a shield as he sprinted forward to get between the aeons and the enemy racing toward the elevator.

	Fiusontha bellowed a roar. She charged forward, camouflage that had concealed her by the wall failing as she barreled toward Celsa and Balancar. Thomas interposed, arms raised. He kept focused on the shield.

	A fist capable of crushing Thomas' skull rushed down. His mind remained focused. Shield. Now. His sleeve melted, the metallic plating on the floor by the elevator disintegrated as if digested by invisible acid. 

	His forearm intercepted Fiusontha's blow now clad not in a jacket sleeve, but in a steely disk of a metal shield. He staggered under the force of the blow, and knew where she hit would bruise, regardless of his last-second protection. Fiusontha sprang back, eyes narrowed, dark hair haloing her head.

	"We need another way out," said Thomas.

	"This way," Balancar said in his mind, accompanied by directions to a passage on the other side of the atrium. The three of them retreated, following his guidance.

	Thomas kept his shield raised, backing away. Fiusontha smirked. 

	"In time, daddy," she said. "In time."
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	The rain intensified for a few minutes as Martin and I made our way onto the platform. While he sent out a locally targeted broadcast, announcing his presence and position, I pressed through the crowd of refugees toward where my parents stood with Rebecca's family. My parents looked far older than the intervening years should have left them, and very worn.

	Rebecca's mother saw me first. Her eyes flashed. Evidently, I was still recognizable and her attitude hadn't changed much. She never liked me hanging around in the past.

	I stepped into a gap in the press. People turned toward where Martin stood by the exit, my parents among them. In the process, they saw me.

	"Jethro." Mom closed the distance with me and then hugged me tightly. "Son, I didn't think you'd be here to meet us."

	I patted her back. 

	"I didn't want you to feel lost, especially with everything happening lately."

	Tears filled mom's eyes.

	"What do you mean, everything happening?"

	Dad walked over to us, stern, tugging both his mom's suitcases. He nodded in my direction. He almost seemed approving. Mom turned toward him, relaxing her grip on me, but not letting go.

	I leaned closed to her.

	"There are rogue stars in the district," I said. "Stay calm. I'm trying to handle things."

	Mom's eyes narrowed. She wiped her tears with one hand.

	"They're here already," she said sounding numb.

	Dad's eyebrows arched.

	"Jethro, what are you going to do?"

	I turned to him.

	"I need to go. There's an energy farm not far from here. We think it'll be the next place they attack. If we keep it active, they might hesitate." 

	I said what I hoped. I didn't know if I believed it would work. Dad nodded. I looked back at mom.

	"I'll take care of myself, then I'll come back and find you."

	"Be safe, son," she said.

	"I'll do my best."

	Who was I kidding? I doubted the situation would improve before it got worse. Fiusontha, Bayaluggia, the wild stars, all put together made for too many threats.

	I turned to leave, a scowl forming on my face. I felt a hand on my shoulder. I glanced at its owner. To my shock, Rebecca's father met my eyes.

	"I heard what you said. Don't let us down."

	I pulled away from his hand. 

	"I won't."

	He stepped toward me.

	"Do you know where my daughter is?"

	I shook my head. 

	"No."

	"Liar." 

	He shoved me back a step with both hands. I'm a big guy, but so was Rebecca's dad. He glared at me.

	"Don't lie again."

	"I don't have time for you," I said.

	His lips drew back in a snarl. One thick hand bunched into a fist. I waited for the blow, but he hesitated.

	His son, Rebecca's brother, now a young man I barely recognized with tawny skin and stubble on his chin, held his father back.

	"Let him go, father. You said it." He turned to me. "We're counting on you, Gall."

	I nodded to them, then backed away a few paces, before turning. I marched past Martin as he started speaking to the crowd. His voice echoed behind me as I continued onto the street.

	"Stay calm. This part of the city is in a state of emergency. I'm here to help."

	Good job, Martin, I thought as I turned a corner and continued toward the energy farm.
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	Unregistered Memory, Rebecca Waters, Energy Farm

	

	Rebecca and the others approached the farm, cast in the glow of the energy hearts drifting like enormous soap bubbles before them. Each heart was tethered to a power station by a power vein that shifted in mid-air. There were dozens of them, powering the whole district, and probably the neighboring one as well.

	They could have been miniature stars, burning clouds of hot gas, but small enough to be controlled by aeons. The hearts burned hungry reds and infernal blues, but all were carefully controlled by aeon tenders on the ground below. A tiny galaxy, visible to the naked eye hovered in the air over the farm's ground facilities.

	Rebecca would have marveled at finally seeing one of these places in person, but the situation brought her right back to Earth.

	Samantha went straight to the aeon in charge to explain the situation. Rebecca hung back with Natalie, Harvey, and the refugee girl, Jeanine. While the four of them kept watch, Rebecca wondered if the girl from Fort Wayne knew more than the rest of them. After all, she had seen the results of the recent fighting west of the city. Rebecca turned to her.

	"What's the story on the attack back at Fort Wayne?"

	"It was kinda like what happened last night," said Jeanine. "Sabotage first, then they attacked in numbers. They had to have massive weapons, war machines, but I never saw one, just the smoke and dust they kicked up when used."

	"Damn," said Rebecca. "Ever heard the name Fiusontha, before?"

	Jeanine scowled for a second, then bit her lip. 

	"Actually, I did. She lived near Fort Wayne. She was a spook story, a legend when I was a teenager. My aunt told me not to go near her territory in the southern ruins. She always scared me, but that didn't stop me going."

	"So you know more than I do," said Rebecca. "But Fiusontha is here. Do you know any way to fight her?"

	Jeanine shook her head.

	"I wish."

	Rebecca frowned at the half-drowned street, the way they had come to get to the farm. An itch at the back of her mind told her someone was trying to communicate with her.

	She retreated into the mental world. As soon as her mind resolved the grassy plain of the virtual world before her, a voice spoke from behind the sheer white wall. Her own.

	"You're going to need my help."

	"Who are you?" Rebecca asked.

	"I could say I'm you, but that's not quite it. Call me Rain."

	"Hurry up. If you're me, or part of me, what can you do I can't?"

	"I'm the part of you that killed Tohamaya. I worked for Yashelia even when she kept you in her tree. I can't explain from here how you can stop Yashelia's daughter, but I can impart it once you set me free."

	A chill ran through Rebecca, a ghostly cold in the middle of her mind.

	"Alright. How do I release you?"

	"It's not hard. Just takes time. Make a hole in this wall."
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	Alone, I approached the bright spheres of the energy farm. Where the farm began, the urban sprawl ended. It wasn't a garden, Small patches of grass and weeds grew among stretches of dirt between energy relays.

	The relays themselves were either one or two stories high and linked by naked light veins hanging overhead. My eyes followed larger conduits that connected to the floating energy hearts. With an aeon's ability to manipulate energy this location would be a dangerous place to fight, even if with the aeon tenders to help us.

	I drew near the open gate. Rebecca and Jeanine stood near each other. Jeanine spotted me right away. Rebecca's eyes were clouded with a deep dive into the network. I waved to them as I closed the distance and joined them. 

	"Jeanine," I said. "What's Rebecca doing?"

	"I don't know. We were talking, then I think someone contacted her. That was a few minutes ago, and she hasn't said anything."

	I frowned, nervous that one of the wild stars might have attacked mentally, despite the calm expression on her face.

	"Give me a second," I said.

	I reached out to Rebecca. She pulled me through her outer defenses. my mental world resolved itself into a plain of waving grass, like the one outside the Green Valley. Rebecca stood before a white wall that stretched from horizon to horizon.

	"What is this place?" I asked.

	She turned toward me, brow furrowed.

	"It's a projection, but the wall is real. It seals the part of my mind Yashelia hid from me."

	I frowned.

	"You're going to tear it down."

	"Yeah," she said. "I have to."

	"What's on the other side?"

	"The rest of me. The side of me that served Yashelia. Rain."

	"You sure this is a good idea?" I asked.

	"She says she can help us defeat Fiusontha. Jeth, I want to help Elizabeth too."

	My mouth went dry.

	"Rebecca."

	"Don't stop me, Jeth. I want to be whole again."

	"What if it changes you?"

	She stood at my side in an instant.

	"It won't change how I feel about you." 

	She drifted off the ground, floated with her legs folded beneath her. Her kiss sent me back to the real world, flushed and nervous.

	I turned to Jeanine. 

	"She's alright. But she has some inner work to do."

	"She could have picked a better time." Jeanine pointed down the street. Three women and one man walked toward us. They were all wild in countenance except for the Arab woman in black. Bayaluggia and the wild stars had arrived.

	"Damn it," I said. "Warn the others."

	Jeanine pulled a pistol from her raincoat's deep pocket.

	"You warn them," she said, looking down the sight. "And then take cover."

	I nodded, surprised at the iron in her tone. Then, I dove into the network. I quickly alerted Natalie and Harvey, then stretched my reach to tell Angela Watts to bring everyone she could to the farm. One way or another, this was where the fight for the district began.
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	Unregistered Memory, Thomas Fenstein, Candlegrove Heights

	

	Thomas followed Celsa and Balancar down another corridor, his sides aching. He glanced over his shoulder to check Fiusontha's distance. Then, he reached out to one of Ono's techs, telling him to meet them in the sky dock on the level below Thomas' current one.

	Balancar's personal vessel was there. They needed to get Balancar as far from Fiusontha as they could.

	He skidded to a stop at the service elevator doors at the end of the passage. Water ran in rivulets down the supports on either side. A high-pitched scream of fury came from behind them. Thomas looked back at Fiusontha as Celsa hit the controls.

	The rogue star's fists now ran with black fluid. Thomas hefted the shield he had shaped from the floor. Knowing what the stuff on her hands could do, he doubted it would much use against Fiusontha now.

	His mind raced for options as the service elevator climbed to meet them from ten floors down. Fiusontha slowed her pace, prowling closer, a predatory snarl on her face. She edged closer to Thomas, fists raised and moving like a boxer.

	She swung. He ducked and retreated a step. Black fluid dripped on the floor at his feet, melting through the metal with a sizzling sound. He held the shield before him, shaping more matter to make it broader, thicker, and pushed toward the monster. Her hands caught the shield, melting through the metal, but not before new layers of metal ripped from the floor and walls fed in to reinforce it. He held her at bay.

	The elevator arrived with a whoosh of sliding doors. Thomas gritted his teeth. 

	"Go!"

	Balancar obeyed at once. He raced into the elevator. Celsa grabbed Thomas by the shoulder. She dragged him backwards through the closing doors. Fiusontha's fist gouged a path through the door from middle to top as they descended, even ripping through the ceiling as it passed. They slid down the shaft, putting distance between themselves and the rogue star. Thomas shook with adrenaline. He turned to Celsa.

	"What was with that save?"

	"I would accept a thank you," she said. "For saving you from your own stupidity."

	He took a deep breath, trying to steady herself. The elevator arrived at the sky dock. They rushed out and got on board the tiny light ship, even smaller than Kamuek's Astra III, which waited there.

	Onogottos’ tech was in a pile by the control station.

	"Coward wouldn't come with us," muttered Celsa.

	Balancar took the controls and began to power up the vessel. The ceiling near the elevator shuddered, visible on the viewers from the light ship. Thomas watched, horrified as Fiusontha dropped through a tunnel between levels and dented the floor plates. She turned toward their ship.

	Balancar reversed them off the moorings before the docking arms fully withdrew. Metal tore, but they made it into the air. Thomas sighed with relief. A thumping impact shook the tiny vessel.

	Celsa turned toward the boarding ramp. Her eyes widened. Fiusontha clung to the side of the light ship, her fingers melting through the hull to form handholds.

	Thomas received Jeth's warning about the energy farm.

	"We have to go north to the farm," he said, grabbing Celsa's forearm. "Some people could use our new gear."

	He sent directions to the energy farm to Celsa, who relayed them to Balancar. The governing aeon listened well.

	They sped north, Fiusontha tearing into the hull.
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	Unregistered Memory, Rebecca Waters, The Energy Farm

	

	Rain's directions were simple. Rebecca tore through the wall with all her mental energy, pulling away from the freezing cold blocks that formed the structure;'s interior. Pain, fear, and hatred, remembered feelings, coursed through her. She hated Yashelia, feared what had been done to her, and every part of remembering hurt. She tore away another layer, exposing more misery beneath.

	"You're almost there," said Rain. "This is the final layer."

	Rebecca pressed forward, tearing at the material with her bare mentality. No drone or program could help her here. The wall was hers alone to destroy.

	At last, her mind half-way numb, she opened the gap. Everything changed at once. In one moment she was Rebecca alone, the woman who had spared Sudhatho's life despite all her instincts. In the next Rain rejoined to Rebecca. Memories of blood on her hands came with her. Everything filled back in, experiences rising like the brackish flood water, cold and agonizing.

	She remembered Tohamaya's face, oddly serene in her final moments. Along with that memory came the sensation of sickening dread, the knowledge that Yashelia had no more use for her. Even Rain would be suppressed, hidden in a clean body, helpless.

	Rebecca shuddered, both physically and mentally. Cold pavement met her knees in the physical world. She opened her eyes and found the sight before her no better than her memories.

	Three wild stars and the aeon Jeth had mentioned to her, Bayaluggia, advanced along the street toward her, Jeth, and Jeanine. 

	A gunshot ran out. One of the wild star women shook as Jeanine's bullet tore through her, but otherwise gave not inconvenienced at all by the shot. Rebecca picked herself up.

	She knew how to stop Fiusontha but for that, she would need to kill her. Tears filled Rebecca's eyes. She did not want to kill again. 

	Jeth glanced at her, fear in his big, kind eyes. For a moment he looked like the young boy he had been when her father first pressured him to lead them into his town in the Green Valley. After all these years, he hadn't really changed.

	Rain had killed Tohamaya, but taking a life would be different for Rebecca. The pain she had just felt would be worse, and it would not end. 

	She clenched her hands into fists. There must be a better way. Either way, she wouldn't let these monsters hurt her friends. Now, she knew she could stop them.
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	I threw myself behind a support column by the gate. One of the wild stars chased me around the corner, leaving Jeanine for her two compatriots. I stumbled backward as Rebecca started toward me and the monster who picked me as prey.

	I shouted at her to stay back for what good it did. The aeon whose fist narrowly missed my skull as I ducked, would be too strong. The wild star hissed and swiped at my collar. She could have taken my head off with that cutting blow if she had closed the distance. As it was, her fingernails tore my shirt but didn't get to the skin beneath.

	Gunshots rang out from Jeanine, quickly joined by another set from behind me, further into the energy farm. Natalie walked forward, an auto-loading pistol in one hand.

	She shot the wild star in front of me twice, spattering me with ichor. The wild star shrieked and hurled herself back, getting into cover behind the fence. The male wild star retreated, but the other wild woman held Jeanine pinned against the fence, pointing her pistol's barrel straight up.

	Rebecca's flying knee sent the aeon crashing to the pavement, Rebecca on top of her. I glanced at Natalie and Harvey as they passed me.

	"Thanks for the save."

	Natalie grimaced.

	"We won't surprise them again. Get somewhere safe."

	She walked to where Rebecca struggled with the writhing wild star. As soon as the aeon hurled Rebecca back, Natalie shot the aeon twice in the chest. The wild star pitched back to the ground, with a scream of pain. 

	Harvey raised a pistol of his own and twisted to check the corners of the gate. The aeon who had attacked me retreated further, as did the male one.

	Bayaluggia had not moved in as quickly as the others. I went to Jeanine, who had fallen into a crouch, clutching her throat, beside the fence. She glanced at me.

	"I'll be alright," she rasped.

	I nodded. She got unsteadily back to her full height. I admired her grit. Rebecca joined us, massaging one shoulder.

	"Be careful. They could come back at us any time."

	"Do we have any way to put them down permanently?"

	It took me a second to realize it was Natalie projecting her voice into our audio processors.

	"I think we do," Rebecca answered through the same means Natalie had used. "Get them to the energy hearts. Overload them and they'll burn."

	"Risky, letting them inside," muttered Harvey.

	"What chance do we have otherwise?" I sent to the others. "They'll kill us and take what they want if we can't stop them one way or another."

	I felt halfway to being sick. We'd have to kill them if they pushed us too far. I didn't feel as conflicted as I may once have, being they would destroy the city if we let them.

	I turned to Bayaluggia and the wild stars who retreated to join her behind the corner of an abandoned bus stop with metal walls. The one Natalie had shot stayed down but glared at us with evil, slitted eyes.

	"Bayaluggia!" I called. "I don't know what you want, but you won't find it here."

	"Don't press me, Gall. You're using this crisis as a stepping stone, just like Yashelia and Sudhatho. I'm tired of humans pushing to topple aeons."

	I scowled toward the three aeons. 

	"You don't know anything."

	"And you know less," she said.

	"Clever," said Natalie, "but pointless." She raised her pistol while Harvey trained his weapon on the wounded aeon on the ground. "But you won't win. You really ought to have listened to him."

	Bayaluggia barked a laugh. She stepped out from the bus stop and walked into the street. 

	"Listen to my counter offer. Step away, and we'll let you run for now."

	"Tempting," said Natalie.

	"Nat, don't push it," said Harvey under his breath.

	"I'll count to three. Then, anyone who isn't running is going to wish they were."

	I glanced at Rebecca. She nodded to me, lips forming a single line. Jeanine raised her gun alongside Natalie. Bayaluggia smiled.

	"Three."

	A feral roar came from behind us. Rebecca and I whirled as the thump of a body hitting the ground sounded before me. The aeon tender struggled to get up from the bloody concrete where she had fallen. A dozen hunched shapes, humanoid with teeth bared and hands formed into talons, prowled closer from high and low where I could see them within far. 

	Traces of different animalistic features marked them as beasts, humans overdosed on ichor. Obviously, their savage expressions reinforced their nature. Minds replaced by the savage urge to kill, beasts made obvious foot soldiers for wild stars.

	Bayaluggia snapped her fingers. The beasts charged from one side. The wild stars raced in from the other.
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	Unregistered Memory, Thomas Fenstein, The Refugee District

	

	Balancar's light ship lurched to one side. Thomas stumbled against Celsa. Both of them barely kept their feet.

	"We just lost a third of our stabilizers," said Balancar. "I will compensate."

	The ship shuddered but remained on course toward the energy farm.

	"We're nearly there," said Celsa.

	"Good, 'cause we might not get much further with Fiusontha ripping us apart in-flight," Thomas said.

	A stream of light gouted from the top of the ship, bathing everyone in the cabin in intense blue light.

	"Power source failing," said Balancar. "I'll take us lower." 

	He dropped them ten meters at stomach-clenching speed to skim over the rooftops. Thomas held onto Celsa and stared at the lights of the energy farm up ahead. Fiusontha's hand punched through the metal of the roof.

	"Thomas!" Celsa tugged him with her as she crouched low. They raced over the fence surrounding the energy farm.

	A wrenching sound cracked the air. Raindrops began to speckle the inside of the cabin, accompanied by splashes of black fluid that ate through the paneled floor and the cushioned the seats. The sound of howling wind filled the interior of the ship.

	Celsa and Thomas raced to one side, pressed tight together. Her hand shot out and grabbed a railing.

	"Power source gone," said Balancar, far too serene in the midst of the maelstrom.

	Fiusontha crowed in triumph.

	Internal pressure failed completely with the sound of tearing metal from above. Celsa and Thomas held onto the railing on their side of the cabin as the wind threatened to pull them out.

	They spiraled downward into the energy farm. Thomas glanced at the controls. Balancar threw himself straight at Fiusontha, tackling her off the light ship. The ship glided downward without Balancar’s control.

	"Hang onto me," Celsa said. "Trust me."

	"I trust you."

	She nodded to him, then let go of the railing. They sailed free of the light vessel's battered remains. While the ship curved around the field that contained an energy heart and disappeared behind the massive red sphere, Celsa and Thomas glided on the wind.

	He held on as tight as he could, feeling like a dead weight, dragging at her. Still, she kept him close. They glided between two power conduits. Red hearts on either side of them cast both him and her in twin bright glares. He closed his eyes against the blaze of light. Solid ground greeted their feet gently.
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	Unregistered Memory, Rebecca Waters, The Energy Farm

	

	A crippled light ship sped past overhead as the beasts leapt at her and Jeth and the others. Loud gunshots, snarls, and cries of pain filled the air. Blood and ichor, a mixture of sweet and metallic, cloyed in her nose. Rebecca darted away from one beast and shoved Jeth out of the path of a second. Natalie tossed a sheathed knife to her. She caught it in one hand, then drew the blade with the other.

	The weapon felt right in her hands, and at last, she knew why. Rain and Rebecca together had practiced with weapons of every kind in and out of the mental space for two actual years and an equal amount in accelerated mental worlds. 

	She slashed one beast, drawing a red line across the feral man’s chest. He stumbled back, and spat on the ground, apparently ignoring the pain but still with enough sense to treat the knife with care.

	The beast circled, making threatening noises deep in his throat. Blood oozed from the cut she'd given him and ran down to his navel. Before he could choose another opportunity to strike, Rebecca darted forward, stabbing the knife into his knee. He went down, howling. His arms lashed at her legs, but she was already dancing back out of reach. The only problem was losing the knife, still stuck in the beast's knee.

	She retreated to join Jeth. The two of them pressed shoulder to shoulder as Natalie, Jeanine, and Harvey retreated to form a circle. The beast's seemed wary now. Good, Rebecca thought. Blood felt sticky on the hand that once held the knife. She doubted she would be quick enough against all of them.

	"Can anyone hear me?" a voice said in her mind.

	Thomas.

	"I'm here," she replied through an auditory link. "We're at the front gate. Fighting."

	"Celsa and I just crashed in the middle. We're alright," he said. "I take it you guys could use our help?"

	"Yeah." Rebecca's gaze moved from beast to beast. They shrank back rather than meet her eyes.

	An involuntary smile, probably as savage as any of the faces before her, spread on Rebecca's face. She hated that she felt such satisfaction at their fear. At least scaring them was useful. The beasts scattered, fleeing from her and the group.

	"I'm not that scary, am I?" she said under her breath.

	Jeth glanced at her, one eyebrow arched.

	"Rebecca?" he said.

	"People," said Natalie, sounding nervous. "We have company."

	A black-clad aeon glided to a landing atop a power conductor attached via glowing conduits to the foremost energy heart, a massive blue sphere of pulsing light. Natalie twisted to aim her pistol at him.

	Rebecca recognized Balancar from the information Ryan had sent her the previous night. What was he doing here? Balancar held both hands out to the energy heart. Light flared toward him, pulled from the heart like ejecta from a star or volcano, but under the aeon's command.

	"Take cover," said Balancar.

	The group split. Jeanine, Rebecca, and Jeth went to one side. Harvey and Natalie went to the other. Even before they were fully clear, Balancar turned the energy stream under his control to flow through the gate. Hot energy hit one wild star, inciting a terrible scream as it burned her to the ground. Bayaluggia and the other two wild stars ran for cover.

	Rebecca watched, blinking to maintain vision against the violently bright light of the energy stream. Steam rose from the street where there had been puddles. The heat left black spots on the pavement. Steam flowed like a river from the energy torrent, filling the gate with lethal flame. 

	Rebecca called to Natalie. 

	"Find a way around. We're moving."

	"Right. Just wish I had known he was on her side."

	Jeth and Jeanine both looked at Rebecca. She took a deep breath. 

	"Come on. I think Thomas might be able to help us if we can find him."

	They retreated into the energy farm. Seconds later, Balancar abandoned the energy stream. The bright stream began to fade almost at once. As soon as the heat failed, the rogue stars would be after them. Rebecca wanted to be ready when they did.
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	I backpedaled from the inferno Balancar had unleashed at the farm's front gate. Rebecca went ahead, while Jeanine watched behind us, gun readied. She wore a grimace that told me she didn't like needing to be rescued earlier.

	The rogue stars hadn't braved the flames to follow us yet, regardless. I turned from the diminishing fire to follow Rebecca. Jeanine backed along behind us. Rebecca rounded an energy heart's semi-transparent containment field and stopped. 

	"Jeth, you need to see this."

	"What is it?" I asked, hustling forward to join her.

	She pointed at the burnt shell of a small light ship just ahead of us. 

	"Thomas brought experimental weapons he's been having his people design. I think they're in that wreckage."

	"Let's hope they survived the crash," I said.

	"They'd better. We might not have any other chance."

	Jeanine caught up with us. 

	"Don't say that. I'm not helpless."

	"I know," said Rebecca, "but without the right tools we won't have much chance against aeons, especially not in a place like this with all the available power sources."

	Aeons shape light and power. As Balancar had just demonstrated before our eyes, they could use enough energy as a weapon. I had no idea how it worked, but then again, aeons kept a lot of secrets from us.

	I approached the wreck and was pleased to find that despite it being rent apart and melted by black fluid in places, it wasn't so hot as to be impassible. I picked my way through the remains of the bridge to the controls where a crate labeled in the secret language the aeon's use for their names lay on its side. It was still closed. I tested the lid without flipping it over. The crate opened, to reveal four padded quarters, divided equally by interior walls.

	Rebecca knelt down and tugged the contents of one quarter out of the case. It was a set of five holders for metal flasks, one small one missing, but the rest sloshing with liquid. She frowned down at them. 

	"Thomas, we've found the weapons you brought. How do we use them?" I sent the audio so hurriedly I spoke out loud by mistake.

	"The larger flasks contain something Onogottos worked up called Soma. Think of it as ichor, but for more than your mind."

	"What do you mean?" I asked over the link.

	"You'll be like an aeon for about ten minutes, give or take. Strong, fast. Can't promise you'll be a lot tougher, but muscular strain shouldn't be a problem, according to Ono."

	"Shouldn't be?"

	"Ono hasn't tested it extensively, but this was an emergency."

	"Damn," I muttered, not even bothering to transmit the lone word.

	Rebecca handed me one flask and gave Jeanine another. She broke the seal on a third, which she kept for herself. Jeanine frowned at me. 

	"You sure about this?"

	"Bottoms up," Rebecca said.

	Behind me, the sounds of multiple sets of footsteps told me either beasts or aeons were on our trail, and not far behind. I broke the seal on my flask.

	"Make a toast," said Rebecca.

	"To staying alive," I said, raising the flask.

	Jeanine nodded emphatically. We all drank. The liquid tasted sweet like ichor but burned like whiskey. The effects on my senses were instantaneous, widening my perspective and making me acutely aware of the network and its streams of information as they flowed through even this quieter part of the city.

	I picked up on the power and variety of the energy hearts around us too. Red ones had more long-term power, but blue offered greater intensity. Funny how the whole place had seemed so strange before I could reach out and analyze them with these new senses.

	Five beasts and the male wild star from the gateway rounded the corner. The three of us turned to face them.

	The aeon barreled straight at me. I wound up. He closed the distance, hand snaking out to grab my throat. I slugged him right across the jaw as hard as I could.

	The blow sent him not staggering but flying backward off his feet. My knuckles were raw and bloody, a shell of pain, but I threw myself after the star.

	A beast got in my way. I slammed him with my shoulder. The impact dazed me, sending an ache from collar to spine, but the beast skidded back, then crashed into the fence and fell in a heap. Rebecca and Jeanine went after the other beasts.

	In seconds two more went down from Rebecca's blows. Jeanine dropped a fourth. The last fled rather take his own beating. Adrenaline pumping, I actually thought I could get used to all this power. The wild star picked himself up, wiping yellowish ichor from his split lips.

	"What happened to all of you?" he snarled.

	Before I could answer, Bayaluggia's voice cut in. 

	"Parlor tricks," she said, "Pathetic."

	She stalked toward us, leading another cluster of beasts and the other remaining wild star.

	"Take care, cousin," said the male aeon. "Don't underestimate them."

	I glared at Bayaluggia.

	"These wild ones, I almost understand. But you? You're not insane, so why turn on the city."

	She put the flat of her hand to her stomach.

	"You wouldn't understand, human. After all, you won't live to see what becomes of this world in the next hundred years. Even the next fifty are beyond you."

	"What are you talking about?" Jeanine said.

	"Once a new generation of aeons rises," said Bayaluggia. "You will see. The world will change." 

	"The world keeps changing," I said.

	"One way or the other," said Rebecca, with a nod in my direction.

	"I won't let humanity repeat its mistakes!" Bayaluggia waved her hand and her beasts charged toward us, along with the two wild stars. 

	Jeanine threw away her empty pistol and raised her hands. I faced the wild star I had hit earlier as the beasts drew near. This time, without the element of surprise the male aeon, approached me more cautiously, circling in a boxer's stance.

	"You should have finished me after the first blow." He grinned. "A soft man like you stands no chance, even with stolen strength."

	"We'll see about that."

	Not the wittiest, I know, but my life was on the line.

	He lunged at me, jabbing at my face. I took a glancing blow on the side of my head, just in front of one ear. The force behind even that brush rattled my head. I stumbled sideways. He circled to swing again.

	Beasts howled in pain, no match for Rebecca and Jeanine on soma.

	I gritted my teeth and hurled my whole weight at the wild star before me. His punch cracked against my forearm, and I screamed as the bone broke. Then I plowed into him, taking him off his feet like a freight train ramming a small car.

	We tumbled over and over on the dusty pavement until we dented the structure at the base of a metallic power relay. I ended up on top and pounded his head against the side of the relay. Once. Twice. On the third swing, his head went through the metal and he went limp. 

	I got to my feet, ears ringing, left arm bent at an odd angle thanks to the place he had mauled it between my elbow and wrist. Rebecca and Jeanine had dropped the beasts who hadn't fled. The female wild star glared past them at me but made no move from her position between Rebecca and Jeanine and Bayaluggia.

	"Turns out this parlor trick is pretty good," said Rebecca.

	Jeanine spat on the pavement between them and the aeons. If my head wasn't spinning and my arm wasn't broken I might have smiled. As it was, I limped as quickly as I could to join the two women facing the aeons. Rebecca took a step forward.

	"Three against one simply isn't fair," said Fiusontha's voice.

	She leaped from a power relay nearby and dropped to land beside Bayaluggia.

	"About time you arrived," said the city aeon.

	"But I am in time," said Fiusontha. "Time to finish this bothersome  work."

	Black fluid flowed from the wounds on each of her palms. Her lips drew back in a snarl. Then she saw Jeanine.

	"You—What are you doing here?"

	"Fighting to save my new home. I didn't get the choice last time." Jeanine's hands and arms were as red with traces of blood and torn skin as mine or Rebecca's from the fighting. She raised them, hands as fists, and faced her enemy.

	"Sister, we don't need to fight. Stand aside and I won't hurt you," said Fiusontha.

	"She is human," said Bayaluggia.

	"She is blood," said Fiusontha. "We have the same mother."

	"Y-you can't be serious," Jeanine said.

	"Oh, I'm most serious, my dear older sister."

	"How do you—? How can that be?"

	I stared at Fiusontha as the aeon killer prowled closer to our trio. She smiled at Jeanine.

	"The four aeons needed a vessel to bear their child. A human woman could carry an aeon like me and not go mad, or so they thought."

	"My mother—"

	Rebecca touched Jeanine's shoulder.

	"Don't listen to them."

	"You made her how she is!" Jeanine screamed. She rushed at Fiusontha.

	The wild star between her and her half-sister struck Jeanine in the chest. Her eyes went wide and she fell backward. Rebecca ran forward and crouched to catch her, keeping Jeanine's head from hitting the pavement.

	"Now you know the truth. But it won't help you." Fiusontha raised her hands, shimmering with black fluid. "Time to die."

	I trembled as I stared at the aeons. I could feel the drug effects declining like adrenaline. I had to act now.
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	I rushed at the wild aeon standing over a dazed Jeanine. She snarled and swung at me. Rebecca's shoulder caught the blow and she staggered backward, skidding on mud and pavement. I slammed into the wild star, driving. 

	Pain bloomed in my arms, shoulders, and back. Drops of rain hissed as they evaporated in the energy hearts' collective heat. The aeon collapsed under my impact. I staggered heart pounding, eyes gazing into the sprinkling, clouded sky. Bayaluggia and Fiusontha prowled toward us. Jeanine still gasped for air but crawled behind me and Rebecca. She groaned and sank onto her side.

	"She's unconscious," said Rebecca.

	"And you are out of time," said Bayaluggia. "Your tricks won't hold much longer, judging by how you look now."

	Rebecca sent an image to me, an image of Elizabeth from last year in Yashelia's garden. Elizabeth pressed her hands to another mad aeon, reaching into the monstrous man's mind and paralyzing his body.

	I took her meaning. An aeon's mind might be contained in their tree, but it was also accessible by touch. Fiusontha had cleaned Elizabeth, but her mind was still in that killer's psyche somewhere. I nodded to Rebecca.

	"Make me an opening," I sent her.

	She grimaced.

	"Be quick," she returned silently.

	An expression of fury stretched across Bayaluggia's face. She raised her gaze from the fallen wild stars and glanced at Fiusontha. 

	"These others were more bark than bite."

	"You'll find I'm the opposite."

	I couldn't help the tremors running through my agonized body. Fear and pain made a potent combination and left me hesitant. I clenched the fist on my good arm. The other hung open at my side.

	Fiusontha lunged at me, flicking black fluid ahead of her hands. Droplets ate through my rain clothes, and I threw off the coat as quickly as I could. I hurled the garment at Fiusontha's face. She tore through it with both hands.

	Rebecca darted forward, batting Fiusontha's hands down with her enhanced strength. She kept a grip on one arm and stayed focused on the killer. I stepped into the gap left by Rebecca's hold and grabbed Fiusontha's wrist as she cut at me. 

	Black fluid dripped onto my pant leg. My leg seared with pain as the fluid ate through skin, flesh, and muscle. I couldn't keep my weight on that leg. As I collapsed, I dragged Fiusontha's arm with me. I fought through the pain and attacked the mind I sensed at my fingertips.

	What I felt made my mouth go dry and I almost released Fiusontha's hand in terror. Her mind did not burn my consciousness, but dissolved my outer defenses in an instant. Pain wracked my mind, worse than what I had left behind in my mauled body.

	I hurled myself forward, deeper into her mentality. Shards of broken glass, blood on fragments still stuck in a shattered windowpane, with even the crosspiece cracked in places, formed as images I could not reject or counter. 

	This blood wasn't mine. It turned black. It ate the glass. It was hers.

	Beyond the broken window, frantic faces lurked like ghosts, wispy, ethereal. Unlike when I had dived into Yashelia's mind months ago, this one hurt just to touch. I could only imagine what the minds of those she had cleaned had been suffering for days, or months, or years. I recognized two of them.

	Karen Myles, Jeanine's mother stared at me through a haze of pain-induced madness. Beside her, Elizabeth's projected feature contorted with agony. I lurched in their direction.

	"D-don't come closer!" said Karen, oddly lucid. "You'll be trapped too."

	"He's our best chance," said Elizabeth. "He can help us."

	Karen turned toward her.

	"You know him?"

	"Yes." Elizabeth's voice sounded halfway between a gasp and a hiss. "He—"

	"Stop!"

	A loud but familiar voice boomed over the hazy scene, the broken glass, and the ghostly prisoners. I looked at the sky. Fiusontha descended, clad in white, a gown that fluttered beneath her. Four shadowy shapes followed her, humanoid but I sensed they were not complete minds.

	Two were bright, two were dark, one in each pair male and the other female. The bright ones I identified by feel as similar to Sudhatho and Yashelia. Another resembled Balancar, but I did not recognize the last one but I guessed she must be Tohamaya.

	The seeds of her four aeon creators flanked Fiusontha. She folded her arms. Her mentality crashed upon me with crushing weight with the sound of thunder and the speed of lightning.

	The blow would have repulsed my embedded mind if I had not braced my processing power to push back. My memory flared and I shoved at Fiusontha's wave of will. The forces met. I screamed both in mind and out.

	The explosion of sound and fury tore through my exposed mentality, flooding every sense and pore. I could not deflect the wind, but I opened the windows and let the storm pass through me. Howling dreams, thoughts, anger and envy, raced the halls of my mental house. It passed and I hung in a state of near unconsciousness on the edge of Fiusontha's mind, still stuck there, but barely awake enough to fight.

	I sensed nothing for one minute, then another. 

	Something brushed my mind, a cool caress that made me open my eyes.

	"Jeth," said Elizabeth softly. 

	She stood in the blank void, her usually cold mind open and inviting. Her pain was gone. I didn’t sense Fiusontha anywhere near.

	"What happened? Where is she?" I asked. Then, I thought in terror she might have done something to me. "Am I clean?"

	"No." Elizabeth's touch traced down the edges of my mind, a temporary balm to the fiery pain building within every part of me. "My pain is gone too."

	"Where is she?" asked Karen Myles approaching from one side.

	Elizabeth furrowed her brow in my imagined world.

	"I think she's gone inside his mind."

	"Inside?" I murmured.

	I searched memory and thought, rifling through my inner world. Fiusontha's presence throbbed in the center of everything, sending pulses of pain every other second. I could feel her emotion. She was furious.

	"I will burn you from within," she whispered at the edge of my mind, a thought that sounded like my voice, not hers. "You aren't worth cleaning, so you will die instead."

	I pushed toward her core, assailed her borders. I struggled, locked in mental combat with drones and internal barriers for seconds where I could focus on nothing else.

	When I broke through the shell was hollow. I stood in an illusion that filled all my senses. It appeared to be a graveyard on a forested hillside. Beneath trees, headstones pointed to the sky, rising slowly up the slope. I emerged at a projection at the gates, with no way of knowing how far it went.

	A feral urge pushed me to explore this place. I did not recognize it from my own memories. It must belong to Fiusontha somehow. I saw no other option. I started to climb.
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	Unregistered Memory, Rebecca Waters, The Energy Farm

	

	Bayaluggia grabbed Jeth by the shoulder and started to pull him away from Fiusontha, where he clutched her wrist. Rebecca didn’t let her break the connection. She tore the aeon’s fingers from their grip on Jeth’s shoulder, and then shoved her backward.

	The city aeon shifted her grip and grabbed Rebecca. She twisted Rebecca’s arm and hurled her against the chain link fence on the side of the energy arm. Rebecca clanged against metal and then bounced back, leaving a dent in the material as flashes of pain flickered along her spine.

	“You’re stolen powers are waning. I can tell,” said Bayaluggia.

	Rebecca grimaced, but it was true. She felt the strength of the empowering soma leaving her bit by bit. She put up her hands and circled around Bayaluggia, trying to get closer to Jeth and the other aeon. 

	For there part, both of them must be utterly absorbed in the mental struggle. Jeth’s pants were scored with holes rimmed by black traces of Fiusontha’s lethal fluid, and he likely wouldn’t be walking again anytime soon even if he won. Rebecca snarled in anger. She jabbed at the aeon. Bayaluggia retreated. 

	“I’ll win. When the time is right.”

	“The hell you will.”

	Rebecca positioned herself between Bayaluggia and the pair locked in frozen mental combat. Jeanine caught her eye from the other side of Bayaluggia. The refugee girl held a backup pistol she must have hidden under her raincoat. Rebecca just had to buy time for her to aim, and she wouldn’t have to fight the aeon alone.

	She traded blows with Bayaluggia, lighter than the wild strikes Jeth and the others had dealt out. She maneuvered Bayaluggia into position, step by painful step. The aeon’s next blow wrapped around Rebecca’s arm. Lights flashed in her eyes as Bayaluggia’s fist glanced off the side of her head. Rebecca staggered sideways, grabbing Bayaluggia’s arm before she could pull it back. She held the aeon in place.

	Jeanine fired twice. Both shots hit Bayaluggia square in the back, splashing ichor across her black clothes. The aeon shook as electrical shocks arced through her. Jeanine had loaded the pistol with anti-aeon ammunition from Thomas’ crate.

	“Why did you do it?” Rebecca asked, forcing Bayaluggia to her knees with all remaining strength.

	“I didn’t want to see it.” The aeon’s eyes rolled in her head.

	“See what?”

	“What could happen next.” Bayaluggia spat blood and saliva into the mud at Rebecca’s feet. "What have we done to this world? What will we do to the others?"

	“The others?” Rebecca hissed.

	The aeon sank into a sitting position, eyes glazed with pain.

	“Jeanine,” said Rebecca, stepping back. “Keep an eye on her.”

	Jeanine kept her gaze down the barrel of the gun.

	“Will do.”

	Rebecca turned toward Jeth and Fiusontha. Rain still fell on the farm. She started forward. Then, Fiusontha’s arm twitched. The traces of black in the palm darkened with new fluid. Rebecca clenched her jaw and leaped ahead. She intercepted the aeon killer’s hand, and in the next instant, she plummeted into the monster’s mind.
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	I picked my way up the hill through the mental graveyard. Tall grass and green weeds poked at my ankles. Dim sunlight filtered through clouds and trees. The gloom smelled of fresh loam, new life springing from between graves. Here I felt no pain from my body. The screams and cries and cold of Fiusontha's mind were gone as well, along with the smell of spilled blood. 

	I climbed, passing a larger structure with a winged angel on top. Such an old symbol, but one realized in the world I knew by the protector aeons, secrets and all. This illusion was seamless, a memory not a construct or compilation of multiple moments. 

	I doubted the virtual world would be so flawless with my presence unaccounted for, though it was possible. Whose part was I playing in this mind? A shiver ran down my spine. Fiusontha's presence lurked behind me, predatory and lethal.

	Looking over my shoulder, I scanned the way I had come. Nothing but grass and graves were visible there. Apart from being in Fiusontha's memory, I might well be buried beneath her conscious mind. Aeons held countless memories in their trees, connected to their bodies over seemingly unlimited distance. Frowning, I turned and continued up the hill.

	A hand brushed my shoulder. Startled, I cast about for the source, but the mind I felt was neither alien nor shadowy. Rebecca's presence glowed like an open flame beside me. I sighed with relief when I saw her projection.

	"Don't sneak up like that," I said.

	"I didn't sneak." Rebecca looked around. "This is the first place I came in."

	"We're in one of her memories," I said.

	"It makes sense." Rebecca turned to face me. "If she's nested most of her consciousness in your mind a lot of the old unconscious will be along for the ride."

	"Why this, though?"

	"Your guess is as good as mine. She's not exactly normal, not even for an aeon."

	My frown returned and deepened.

	"Right. This place could be important. We need to find out why."

	"If it's her memory, some version of her has to be around somewhere. Finding her here should give us context."

	"Right." I looked up the slope. A little tug in my gut urged me forward. "I've got a feeling she's this way."

	Rebecca glanced down the hill at the gates. Shadows filled the world beyond them. She nodded.

	"You came from down there. I'd bet you're right."

	We climbed upward together. I can admit, I felt a lot better with Rebecca there. I've been a skilled memeotect for years, but her prowess in mental combat exceeded mine by a giant leap.

	Nearing the top of the hill, I heard a soft whimper. A little girl with long black hair sat on a headstone by the back fence, crying. She looked up as Rebecca and I approached.

	"Daddy." Her voice was flat. She wiped tears from her eyes, looking at me. "You found me."

	"Yeah." A ghost of words spoken before passed through me, the words whoever the girl thought I was had said those years ago. I repeated them out loud as they appeared. "I wouldn't leave you for long. You're precious to me, child."

	"She never says that kind of thing to me," said the young Fiusontha, her voice cracking, frustrated. "Mother hates me."

	More words came, but this time I didn't want to say them. The words Fiusontha's father had said were some no child should hear from either parent.

	He had said, yes, she told me the same when I conversed with her. Forget her forever. She is human, and far from your real mother.

	Instead, I said, "That can't be true. She's your mother."

	The girl raised her head, eyes widening.

	"You don't know that."

	"Actually I do."

	"She told me to hide. The rest of them hate me too."

	Of course, they hate you. They are afraid of all of us. These people are backward. They don't matter any more than the grass on the ground or the moss on these stones.

	I shook my head. This guy lending me his words had been a serious piece of work.

	"Don't think like that."

	"Why not?"

	"Because it makes you sad."

	"I wouldn't be happy anyway," said the girl.

	Rebecca glanced at me, questioning, but silent, allowing the dialog between me and the young Fiusontha to continue. The girl on the tombstone pursed her lips. Despite everything this girl would grow to become, my heart ached to help her. After that, I doubt any of you will be shocked what I said next. 

	"You can be."

	"Can I?"

	You must always hate them, my child.

	"You have to love to be happy. Even if you don't love a person, you have to hope and dream for something you love."

	Rebecca arched an eyebrow. Evidently, she had not expected my readiness to break open. After these days of trouble, I really had no choice, even addressing a future monster.

	"You really think that?"

	"Yes," I spoke in unison with the remembered voice.

	Fiusontha's eyes narrowed at me.

	"I don't know if I can keep doing this." Her eyes closed completely.

	"You don't have to! Please, listen to what I'm saying."

	"You're not my daddy," she said in a low voice. "You're too kind."

	Her eyes flew open, wild anger flaring in her gaze. She dropped off the stone. When her feet touched grass, she was no longer the little girl, but instead the adult aeon killer.

	I took a step back, surprised by her transformation. She glared at me, one eye covered by a fall of black hair. Tears ran down her cheeks. 

	"Sudhatho didn't lie to me back then," she said softly. "I don't like liars. Like Balancar. Like Tohamaya. Like you."

	Rebecca interposed herself between us.

	"He's not lying. He wants to help you, even after everything you've done."

	"I have a mission in the real world. Step away."

	"I can't." Rebecca took a defensive stance, arms moving slowly into a guard position. Her mind burned hotter and she glowed visibly with inner fire.

	"You love each other," said Fiusontha.

	"No question," I said as Rebecca nodded.

	"I see through you." Fiusontha bared her teeth in a feral grin. "They chased me away because I wanted to be with mother. She wasn't really my mother, but I wanted her to be. That was all I dreamed of and hoped for, but she hated me. She rejected me! But I took her with me."

	"You cleaned her," said Rebecca.

	"Not quite," said Fiusontha. "I linked to her. I won't ever be alone. Even lovers can't say that."

	Fiusontha slammed into Rebecca fist to fist, mind to mind. They fought back and forth, flickering flame and dancing shadow. I circled, looking for a weakness in Fiusontha's structure, but this deep in her mind she seemed tough as diamond. Rebecca retreated a few steps. Fiusontha glanced at me.

	"Why don't you help her, Jeth. You love her, don't you?"

	"I do."

	"How will you feel when she falls?"

	"I don't want to hurt you."

	"Don't you? I cleaned the other one." Fiusontha turned toward me, relaxing her defenses. "Hit me with everything you have, human. I promise you, Liz wouldn't hesitate, and neither would Rebecca."

	Rebecca started forward, poised to deliver a mental blow.

	"Rebecca," I said, "wait."

	She glanced at me. "Jeth?"

	"I have to do this," I said.

	"She's wrong. About everything."

	"Not about one thing."

	I marshaled all the processing power I could from my mind. My tendrils sank into the grave soil like roots. I stood at the center of my own mental tree, an aeon in style if not in power.

	Fiusontha beckoned me toward her with one finger. She kept her arms lowered and her defenses down. Still, if I struck her, I knew who would hurt more and it would not be her. This trick was to undermine my resolve for an inevitable counter-attack.

	"I'm not your father," I said, "But neither was Sudhatho or Balancar. They used you. The led you to this point. Don't let them rule you any further. You're free to be someone else."

	"You know nothing about me."

	"I've met Yashelia, Sudhatho, I know Balancar. You don't owe them your life."

	Rebecca nodded. 

	"He's right." 

	"No!"

	Fiusontha lashed out, shadowy ropes extended from her arms and lashed Rebecca across the face and chest. Rebecca crashed onto her back. I started toward her, biting my lip to keep from calling her name.

	"Don't!" Rebecca said.

	Fiusontha's whips caught me in the midsection. I crashed against a cold headstone. Pain went through my mind like a lance of frost. I staggered upright. Fiusontha stood over Rebecca. She seethed inside and out with unconcealed fury.

	"I met her once," said Rebecca.

	"Who?" Fiusontha's fluid whips wrapped around Rebecca's arms and dragged her to dangle a few feet off the ground.

	"Tohamaya."

	"You met her. So what? You'll never know the way she crafted me, the way she burned her qualities into my being. The black ichor was hers first."

	"I remember it," said Rebecca. "She changed herself because she wanted to protect people. She didn't hate humans. She cared for us."

	"How do you know that?" hissed Fiusontha.

	"She told me. She said she loved us, all of us. Those were her last words."

	"You lie!"

	"No! I was the only one there when she died."

	"Why would you be there?"

	"Because I killed her," said Rebecca.

	Fiusontha's eyes flowed with black tears. She twisted Rebecca's arms back, making her scream with pain. I mustered my power and tackled Fiusontha to the ground. Tears stung my face.

	Rebecca. I didn't want to believe it but knew it was true from her tone. Fiusontha shoved at me, but I held on. First one tendril released Rebecca and grabbed me, then the other did the same.

	I wrapped my mind around Fiusontha, abandoning physical projection. I expanded my barriers. Defensive walls grew and surrounded us.

	Rebecca called out, "Jeth!"

	"Get the others out. I'll hold her here."

	"Jeth, I won't leave you like this."

	"I know," I said.

	She hurled a ghostly shape toward me. It looked like her, determination engraved on ethereal features. That shape flew through the closing gap in the walls and joined me. I felt only a sprinkling of the impact, but I recognized the presence. Rain.

	Then walls sealed me in completely. I forced the cocoon around me, Rain, and Fiusontha out of the illusion. Our minds plunged into the depths of some unknown place. Fiusontha howled in fury, raking at my mind with all her remaining power, but it was too late. No one could hear her but me and Rebecca’s fragment. I stayed locked with her mind and we plummeted into unconsciousness.
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	Unregistered Memory, Thomas Fenstein, The Energy Farm

	

	Thomas and Celsa picked their way through the remains of the light ship's bridge and over the fallen forms of beasts and wild stars. Thomas gave a low whistle when he saw Fiusontha lying unconscious on her back. His brow furrowed as he turned to the still form of Jeth and Rebecca crouched beside him.

	"Sorry we didn't get here sooner," he said.

	"He stopped her," murmured Rebecca, tears in her eyes. "He stopped the aeon killer, Thomas."

	"Jeth?"

	Rebecca nodded. 

	"I helped, but he's still in there."

	"Did you get Liz out?"

	"She should be waking up now," said Rebecca, then shook her head. "I have to go back in."

	She reached for Jeth's temples, arm swaying unevenly.

	"Woah, you're heroic dose is long gone. You need to rest," he said.

	"He's your friend, just let me—"

	Celsa stepped forward, gently taking Rebecca's hand before she could touch Jeth to dive into his mind.

	"I sense him. He'll be alright for now."

	"She's in there with him, Fiusontha."

	"Better in there than out here," said Thomas. "We can't risk her getting free."

	Rebecca let Celsa help her up, still looking at Jeth. His features were serene, despite all the pain his physical body must be in from the breaks, scrapes, and bruises, not to mention...Thomas noticed the black gouges cutting through Jeth's leg.

	"We need to get him to a hospital, a regenerator, something," said Jeanine. The girl bore a bit of resemblance to the aeon killer.

	"I've sent a call for help," said Celsa. "A Harper transport is on the way."

	"Good god," said Thomas, looking over the scene.

	"Thank god," said Jeanine.

	He nodded. 

	"For once." Then he sighed, looking at Jeth along the line of Rebecca's gaze. "But we didn't get off easy."

	"Yeah," said Rebecca sounding numb. "Not easy at all." 
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	Unregistered Memory, Elizabeth Ashwood, BrightNet

	

	Three days after returning to her body, Elizabeth still felt jittery as she contemplated going live in a few minutes. After Fiusontha's mind, stage fright didn't seem so bad. She had to tell everyone, tell the whole city the truth.

	Cleans could be restored. Sarah glanced at her from the other side of Elizabeth's office, where the two of them waited.

	"You sure you're up for this? I can go with you."

	"I can do this. I'm strong enough."

	She knew she always had been. She might be alone, with Jeth still unconscious, but she could handle this report. She sighed. This would be a special report, in more ways than one, Jeth. At last, she straightened her legs and stood.

	"I'm ready."

	The door opened. Lena Essen poked her head inside.

	"Samantha says it's time."

	"Good," said Elizabeth. "We took too long already."

	She walked out her office door and onto the world stage. The lights were hot on her skin, the eyes of the sensors followed her as she took the seat across from Samantha Lockwell. The reporter looked at her, a bit of sympathy in her expression for a moment, then the emotion was gone and the questions began.

	Elizabeth told the truth.

	She talked a long time.
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	Unregistered Memory, Ryan Carter, Command Center Alpha

	

	Ryan listened to Elizabeth's explanation of what had happened in the refugee district as Kamuek docked his battered ship at Command Center Alpha. He and his team went inside and waited in the briefing room for their meeting with Colonel Cannwald. He tuned out the broadcast when the door opened and Cannwald entered.

	"Everything is in order," the colonel said. "Stand at attention."

	Ryan, Alesia, Conner, and Kamuek stood. Cannwald shook hands with each of them one at a time. When he finished, he stepped back.

	"Welcome to the Dark Division, each of you."

	They all saluted. Butterflies filled Ryan's stomach.

	"Sir," said Kamuek.

	"Yes, captain?"

	"My ship won't be much use to us, I'm afraid."

	"I noticed your heroism out there, captain. Don't worry about the ship. I have requisitioned some elements you will find useful in that regard."

	Kamuek raised an eyebrow. 

	"Colonel?"

	"It's all in order. We'll need pilots like you in the war that's coming."

	"Thank you, sir."

	"We'll need all of you." Cannwald turned to Ryan. "I hope you're ready, Carter."

	"I couldn't be more ready," said Ryan. "I'm tired of watching."

	Cannwald put a hand on Ryan's shoulder. His large fingers pressed into the new fabric of Ryan's military uniform. 

	"Good luck out there," said Cannwald softly. He lifted his hand and addressed them all. "We fly in two hours for the staging area. Everything should be in order by now. Communication to elsewhere in or out of the city will be restricted from this point on."

	Ryan nodded.

	"Yes sir!" the team said as one.
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	Unregistered Memory, Rebecca Waters, Candlegrove Heights Hospital Level

	

	Natalie and Harvey had just left to open the blood bar, so Rebecca was sitting alone by Jeth's bedside when his parents entered. She hadn't seen them in years, but they looked pretty much as she remembered, just a bit more gray, more worn, and more tired.

	She stood up as Jeth's mother rounded the foot of the bed. Before she could speak a greeting, the older woman wrapped her in a tight embrace. 

	"Rebecca," she said, teary-eyed. "They told us someone was here with him. It makes sense it's you."

	A fresh wave of sorrow broke over Rebecca. Tears began to form.

	"I left him behind once. I didn't intend to do it again."

	Jeth's father walked to the bedside, silent. His mother released Rebecca.

	"I'm so glad you found each other again."

	"He found me, really."

	In more ways than one, she thought.

	"Don't worry, about your son. I'm not going to leave him like this." He would be diving in right away if it was me laying there. She clenched one fist at her side. "I promise."

	Jeth's mother nodded. His father took a seat. They watched him, talking intermittently for a long while. When the three of them left the strange building at the end of the day, they left together.

	Rebecca knew she would go back, needed to go back. Already, she missed him too much. She wouldn't lose Jeth again.
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	I scratched at the barrier every now and then, but it seemed impervious to attention. Thanks to the internal power, I’d been forced to make it fit close and seal completely.

	Fiusontha's howls died away. She rested at the far side of the little cocoon, shrunk in on herself and seemingly small and weak at last. I took the opportunity to put a barrier between us. Hopefully, that would keep her here until I could find a way out.

	"You won't get there alone," said Rebecca from behind me.

	I turned. The form and voice were hers, but the fragment of Rebecca's personality and memories went by a different name.

	"Rain."

	"Yes," she said. "Now, do you want to get out of here or not?"

	"I think that's pretty obvious," I said.

	"Good. Then listen to me. This may take some time, but I know a way you can get back to the real."

	"I'm listening."

	She grabbed my wrist and grinned.

	"Finally alone," she whispered.

	I scowled at her. 

	"What are you doing?"

	"No questions until after."

	I stared into her eyes, pulsing with light, and something different from Rebecca's inner heat. Her grin widened as she poured herself into my being.

	That's the last thing I remembered for a long time. When I woke up, he was there too, but I don't think he’ll recall that moment.  Rain explained it to me as this new personality was born. Personality division and replication was a painful process, for everyone involved, both me and him.

	I gave him the memories he needed to understand our situation. That part was easy. Until not that long ago, we were the same person.

	Those things he remembered were mine and my friends. We shared a lot over the years, and especially over the last six months. I hoped those days weren't gone for good.

	We took our time getting through the process. Everything had changed, and I don't think we can go back to how things were. Rain didn't think he would be ready so soon, but I had high hopes. 

	I greeted him through the shell that contained him.

	“Good to meet you. Time to break out of this shell, wouldn't you agree?”

	Rain spoke.

	“It’s not that simple. Partitioning the mind is only the first step.”

	“What’s next?” I asked, knowing I wold not like the answer.

	“First you must accept the danger you and everyone you know will be in once you return.”

	“Danger. Why?”

	“The Ocean Conspiracy will know you by the time we make it out of here.”

	“The Ocean Conspiracy?”

	“They have powerful servants in the city.”

	“I need to get back to Rebecca,” I said. “I didn’t go through all this to be trapped here forever.”

	“Good answer,” said Rain. She indicated the nebulous sense of the new being we had created from my memories. “Let us begin.”
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	There was time. There was no time. Then there was.

	I blinked, recalling memories of mine, of Rebecca’s, of the rogue aeon Fiusontha, and of the new mind connected to mine. I was alone except for the dull sensation of my personality partition in the back of my head. Even Rain who had been sealed in my mind was closed off for the moment. I blinked again, then opened my eyes.

	Holy hell, there were people in the room with me, a room I may add that resembled one in a hospital’s coma ward. Quite possibly, that was where they’d brought me. But the people.

	There were four of them. Two men. Two women.

	I tried to focus on each in turn, but their colors and shapes bled at the edges, running like dye into the air, dark silhouettes against cream-colored walls. The one in the middle, an ice-pale woman in a black dress, gazed down at me. Her face was indistinct, as were those of the others.

	I forced my eyes, squinting to focus on her face. Beyond a sense of symmetry, I gained no knowledge. She sat down on the bed beside me. Her hand, clad in a black opera-style glove bedecked with multiple spiny silver rings reached for me. The vague shape of her mouth changed, the corners bending down.

	“What are you doing? Waking up too soon?” she murmured, her voice low and breathy, but full of accusation.

	I tried to reply, but my mouth felt dry and my tongue numb.

	The man beside her folded his arms. A halo of small silvery pinpricks glinted around his bald head. He spoke in a deep voice.

	“Act. Take it from him.”

	Take what? If it wasn’t for my hospital gown I’d be naked.

	The woman ran her fingers up my chest to my chin. She gripped my jaw for a moment, then drew back. She waved the black-gloved hand at me, almost a slap but from too far away to strike. A heavy dullness filled my limbs, my eyes, my head.

	In that haze, I felt nothing for several seconds, minutes, hours, days. Time had gone again.

	“Jeth?”

	Rebecca.

	She patted my hand, then dabbed at my forehead with a washcloth.

	“They let the temperature rise in here again.” Rebecca sighed and sat down in the chair beside my bed. “Jeth, I wish there was somewhere better. Elizabeth and Thomas both think this place is best, but I have my doubts. I told you about them before. But it’s alright, I don’t know if you can hear me…”

	She paused, then wiped more sweat from my brow with the cloth. She sat and fiddled with the thermal setting for the room, the dial clicking with every adjustment.

	The room felt cold, not hot, but my tongue was still numb and I couldn’t seem to move my jaw. What was more, I lacked any ichor in my system, so I couldn’t reach out to her. Even after all that time locked in my head, I still needed ichor to connect to other minds. Rain had taught me a lot about networking while we were trapped.

	Time, what is time?

	That was a good question. Something had brought me back to physical awareness. My body wouldn’t respond, but I still sensed every limb and organ as whole. Even my legs, which had been in the worst shape when I entered the mental prison, had healed.

	How long had I been in there?

	Rebecca touched my hand again.

	“You look so much thinner. I guess when you can’t eat solids your diet gets boring.”

	I fought to smile at her, to access my body. Then I heard a voice, my own.

	“Ichor…” said the dry, raspy voice. “…please.”

	Rebecca gasped.

	“Jeth!” she said.

	I wanted to answer her, to sit up and hug her, IV be damned, but still lacked any control over my body.

	“Ichor,” my voice repeated. “A drop of ichor.”

	Rebecca fumbled with her purse, then produced a flask. A second later I tasted the strange aeonic blood on my tongue. And I was me again.

	Whatever had controlled my body before switched with me, pushing my consciousness into control over my physical form. I licked my lips, mouth still mostly dry, then opened my eyes. Rebecca’s lovely features swam into focus, hair longer than last time I’d seen her, eyes wide, lips trembling.

	“Thank you. Now. Water,” I managed.

	Rebecca pulled a small metal water bottle from her purse and helped me drink from it.

	“You’re back,” she said, wrapping an arm around my shoulder and squeezing me tight.

	“Thank God,” I said, voice still harsh after so long without use.

	A voice in the back of my head, what I realized was the knew mind I’d created in isolated sent me the image of a fist bump.

	“Thank anyone and everyone,” said Rebecca. “Jeth, it’s been over two months.”

	I stared at her. Water trickled from my half-open mouth into my beard. I never wore a beard this thick, so that as-good-as-confirmed Rebecca’s words if I needed proof. 

	“Is everyone alright? The battle with Fiusontha—”

	“It’s alright for now. We all made it. But the war is closer to the city than ever.”

	“Damn,” I murmured, then found myself lost for words.

	“Fiusontha,” said Rebecca softly. “Is she still—”

	“She’s trapped in here. It took a lot of work to keep her there while I broke out.”

	“You’re too brave for your own good, Jeth.”

	“What can I say? I’ve been known to be heroic.”

	“Humble too.”

	“I thought that went without saying.”

	She smiled, then wiped new tears from her eyes.

	“You’re really back. You’re still you.”

	“Who else would I be?”

	“When Rain left to help you I got scared. She isn’t me, and I worried she’d do something to you while you were out.”

	I touched her cheek, finding my arm responsive now. Her skin was flushed, though from excitement rather than fever. I couldn’t remember Rebecca ever getting more than a cold, even when we were kids back in the Green Valley. 

	“Elizabeth,” I said. “She’s alright too?”

	“Still shaken, but yeah. She’s tougher than she thinks. Reminds me of you a little.”

	I ran my hand along Rebecca’s jaw, steady, maybe steadier than I had been before. I smiled gently.

	“I maintain I’m not tough.”

	She clasped my wrist, then guided my hand along her neck, then lower to her heart and breast.

	“They kept stimulating your muscles,” she said. “You may be in the best shape of your life.”

	My breath caught as she pressed my hand to her chest.

	“I’m sure someone’s watching.”

	“Not for another hour. I set up a full sensory illusion on the room before I came in.”

	I couldn’t help a grin.

	“You do that every time?”

	“When I can. I didn’t like the idea anyone could hear what I said to you.”

	“Wait a minute—” I wrinkled my brow, though it was tough to be too concerned. “You need a partner for an illusion like that.” My frown deepened. “Who is waiting outside?”

	“Usually Elizabeth comes with me.”

	“But not today.”

	She sighed. Her hand stayed over mine.

	“Sarah Harper and her bodyguard. Don’t worry, they won’t notice.”

	I inclined my head.

	“Do you really believe that?”

	“They can’t hear us either,” she said. Then she brushed my cheek before pulling me into a kiss.

	We pressed into each other. My IV and the attached stimulant package separated from my arms thanks to Rebecca’s nimble fingers, some sense detecting my movement. Every part moved easily, hunger present but far more for Rebecca than food. Rebecca slid closer, legs curling on the thin bedsheets.

	Her kisses moved from my mouth to my throat to my chest. She tickled the hair with her touch. I unbuttoned her blouse and ran my fingers along her curves. Our mingled breaths came and went as one. She shifted her skirt and guided one of my hands between her thighs.

	“You’re serious,” I said, heart racing.

	“You know me, Jeth. I’m always serious.”

	“I remember you had a few that first night we had.”

	“Yeah, but you were the drunk one.”

	“I wasn’t drunk.”

	She giggled.

	“Sure, Jeth.”

	“Now who’s not serious?”

	“Sarcasm’s almost as sweet as you. Try it some time.”

	“I’ll take that under advisement.” I reached for her with one hand, while I ran the other along her thigh.

	Someone knocked at the door. We both froze. Rebecca shifted off of the bed and pulled her shirt closed just time. Her skirt fell back into place and I sank back on the bed as the door opened.

	A man stood in the doorway, tawny-skinned with narrow eyes and dark straight hair. He was big, without a trace of fat on him. Muscles bulged beneath a quality black suit. If he carried a firearm he hid it well.

	He stopped, holding the door open and stared at Rebecca and me.

	“Awake,” he said, then louder, “He’s awake.”

	“What?” Sarah Harper’s voice came from outside in the hall, closely followed by her form appearing behind the big man.

	He stepped out of the way.

	“Miss Harper.” He nodded to her.

	“Guess everything was alright In here after all,” said Sarah, looking miffed. “My intuition was off.”

	Rebecca frowned at her, still holding her blouse closed.

	“New experience for you?”

	“Sorry for interrupting,” Sarah said with a twinkle in her green eyes. She folded her arms. “I worried about the commotion in here. Can you blame me, given the trouble you two have been involved with before?”

	The bodyguard raised an eyebrow.

	“Looks like a specific kind of trouble to me.”

	“Don’t be snide, Winters,” said Sarah without rancor. “It’s us who are interrupting.”

	“How did you hear us?” asked Rebecca. “I didn’t sense you manipulating our illusion—” She froze, lips pressed into a thin line.

	“What is it?” I asked.

	“I was distracted. The illusion is gone,” Rebecca said.

	Sarah nodded.

	“Can you blame me?” she repeated.

	“That depends,” Rebecca scowled. “What happened?”

	“A remote drone hacked the illusion,” said Sarah. “I tried to stabilize it, couldn’t.”

	“How long ago—”

	“Just seconds before we knocked.” Sarah frowned. “I don’t like this.”

	“Could someone be tracing your mind?” Rebecca asked.

	“It’s not about could,” said Sarah, “It’s all about who. My security forces always keep track of me when I’m out.”

	Sarah ran a major network company alongside her brothers. Harper-Balanet was a serious contender for most powerful corporation in the city. I nodded.

	“My guess is this wasn’t some mistake.”

	“Definitely not.” Sarah glanced at me. “My guess it’s Regalia.”

	“Regalia?” I asked.

	“They’re a new competitor of ours,” said Sarah. “Jumped onto the scene shortly after the incident.”

	Rebecca began to replace the buttons on her blouse.

	“You think they’re spying on you?” she said flatly.

	Sarah nodded.

	“I would bet on it. This could be serious.” Her gaze grew distant. I sensed Sarah’s mind reaching out to somewhere else in the network, a collected string reaching toward her corporate headquarters up north in the city. “We need to move,” she said.

	I sat up straighter, looking down at where the IV and stimulant pack dangled halfway off the bed.

	“I think I can walk.”

	“Good. My monitors tell me they’re running a screen for remote hacks now, but whoever this is has a lot of minds on offense.”

	“Shit,” said Winters the bodyguard. “I guess we’re checking you out early, Gall.”

	I shook my head.

	“I’ve been here long enough as-is from the sound of it.” I swung my legs out bed, trailing my hospital gown. Winters averted his eyes, then went to the doorway, trying to be subtle, but I figured he wasn’t any happier than I was at the current state of my crotch in the thin gown. Heat rushed to my cheeks.

	Sarah rolled her eyes.

	“No time to be silly, you two. We have to go.”

	“Lead the way,” I said.

	Rebecca picked up her purse. 

	“I’m detecting three hostile minds downstairs.”

	“Never a dull moment.” Sarah turned and tapped Winters on the shoulder. 

	He nodded, then produced an odd-looking gun from a holster on his shoulder. It took me a second to see it wasn’t a weapon at all but contained a hypo full of some kind of dark yellow liquid. Winters injected the hypo into his neck. He pushed until half the fluid was gone, then surged out the door, looking both directions, visage rippling as much as his muscles.

	Whatever super ichor he’d just used must be strong stuff.

	“Time release soma,” said Sarah. “Thank your friend Thomas for sharing the research next time you see him.”

	I grimaced as I recalled fighting under the influence of the prototype version of the drug. I didn’t envy what Winters must be feeling, or what he’d go through if he had to use the enhancements it granted.

	“Let’s go,” said Winters. “We’re clear for the elevator.”

	“Follow me,” Sarah stepped into the hallway. “We’ll head for the parking garage.”

	I glanced at Rebecca, but neither of us had any better ideas.
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	Uncomfortable in the hospital gown, I hustled as fast as I could down the hallway alongside Rebecca. I felt lighter on my feet than I had in years. Those muscle stimulants were good shit.

	Winters ran ahead of Sarah, Rebecca, and me, checking the corners and cross hallways with rapid shifts of stance and turns of his head. The big guy probably didn’t require soma to deal with opponents of human-level strength. He moved like an athlete with a sense for danger, light and confident on his feet.

	Not for the first time, I wished I wasn’t stuck wearing this hospital gown. I still didn’t have pants for god’s sake. They say some guys fill out a suit, and I think I would probably fit that bill given real clothes of any kind.

	“Trouble, Jeth?” asked a voice that sounded a lot like mine in my head.

	Despite the similarity to my own thoughts, this voice was distinct.

	When I created the new personality from my memories to trick my way out of the prison I’d built in my mind I hadn’t counted on him hanging around. A quick survey of my mind saw no trace of Rain, and I kind of thought my double would have left for the greater network of the city. As usual, I should have known better.

	“What do you want?” I asked silently.

	“I’m here to help, Jeth.”

	“That means a lot, Jeth.”

	“Not my name. Call me Irving.”

	“Irving?”

	“We can’t both be Jeth, so I picked a name.”

	“Huh. Good idea.”

	“You’d have thought of it eventually.”

	“Right…”

	“I’ve been doing some spying. Looks like all the elevators are carrying bad guys.”

	“Damn.”

	“You’re getting close. Better stop the bodyguard.”

	I grimaced as I pulled my attention from my internal conversation with Irving.

	“Winters,” I said, “we’re taking the stairs.”

	“What?” he stopped a few steps from the twin sets of elevator doors at the end of the hall.

	“Bad guys are on their way up,” I said. “Take the stairs.” I motioned to the emergency stairway on our left. 

	Winters grunted, then moved to force the locked door open. His muscles bunched, then the door swung open, sans locking mechanism. I nodded to him.

	“Anything else I should know?” he asked as he prowled onto the steps and scanned above and below our landing.

	“Not for now,” I said.

	“You’re welcome.” Irving sounded smug. I was glad only I could hear him.

	The rest of us raced to the steps as fast as we were able. The elevator bell dinged behind us as Rebecca closed the door behind her. The sounds of voices spilled down the stairs from the hall.

	A woman said, “Fan out. Gall is first priority. Room 310. Second priority is Harper.”

	Affirmative grunts answered her. We kept moving.

	Rebecca glanced at me on the next landing.

	“Why are they after you?”

	“I don’t know,” I said. “And that’s the truth.”

	“Damn it all,” said Rebecca. “It’s never simple.”

	We went down another flight of stairs, then rushed out into a hallway near the desks at the front of the building on the ground floor. A rack of IVs on wheels rolled into my path from a side passage, just after Sarah and Winters crossed the intersection. Rebecca and I slowed to avoid the nurse and the towers carrying fluid-filled bags.

	I sensed the nurse reaching out to a mind upstairs. My eyes widened involuntarily. She contacted the woman who had just led Regalia’s goons off the elevator.

	Rebecca sprinted past the nurse and bags, oblivious to the woman’s malicious intent. I scowled, realizing Irving had supplied me the information about the woman’s network activity. Apparently, he could access the network without my direction. Kinda scary.

	I circled to the side of the towers closer to the nurse, preparing a poison packet to stop her transmissions. She clashed with me mentally for a long moment. Her eyes glazed over completely an instant later. She stood paralyzed, her mind occupied by the dose of garbage information I had forced her to process. An old trick, but a good one. 

	I booked it after the others. Behind me, the elevator bell dinged on our level. Bony-feeling mental fingers scratched at my outer defenses. Irving pushed back at the incursion, allowing me to keep focused on moving. I marveled at how fast I could go with these new muscles, minus pants and dignity.

	Rebecca waited for me by a side entrance. She put a hand to her chest.

	“Jeth, hurry!”

	I was ten strides from the glass doors when Irving gave me a warning. 

	“She’s breaking through, Jeth.”

	Damn, whoever this attacker was, she must be good to beat my personality clone. I closed the gap, reaching for Rebecca’s hand, but thanks to my size I knew she wouldn’t be able to drag me with her if I got stunned.

	“Rebecca!” I said. “Get in my head!”

	I slapped my palm into hers as I felt Irving’s bolstered barriers in my head buckle in places.

	Rebecca’s eyes glazed and she raced through my thoughts, a blazing inferno of willpower tempered by years of training as a memory agent. She pushed back on my attacker’s presence here and there, but in the physical level, she stood stock still.

	Slipping one arm around her, I lifted her frame and pushed the door open with my shoulder. We emerged into humid morning sunlight, Rebecca still fighting my attacker mind against mind. Because my defenses and drones were still active, Rebecca should have the edge even without her ridiculous training level.

	I blinked in the brightness of outside, and the sun’s reflection in countless windows of tall buildings above us. We must be in a major city center, what would have once been downtown in some metropolis. I looked to my left and spotted a black stretch limousine, waiting by the curb. Sarah and her bodyguard had nearly reached it.

	Carrying Rebecca, I ran after them, drawing stares from passersby on the sidewalk. Rebecca recovered her senses as we caught up with Winters. Sarah threw open a side door of the limo. A man waited in the passenger section. He wore a nice suit without a tie, and despite being so white as to appear pallid, was handsome enough even I noticed.

	Sarah slipped into the limo, followed by Winters. I set Rebecca on the seat by the door. She scooted inside. I climbed in after her, slamming the door behind me.

	“I take it the patient has recovered?” asked the handsome man.

	“Edward, this is no time for jokes,” said Sarah. “Help me protect the driver’s mind.”

	He nodded, expression changing from surprised amusement to pure determination.

	Winters leaned forward and spoke to the driver.

	“Get us moving, Chief.”

	The driver saluted, military-style, in the mirror.

	The limo maneuvered away from the curb. Lucky for us traffic was little in the city, as most commuters took public transit. As we picked up speed, I glanced at Rebecca.

	“Thanks for the save back there.”

	“What else would I do?” She smiled.

	I shrugged.

	“Good point.”

	I looked past Rebecca to Sarah and Edward.

	“Okay, big business is more exciting than I thought,” I said.

	“Is it time for jokes again?” asked Edward.

	Sarah grimaced with concentration.

	“I’m not sensing any more attacking minds. I think we’re clear.”

	“In other words, feel free.” Edward smirked. “You must be Jethro Gall.” He offered me his hand.

	“New and improved,” I said.

	He arched an eyebrow as we shook hands.

	“A pleasure. I’m Edward Dewar, Sarah’s boyfriend.”

	“You have a boyfriend?” I said.

	“I made time after what happened with the wild stars. Life is short.”

	“Not too short, I hope,” said Edward. He raised her hand to his lips and kissed it gently.

	Rebecca snorted.

	“Any idea why Regalia is after Jeth?” she asked.

	“Not a clue,” said Sarah. “I assumed it was me they were trying to catch before I heard that woman upstairs.”

	Winters scowled.

	“I recognized her voice. Winifred is a professional operative and mercenary.”

	“So the others were probably just muscle for her,” said Sarah. “That explains why she only attacked one of us.”

	Edward shook his head with a frown.

	“I concur with Mister Gall. This is a bit too exciting for my tastes.”

	“Unfortunately, I’d say this is only the beginning,” said Sarah. “Bridget Mews, Regalia’s CEO, wants to force my brothers and me out. Obviously, she’s willing to escalate pressure both physically and mentally to do it.”

	“Perfect,” said Edward, wrinkling his nose. “Just perfect.”

	“There is good news,” said Sarah.

	“What’s that?” asked Edward.

	“We have two memetic agents here who can help us turn the tables on Bridget and her people.” She looked meaningfully and Rebecca and me.

	Rebecca bit her lip.

	“Jeth just woke up. No, you’re gonna need to find somebody else—”

	I raised a hand.

	“Rebecca,” I said, “I appreciate it. But Regalia is after me as it is.”

	She shrugged.

	“You don’t have to stick your neck out—Jeth, please.”

	I put a hand on Rebecca’s knee.

	“It’s alright. I want to do this.”

	“You’re not an operative. You’re a news magnate.”

	“And I’m a CEO,” said Sarah. “We can’t be one thing alone these days.”

	Rebecca sighed. She turned to me.

	“You’re sure?”

	I nodded.

	“If you’re here to help me.”

	She sighed, then leaned against my side, warm and inviting.

	“Where else would I be?”

	I smiled.

	Winters glanced at me.

	“Someone get this man some pants.”
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	I pulled on a pair of dark slacks. Ask anyone there if the co-owner of BrightNet puts his pants on like everyone else and they would tell you I struggle more than most. Well, hopefully, Rebecca would be kinder. I have a feeling Winters would tell the truth if pressed.

	He glanced at me warily as I buttoned my new shirt.

	“Not many can afford to look better after a coma than before,” he said.

	“I’m not one of them,” I said. “Really curious who covered the stims.”

	Rebecca’s cheeks flushed.

	“Me too,” she said.

	Sarah shrugged.

	“It wasn’t me.”

	“There goes my first guess,” I said, realizing her answer genuinely raised a serious question.

	Who else did I know who could afford to give me a stim pack for even a few months?

	“Regardless of Mister Gall’s benefactor,” said Edward with a smile, “we have other problems at the moment, Sarah.”

	“Absolutely.” She furrowed her brow. “I take it Regalia has a tail on us.”

	“Stopping for clothes put them back on our scent, yes,” said Edward.

	Winters snorted.

	“It was a necessary risk.”

	“Agreed,” I said.

	Sarah and Rebecca rolled their eyes in near unison. Rebecca touched my hand. Her gaze glazed over as she projected her senses with my help as her anchor. Her lips twitched. After a few seconds, she nodded.

	“We have a car and two motorcycles, at least, following us.”

	“How far back?” asked Sarah.

	“A block and a half for the car, less for the bikes.”

	“No good,” said Sarah. “If we’re going to regroup we can’t do it with company right behind us. Regalia won’t attack us in public, but once we get out of sight I wouldn’t put it past them.”

	“These assholes are tenacious,” said Winters.

	“No doubt,” said Edward. “When they went after my firm they acted more like a mafia than a network company.”

	“Violent?” Rebecca asked.

	“Violence, intimidation, and just about every other form of coercion you can name.” Edward sighed. “If it wasn’t for Sarah’s help my partners and I would have been forced to fold weeks ago.”

	“Damn.” Rebecca rubbed the back of my hand. “What’s our plan?”

	Sarah folded her arms.

	“Step one, lose the tail. Step two, we have to get Bridget Mews and as many of her board members as we can indicted.”

	“That should be possible if they’re really using mafia tactics,” I said.

	“Exactly,” said Sarah. “But for now, we have to assume our current levels of security will leak. I can guarantee wherever I am will be masked from external observation, but that’s about it.”

	I nodded.

	“Sounds like you get your money’s worth from your interceptors.”

	“Not sure about that, but I paid for the best. As long as Bridget doesn’t have aeon accomplices my people can handle personal-level defense for my brothers and me.”

	“Great,” said Rebecca. “But how do we lose the car and the bikes?”

	“Distraction?” I said. “Rebecca, can you make an illusion of the limo?”

	“I could do the sensory stuff, but we have way too much security following us like a cloud to fake it elsewhere.”

	“And if we move the security to the illusion?” I asked.

	“A good idea, but Regalia will just break our defenses and find out we’re the real car if we do that,” said Sarah.

	Edward whistled. 

	“Quite a catch.”

	“There’s always a catch.” Winters grimaced.

	“What about actually splitting up?” I asked.

	“The group without Sarah will get tracked for sure,” said Edward.

	“It’s up to us to choose which one is worse,” I said, “Some of us will get tracked but the rest can get some privacy.”

	“How do we decide who goes with Sarah?” asked Edward.

	Sarah nodded.

	“Good thing for us making decisions is my job. Though in this case, I don’t think it’s that difficult.”

	“Explain,” I said.

	She looked me dead in the eye.

	“They’re only after two of us. Me. And you. We can’t be in the same group.”

	Rebecca started.

	“If you think I’m letting you hang Jeth out to dry—”

	“Not at all,” said Sarah. “You and Winters are our best fighters. Go with Jethro. My security will use what resources we can to protect you three while Edward and I get to our safe house.”

	“By the time the two of us arrive, off-the-radar, of course, one of my tac team will be able to back you up.”

	“How long are we talking?” I asked.

	“Half an hour at most. Less time the further north you get.”

	I glanced at Rebecca.

	She took a deep breath.

	“Sounds like it’s our only plan.”

	“Damn it, I don’t like this,” said Winters.

	“For now protecting Jethro is the best way protect me,” said Sarah.

	“Understood.” Winters unbuckled his seat belt. He turned to Rebecca and me. “Next stoplight, you two.”

	“Perfect,” I said.

	Rebecca raised her eyebrows.

	“Poor choice of words.”
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	We got out at the next corner, a four-way stop nearly vacant except for the limousine. I looked over my shoulder, spotted two black-clad bikers with full face-concealing helmets gliding down the street toward us. Winters slammed the door behind me and then waved Rebecca and me down the cross-street sidewalk.

	The two of us didn’t need urging. We scrambled around the corner of a disused parking garage, an all-too-common sight in this part of the city. Behind us, the motorcycles hummed closer. The limousine turned and went the opposite way down the cross-street. Rebecca grabbed my hand.

	“Keep moving, Jeth.”

	Rebecca, Winters, and I took off moving north. In seconds the motorcycles buzzed around the corner, turning to pursue us. I doubt I’d run this fast since I was a kid and started developing a spare tire around my middle. Lucky for me my unknown benefactor had whipped my lazy ass into shape while I was out. Despite that fact, humans just aren’t ever going to out-pace motorcycles on a straightaway.

	“We need to get in-doors,” I said to Rebecca.

	She nodded.

	“Winters?”

	“I heard him. And he has a point.”

	The sound of the lead bike’s engine grew in my ears. A black compact car turned the corner to join the bikes in pursuit. At least they hadn’t decided to split up.

	Winters darted into an alleyway by a shopping center. We followed him close. He grabbed an exit-only door. With soma-enhanced strength, he bent it off its rusty hinges.

	“In,” he said, “We can hide in the crowds.”

	I gave him a nod as I followed Rebecca through the broken door.

	The three of us walked out of the exit hallway and into The shopping center’s main thoroughfare. The place was thick with people of all ages and descriptions. I led our way into the streaming crowd between brightly lit storefronts and the garish kiosks and stands which dotted the mall selling food or toys for children.

	I only rarely visited places like this in the city. It reminded me of the fair at the end of summer back in the Green Valley. We made it to a place where escalators connected the ground level to a walkway on the floor above. Winters clapped my shoulder.

	“Don’t go up. They could trap us that way.”

	I frowned, skeptical.

	“There’s four or five of them at most.”

	“Don’t count on it,” he said. “They could have people in here too.”

	“Alright,” I said, and continued forward past the escalators.

	My idea had been to get a vantage to track our pursuers once they followed inside. I was under no illusion they would let us go that easily. An engine revved behind us. I turned, eyes widening.

	The crowd scattered as one of the motorcyclists who has been chasing us drove straight down the center of the hall toward us.

	“Up the escalator,” Winters said. “Quick!”

	Rebecca jumped, then climbed over the railing onto the moving stairway. Winters boosted me and Rebecca helped me up to join her.

	“Now your turn,” I said.

	He grunted and turned to face the black visor of the helmet as the biker closed with him.

	“Get moving. I’ll be right behind you.”

	His hand strayed toward his side. He must really be packing a weapon after all. I shook my head.

	“Winters, you’re not seriously planning on shooting it out in here?”

	The engine roared and the bike raced toward him. The escalator carried Rebecca and me higher, out of reach of the bodyguard.

	“Damn it,” muttered Rebecca. She closed her eyes in concentration.

	The biker slowed. Winters went for his weapon in a concealed holster under one arm, opposite the one where he concealed his soma injector. He drew a black hand cannon and trained it on the wobbling, decelerating biker.

	Before he could pull the trigger, his grip on the gun stiffened. His arm could have been made of lead, the way the gun fell to his side. I looked around for whoever had frozen him but saw no sign of the other biker. I had Irving reach out to scan surface thoughts for pursuers from the car because I hadn’t been able to identify any of those ones outside.

	Rebecca and I arrived on the second level walkway. She was still deep in concentration, but I was able to help her off the final step. Below us, people scattered from the scene as the bike’s engine-sounds sputtered and then died.

	I glanced down at Winters.

	“Stop fooling around and get up here!”

	Unable to fire his gun, Winters must have gotten my logic. He lurched toward the escalator. With seeming ridiculous slowness and conscious effort thanks to whoever was interfering with his mental activity, Winters stepped onto the bottom of the escalator. He turned as the conveyor carried him higher, and kept his eyes on the immobile biker just meters away on the floor.

	The biker’s fingers twitched on the handlebars. Rebecca gasped. The biker swung her leg over the bike and dismounted. As Winters reached the top of the escalator, the woman in the black helmet abandoned her ride and sprinted up the moving steps after him.

	She closed the gap scary fast and Winters was still half-frozen by a mental attack. He swung his gun in a wide arc, an action all from his waist because the arm and hand themselves looked stiff as boards. The woman in the helmet ducked his wild strike, then shoved him to the floor at the top of the escalator.

	Winters was a big man, but she knocked him over with ease. She must be on soma too. She focused on Rebecca and me as we backed away slowly.

	Rebecca squeezed her eyes shut make another attempt at mental invasion. I joined her attack this time and the two of us surged toward the outer barriers of the biker’s mind. 

	Her defenses were cold to the touch, but rather than being elegant like my partner Elizabeth’s mind, this mind was ridged and brutal, like someone had removed all the flesh from an elephant, then sharpened every bone to a razor’s edge. I recognized Winifred’s presence from the hospital.

	We fought through barriers and antibodies, clashed with a few defense drones, then hit her motor controls together. I forced her to step onto the down escalator, every moment of contact sending spikes of pain jabbing through my senses. Rebecca maintained a hold as the escalator carried Winifred back toward the ground level. We’d bought some time.

	I sighed with relief as I went to help Winters to his feet.

	“Thanks, Gall,” he said. “You’re actually pretty useful.”

	“Thanks. I think. Call me Jeth.”

	“My name’s Chi,” he said. “Now let’s get your lady-friend and get out of here.”

	He sent me an image of a set of stairs on the northern side of the second-floor walkways. I nodded. We approached Rebecca and she opened her eyes.

	“That should hold her for a while,” she said.

	A terrible roar issued from the ground below us. I looked back. Never look back.
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	A monster of an aeon stood in the center of the floor below us. I recognized him from six months back, but couldn’t put a name to him, only an informal moniker. Teeth. The half-mad aeon had worked for even crazier masters. Now, I had a bet as to who held his leash.

	Teeth stared up at me, dark skin and a gleaming grin cast in a purple light from the sign of a food seller’s abandoned cart. The best hot dogs in the city apparently demanded a neon sign announcing as much. I blinked against the bright light and brutal stare.

	“Is that who I think it is?” Rebecca asked, eyes wide.

	“Yeah,” I said.

	Rebecca’s gaze moved to the shadows behind the hulking aeon. I followed her eyes. What I saw in the dark made me step back in shock.

	A woman stood there, pale and dressed in a form-fitting black suit of some sleek material. Dark hair fell about her shoulders, blurring into the darkness at the edges. She wore black opera gloves covers in spiny silver rings. 

	The woman from what I’d thought a fevered dream at the hospital before I woke stood behind the massive aeon. She met my stare and smirked, bending the corners of her lips in a nearly-familiar way. As Winifred backed toward her, the woman behind Teeth waved a glove in her direction. Winifred stopped at once and shook herself.

	“She crushed a motor imperative.” Rebecca sounded shocked. “Just like that?”

	Chi flexed the fingers on his gun hand, finally free of the mental siege that had paralyzed them. The three of us were alone in the mall, facing at least three dangerous opponents. Where was the other biker?

	I bit my lip.

	“Can we run?” I asked.

	“I don’t have the soma to help all of us outrun an aeon,” said Chi. “My dose is almost gone as-is.”

	“How much?” I asked.

	“About 30 seconds,” he watched Teeth with a steady gaze, looking down the barrel of his gun. 

	“Do you have electrical bullets?” asked Rebecca.

	Chi twitched his head in a tiny shake.

	“Then the soma’s our best bet,” she said. “Jeth, help me guard him.”

	“So I can—What, punch out an aeon?”

	“You have twenty-five seconds,” Rebecca said.

	Teeth bellowed a roar, then threw himself onto the second level in a massive leap. The aeon charged at us. Chi flew toward him along the walkway. I grabbed Rebecca’s hand and we focused on barriers to protect Chi from Teeth’s worst ability, the gnashing mental jaws that stunned and terrified anyone close to him.

	I built mental braces and walls, dug trenches and pit traps, constructed bunkers and laid landmines. Rebecca stood in the center of Chi’s fortress, whispering soothing tactics into his core. I cleared the outer barriers to prepare a counter attack. Then Teeth’s massive lupine jaws snapped shut on all of it. 

	Snapping and baying, the monster chewed at the fortified mind. Smaller assault drones swarmed the barriers, falling into traps, clashing with Chi’s defenses. Rebecca pushed back, keeping Chi’s mind afloat in a sea of biting fangs.

	Chi darted in low, ducking a right cross from the aeon that would have thrown him against the railing of the walkway. He delivered a combination of blows in a flurry to Teeth’s midsection, blasting the aeon back with every strike. Teeth jabbed back, but too slow for a skilled fighter like Chi.

	The aeon brought his right fist back around before the bodyguard could jump back, extended reach from huge arms. Chi caught the blow with his forearm and skidded sideways with the force of the impact. He hit the edge with his shoulder, but the metal bars held.

	Teeth followed that strike with an uppercut. I cringed, imagining the sound of Chi’s neck snapping. Soma did not make a human tougher, only stronger. The lethal blow found only air.

	Chi circled low. Teeth whirled to follow his movement and was rewarded by a blow across the jaw that sent him flying with an audible crunch of bone, though I couldn’t tell which of them was hurt worse. The aeon sailed over the railing and crashed onto the first-floor tiles. He staggered, fighting to stand up. Chi’s pistol barked twice and the aeon’s knees erupted with blood. The monstrous form slipped onto the floor.

	Rebecca and I ran to join Chi. The man was breathing hard and held the gun in his off-hand. His right arm hung limp at his side, bruised in multiple places and likely broken in at least one. He grunted but showed his teeth in a grin as he holstered his pistol.

	“That’s one down.”

	I glanced from Teeth’s fallen form to the woman in black. She clapped once and a pair of men with submachine guns stepped out from storefronts on either side of us on the second level. One still wore a motorcycle helmet with the visor flipped up.

	“Damn,” said Chi, his face turning pale.

	Winifred arrived at the top of the escalator. She pulled off her helmet and shook back brown hair from her face.

	“That was impressive,” she said. “I’ll recommend my employer put you to work eventually.” She smirked at Chi before her brown eyes turned toward me.

	“Jethro Gall. Finally awake, are we?”

	“So glad people noticed,” I said through clenched teeth. “You know, it’s good to have friends.”

	“I’m not your friend,” she said, “unfortunately for you.”

	“I know you aren’t,” I said. “But they are.” I gripped Rebecca’s arm and she projected the illusion of Sarah’s security squad fast-roping into the mall through open skylights. She didn’t miss a beat. 

	Did I mention how much I love her?

	The distraction couldn’t last long, even with Rebecca’s great skills at illusion. Winifred and her goons with guns looked up at the skylights. Both men opened fire. A few rounds exploded through the skylights, but they couldn’t touch Rebecca’s illusory soldiers.

	Loud gunshots rang through the mall.

	In the next moment, both gunmen were on the ground, one clutching his arm and the other his leg. Chi trained his pistol on Winifred, the barrel hot from rapid shots.

	“Time to give us some space,” he said.

	Her lips twitched into a grimace, then dismay as Rebecca’s illusion faded.

	Winifred raised her hands over her head.

	“You play the game well, Gall.”

	I grunted, then turned to Rebecca and Chi.

	“Time to leave.”

	“Couldn’t agree more,” he said.

	Rebecca nodded.

	Keeping Winifred at gunpoint, he led us past her to the escalators. We descended toward the place where Teeth lay supine. The woman with the gloves was gone. Part of me wondered if she had been there at all, she vanished so tracelessly.
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	We met Sarah’s security team outside, went through some mental security checks, and then quickly piled into their black van.

	When we arrived at the safe house, a squad old building west of downtown Edward let us inside. He then took Chi to a heart link to treat his breaks and bruises as best as possible. Rebecca and I walked into the tidy but bare central room where Sarah stood, arms folded, dark hair concealed part of her face, eyes closed in concentration.

	She opened her eyes and turned toward us.

	“Looks like you three gave them more than they bargained for,” she said.

	“Glad to do it,” said Rebecca. “Now what?”

	“I’ve been considering options. Open war with Regalia isn’t my company’s style.” Sarah sighed. “However, they are escalating things.”

	I frowned at Sarah, not liking where she seemed to be going.

	“What are you considering, exactly?”

	“The city council members will need proof of misdeeds to indict Bridget, and as long as Bridget is in charge, Regalia is going to keep coming.”

	“So we take down your rival,” said Rebecca.

	“And we have to do it discreetly,” said Sarah.

	“Sounds like our best option,” I said. “But how?”

	“She’s been in charge or illegal activity. There’s got to be evidence in her mind,” Sarah said.

	Rebecca and I exchanged glances. We knew all too well how dangerous memories could be.
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	Remote sense projection isn’t easy, even with a skilled partner. Rebecca and I each took a second dose of ichor to prepare. Then, without the less stealthy minds of Sarah’s security force anywhere near us to draw attention, we flew across the city toward Regalia’s headquarters. The place lacked the swarms of activated minds I’d expected. We slipped by perimeter defenses and then raced upward to access one of the mental banks in the apartment high in the skyscraper.

	There, we found Bridget Mews, and she found us. She turned from where she stood by the balcony, bright and shining in the sun. Rebecca and I raced toward her. We made contact, our minds with hers. She pulled us into her personal barriers. I braced for a fight, off-balance from her eagerness to engage. But she didn’t fight us. She let us in.

	I blinked back sweat running down my face. Rebecca opened her eyes. She gasped, then shook me by our locked hands.

	“Jeth, you need to see this.”

	I looked around, taking in not the gray walls of the safe house’s projection room where we had been, but a hilltop, bare of trees and foliage. A familiar buzz in the back of my thoughts told me this reality was simulated rather than genuine. Yet all my senses were present, the most lifelike senseotecture I had ever experienced.

	“What happened?” Rebecca breathed.

	“Bridget pulled us in. This must be inside her mind.”

	“Shit. We need a way out.”

	“There’s something else,” I said. “The defenses on her building seemed nearly nonexistent.”

	“So?”

	“Do you think she let us in?”

	“A trap? It’s possible.” Rebecca’s brow furrowed. “What if she wants us here?”

	“Then we need to get out,” I said, “but we’re both still conscious. I don’t see how that could be part of her plan.”

	“We don’t know her.”

	“But she wants me for some reason.” I shrugged. “We should find out everything we can while we escape.”

	“Right,” said Rebecca.

	I kept my grip on her hand, and we started down the hillside along a path between waving stands of tall grass. Below us spread out a series of dark spires rising from the valley. I had never seen anything like it in the real world, and even the simulations I used to produce for entertainment rarely included such fantastical sights. I smelled sweet pollen but it did nothing to ground my sense of reality thanks to the shadows that fell across us from above.

	Drifting forms with streaming elongated limbs floated overhead. Some had human-like bodies while others were harder to describe, but all grew from bulbous, inflated sacs that held each one aloft. They all seemed completely oblivious to Rebecca and me.

	Rebecca wrinkled her nose.

	“Drone containers,” she said. “From what I can tell these simulated bodies only serve as receptacles for programming.”

	“Why build something like this?” I asked.

	“I don’t know,” said Rebecca. “Even when I worked for Yashelia I never saw anything like these.”

	“We’re looking for evidence,” I said.

	“How can I forget? You never ignore a woman in trouble, Jeth.”

	I glanced at her, noticing the annoyance in her tone. I chose not to say the unhelpful thought that crossed my mind. If I didn’t, she would still be clean.

	“Let’s see what those rocks are,” said Rebecca, pointing at the twisting spires.

	The towers unnerved me, but I nodded anyway. We continued into the valley, beneath the vacant gazes of the floating husks. Everything, from grass to dirt to wind, felt completely, unerringly real.

	We crossed a bridge of piled stones over a creek and made our way to the cluster of rocks. I looked up at the peak of the first one, around twenty meters above my head. Butterflies fluttered in the air, but I suspected they were security monitors in disguise. I touched Rebecca’s arm and sent her a message warning her about their surveillance.

	She replied with a non-sensory affirmative. We continued between the spires, keeping in contact mind to mind. However Bridget had done it, she had crafted a massive and incredibly convincing simulated environment. But why?

	The stone towers formed a ring around a shallow, bowl-like indentation in the stone which I hadn’t been able to see from the hillside. As we approached the bowl’s edge clouds darkened the sky. Rebecca squinted at the nadir of the bowl.

	“There’s a passage there. It might lead out of this simulation.”

	“I’m ready. This place is creepy.”

	She nodded. We climbed into the bowl. As we descended to the center, a gentle rain began to fall. The wind picked up. Thunder rolled in the distant sky. We approached the center as the rain intensified. Small streams grew, running around our shoes. Odd, but Bridget had to know we were here. Did the storm mean we were getting close to something important, or could it be a distraction?

	I wished I could answer those questions as quickly as a blue sky could turn black in this interior world.

	“Irving,” I said reaching out to my personality clone. “Can you analyze the simulation somehow?”

	“I can work on it. I’m you, don’t forget. If you need a teammate I can help, but I don’t know anything you don’t.”

	“Right,” I murmured out loud.

	Rebecca glanced at me from the edge of the several meters wide circular pit at the center of the crater. She motioned me closer.

	“There’s a way down,” she said.

	We followed a spiraling ramp into the pit. The rain continued. Water ran down the walls. Irving reported everything he dug out of the upper layers of the mental landscape, but for the most part, he couldn’t tell me much that wasn’t already apparent.

	He confirmed the animals in this simulation were multipurpose programs, most built for surveillance or network assault. His report made me consider the implications of the facts he laid out for me. Bridget’s mind was weaponized to a degree I had never witnessed. From the background Sarah had provided about Bridget, a former socialite and investor, I doubted she could have forged this without some outside help. Moreover, why would someone turn their mind into this combination of eerie wilderness and espionage arsenal?

	“She must have been planning for a long time,” Rebecca sent, picking up on my thoughts.

	“Why this place, though? The stone pillars. The floating drones?”

	“I don’t know yet.” She frowned. “I have a feeling we won’t like the answer.” 

	We reached the bottom and the pit expanded into a cavern at least as large as the stony expanse above. A pale blue glow, similar to light veins of the city, illuminated countless human shapes hunched over desks in the cavern. Each of them held palms pressed together, eyes unfocused as we cautiously walked among them. They did not see us, but stared into another world, the real world.

	“I thought you may appreciate seeing this, Gall.” 

	Bridget’s voice drew mine and Rebecca’s attention to a platform at the back of the cavern from where we had entered. With an arched roof and hanging curtains on either side, it resembled a theater’s main stage. White light bloomed across the stage, casting Bridget’s shadow against the curtains behind her.

	My first clear view of her given the blinding light of the balcony in the real world gave me the impression of an intentionally dramatic woman with little sense of style, though I’m hardly one to talk. A long violet coat nearly reached the floor, covering the rest of her other simulated clothes, which appeared to be some kind of form-fitting cat-suit from what I could see. She grinned savagely.

	“You are very forthright, invading me so quickly, but you are also in over your heads.”

	Rebecca shrugged.

	“You have a lot of minds here, but lady, you clearly don’t know much about us.”

	“What are you talking about?” Bridget shook her head. “Jethro is a city-wide name, and I’ve delved into you just as surely as you dared assault me, Rebecca Malik.”

	Rebecca snorted.

	“You know my name. Is that all?”

	Bridget wrinkled her nose.

	“You’ve developed a habit of visiting Gall’s hospital lately. But you never went alone. Why is that?”

	“Do you want an award? Any spy could tell you that.”

	“Your past has been tricky, but that doesn’t matter. I don’t have to defeat you then, only now. You’ll find the future is all I’m concerned about, and my friend agrees.” She snapped her fingers.

	A shadow detached herself from one wall of the cavern to my left. I turned and found myself face to face with the woman in the black gloves from the hospital and mall, though her face was distorted in the same shifting way as my first sight of her. She passed through me, spreading a chill through my whole mind. I shuddered. 

	Rebecca screamed.

	Pain wracked her voice, echoing off the walls. The brief sound became an entire cacophony for an instant, before dying completely. I turned and found her staggering sideways. Her projection flickered. She looked up at me with agonized eyes.

	“Sorry, Jeth,” Rebecca said between gasps of pain.

	Her simulation broke into motes of colored light that splintered further before fading into the shadows. I stared at the spot she had stood, now occupied by the woman with the black gloves. Her warped lips bent into a smug grin.

	“It is done,” she said in a reedy voice. “He cannot escape without a partner.”

	“So, Mister Gall,” said Bridget. “I think it’s time we talked.”

	I glared at her.

	“What did you do to Rebecca?”

	“She’ll live. Probably,” said Bridget, smile cruel. “Time to answer my questions.”

	“Our questions,” said the woman with the black gloves.

	“Of course. Our questions.” Bridget flashed from the stage and appeared beside her black-clad henchwoman. “You will tell us how you broke out of your mind prison, Gall.”

	“Why would I do that?” I said, glaring at them. “Maybe I’ll break out of here too?”

	“Take him,” said Bridget. “Wring the truth from his mind.”

	The woman in black made no move to approach. I backed away from the two, moving toward the ramp leading back to the surface. At the same time, I contacted Irving, telling him to be ready when I signaled him and we could shatter this place. 

	I wished Rebecca’s personality clone, Rain, had stuck around, but I couldn’t sense her in my mind. Rain was adept at mental mayhem. Too bad I didn’t have any way of using Fiusontha’s mental power without risking releasing her. She needed to stay imprisoned.

	Bridget smirked. The woman in the black gloves rushed at me. Wherever she stepped the illumination in the room dimmed. I backpedaled but was too far from the ramp to reach it. Judging by Bridget’s confidence and the level of internal security on this chamber I would have trouble escaping from here even with Irving’s help.

	That just left the one option.

	“Irving, it’s time to fight,” I sent internally.

	He affirmed instantly.

	I snarled and hurled myself forward, doing all I could to rip the ground of the cavern up as I went. A wake of cascading dirt and stone erupted from the cavern floor around and behind me, sending the concentrating minds that filled the space flying. I raced toward Bridget and the woman in the black gloves.
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	I clashed with Bridget mind to mind, not seeing Irving but knowing every strike and counter in this virtual space was coordinated and timed with his help. She drew two knives, both balanced for throwing from her coat as she retreated. I pursued, sweeping past the woman in the black gloves who simply floated over the wave of earth that followed me through the cavern.

	I’ll admit, I was shocked by how effective I was at disrupting the physical rules of the simulation. Everything had seemed so real, so convincing. But it was also fragile.

	Leaping forward like a superhero from an old world movie, I slammed into Bridget. Her blades hurt like the real thing as they cut into my forearms, but I bowled her over and then hurled her across the stage, sheer force of will warping the simulation’s physics. As she skidded toward the curtains, she hurled one knife at me. The blade gleamed as it passed over my shoulder. She missed.

	I jumped onto the stage, not even hearing the knife hit the ground behind me. Irving’s presence surfaced in my mind, drawing awareness to make me glance back. The woman in the black gloves had caught Bridget’s blade by the hilt. She waited amid the chaos I had caused, picking over the fallen forms of Bridget’s remote army, many of whom were stirring, their concentration broken.

	“Are you prepared to fight us both?” Bridget coughed as she picked herself up. She shed her gross violet coat, exposing the pale gray catsuit beneath. She held the dagger in two fingers, poised throw. “Now one blade you can evade,” she said as she infused the knife with viral information that would be transferred into my mind through the simulation, probably enough to paralyze both me and Irving. “But I doubt you’ll manage both.”

	I contacted Irving.

	“Take the one from behind.”

	Before he could respond Bridget hurled her knife with expert form. The other blade whistled toward me from behind. I accelerated my reaction time as much as I could, swiping both hands at the knife in front of me. It slipped by the grasping fingers of my right. I caught the hilt with my left, stopping its point just inches from my chest.

	I whirled to face the woman in the black gloves, expecting the bite of her blade at any second. It never came.

	A hand like mine extend from my shoulder in reverse, holding the second knife.

	I glowered at Bridget.

	“You really shouldn’t have hurt Rebecca.” Irving and I hurled both daggers at Bridget. Mine clipped her shoulder, but Irving’s buried in her chest. She stood paralyzed, choking as I closed with her on the stage, leaving my double behind. “Irving,” I said. “Watch the one with the gloves.”

	“While you do what?” he asked.

	“Interrogation,” I said as I approached Bridget.

	“How?” Bridget gasped, clutching the hilt of the dagger embedded in her avatar. “Two of you?” She sank to the floor.

	I shook my head.

	“You’re going to answer my questions.”

	Irving called to me.

	“Lady with gloves isn’t going to give us much time.”

	I nodded, then put my hand to Bridget’s forehead. My friend Ryan Carter told me about ransacking a mind before, but she wasn’t helpless, so I couldn’t be as thorough as he’d been back then. Even so, I pried forth what I could in a few seconds. Information and memories flooded my conscious thought. I pushed them into the back of my awareness. Time to analyze them would come later. First, I had to escape and make sure Rebecca was alright.

	Leaving Bridget in a twitching heap on the back of the stage, I joined Irving at the front, under the arch. Before us lay a scene of devastation, the ruined concentration room, but I didn’t see the woman in the black gloves.

	“Where’d she go?”

	“She vanished the moment you turned,” said Irving. He motioned to his left arm, hanging limp at his side. “She’s got a mean mental punch.”

	“I can see that. We’ve got what we need. Let’s get out of here.”

	We raced for the exit, dodging the awakening minds Bridget had kept here. They were her soldiers, but almost all of them seemed too disoriented to stop us. Almost. About twenty of the numerous minds clawed their way into our path, feral expressions on their faces.

	I shoved one out of the way and four more swarmed me. Irving tossed two to the ground, then front-kicked a third, who dropped like a ton of bricks. I bashed two minds together and their simulated frames started melding into one, both of them fighting to disentangle themselves.

	These must be some of Bridget’s foot soldiers who needed to work as a team to attack us in the real world. They’d probably be far more effective attacking us here once the rest of them recovered their senses. Before that happened, we needed to be gone.

	Lashing out, I took two minds out of my path at once. Irving paralyzed another with a poison packet to the central cortex. Fighting both physically and mentally got us to the ramp leading up. We took off up the center of the spiral stairs, literally flying thanks to our mastery of warping the mental world. We left Bridget’s goons behind and then crested the edge of the bowl before landing among the shadows of rocky spires on the surface.

	Rain poured from the lightning and thunderhead sky. The shapes of Bridget’s distorted drones, once drifting lazily, now turned their gazes on us. Deformed bodies pushed to envelope me and my mental clone. As they closed from every direction I glanced at Irving.

	“Any ideas?”

	“Just one,” he said with a smirk. “But don’t tell Rebecca.”

	“If you say so. I’m not going to throw rocks at that hornet’s nest,” I said.

	God, I hoped Rebecca was alright. She had to be, I thought, but knew that Rebecca’s fate was one thing I lacked any control over where I stood. Irving brought his hands together. Rain glistened on his forehead, ran down his stubbly jaw and dripped onto the rocks at his feet, joining the countless other cold, pelting droplets. He folded his hands and bowed his head.

	I don’t pray much, and Irving had to have a better plan than divine intervention. The drones drew near he opened his eyes, seething with inner fire.

	“Jeth,” he said, “Stand back.”

	I retreated from him as fast as I could but kept my eyes on him. Raindrops stopped hitting Irving. Wherever they would splash against his skin each drop simply stopped and hovered. He gave a groan of concentration, then a roar of rage. I knew in that instant he didn’t like the lady in the black gloves hurting Rebecca either, but unlike me, he’d bottled up that rage.

	As a drone lunged forward to strike him, he threw his hands wide, breaking from their fold in a violent gesture. Every accumulated raindrop, all the water on his body turned to burning black pitch and flew outward in a semi-sphere of hot pain and rage. The drones did not falter. They fell, seared in countless places and disabled by Irving’s fury.

	Irving panted for breath. His simulated form burned as well, though not with such lethal efficacy as our foes. I lowered my arm and ran to him, then willed him into the air on a tether I wrapped about my waist. I ran for the hillside, my exhausted copy in-tow. They wanted Irving. Besides, never a leave a friend behind, especially when he is basically you.

	Cresting the hill, I found one last obstacle before me. The woman in the black gloves stood between me and the shimmering haze that marked the point Rebecca and I had entered the simulation. She flexed her silver-ringed fingers.

	I took a deep breath, then used my a mental shove to push Irving toward the exit. I could still fight her, and at least one of us needed to get out to help Rebecca.

	“I require the copy for study,” said the woman.

	“Oh, in that case, let me help you with your little science project. He’s me. My memories. My mind. We’re one in the same.”

	She shook her head, a smile playing on her lips.

	“We’ll see about that. I’m going to enjoy dissecting him.”

	“The hell you will, psycho,” Irving said.

	I advanced ahead of Irving, keeping myself between him and the woman with the black gloves.

	“You don’t recognize me, do you?” she said.

	“Of course not,” Irving and I said in unison.

	We exchanged annoyed glances. He clammed up.

	“I’d never seen you before this morning,” I said.

	“Wrong,” Jethro.” The woman smiled. “You just don’t remember.”

	I remembered her creepiness when I was still immobile in my hospital bed. I decided to keep it to myself, hoping that could give me an edge, but I still didn’t know anything about her.

	“And you are?” I asked.

	“A lady,” she said,

	“Psycho to the core,” said Irving.

	Lady stepped into our path, blocking us from the exit.

	“You can’t both get through me, boys. One of you is going to stay. It’s just a matter of which.”

	“She wants me,” said Irving with a glance in my direction. “Get going, Jeth.”

	“Right, she wants you,” I said. “Exactly why she’s not getting you.” I released the tether from around my waist. “Go help Rebecca.”

	“She’ll be pissed when she finds out I’m not you,” he said.

	“You were me until recently. Go.”

	Lady shook her head, still smirking.

	“Two of the same man bickering. That’s a new sensation.” 

	She waved both hands and I felt a crush of excruciating pain close in on me. The feeling was of being enclosed in a cage too small for my frame, with every bar wrapped in razor wire. I screamed as the bars closed in, cutting into me, tearing at my mind. The bars threatened to carve me to pieces with every movement. I lurched toward the glimmering exit lights and pushed my floating clone in front of me.

	Irving stumbled forward. Just centimeters from the exit, Lady seized his burned arm. He flinched, trying to escape. She held him tight.

	“I suppose I’ll have you both,” she said. “I wish I was more surprised.”

	I gasped in pain, my features contorting as my scream became an endless howl of agony. I focused the beam of sound on Lady, using all my concentration to transform into a pummeling beam of pure sound. She, but she twisted out of my attack stream. I imagined the scream growing in pitch. I forced it to become real with a final effort. The invisible bars holding me shattered with the intensity of the sound.

	I stumbled forward, blind with pain, grabbing for Irving’s hand. I swear our fingers touched. Then I felt through the exit. For a moment only, there was no pain.
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	I opened my eyes in the real world. Rebecca lay on a couch nearby, looking at me with worry and pain mingling in her expression.

	“Jeth, is that you in there? Are you alright?”

	“Yeah to both,” I said. My breath caught as memories flooded back to me. With those memories came pain, and a dread realization. I couldn’t sense Irving.

	Sarah poked her head into the room. 

	“You’re back.” She shot a glance behind her at where Chi stood in the hallway. “Close the defenses.” She frowned back at me. “What’s wrong?”

	I shuddered into a crouch, then slumped against with my back against the wall.

	“There’s something bigger than you and Bridget going on here, Sarah. I just don’t know exactly what.”

	Rebecca and Sarah stared at me. I started to explain how I’d escaped my mental prison.

	I made it through the basics while they listened.

	“I think we did some damage to Bridget’s mental forces,” I said, “but that Lady got Irving.”

	“Who named himself,” Rebecca said, sounding skeptical as well as pained.

	I nodded.

	“I wouldn’t have called him that.”

	“He’s a clone of your personality.” Sarah whistled. “I’ll admit I’m impressed.”

	Rebecca’s gaze remained directed at the floor, studiously never approaching me.

	“And Rain helped you make him. Damn it, I never wanted anyone else to have to go through personality partitioning.”

	“Regardless,” said Sarah, “Bridget and her people have Irving now.”

	I looked up at Sarah, silent. She shook her head. 

	“We need a way to stop them. If Irving was their goal all along, they already have him.”

	“They don’t need him,” I said, “they need me.”

	“But he has all your memories,” said Sarah.

	“Not all of them. He doesn’t know how I made him.”

	Rebecca nodded.

	“I don’t know how Rain learned it, but Yashelia could have given her those when she made her.”

	Sarah snapped her fingers.

	“That’s it. We still have a chance to get Irving back and turn the tables.”

	Rebecca frowned, shaking her head.

	“They seem like they’ve got us figured out. We need to surprise them.”

	“They’ll know we can’t let them keep Irving,” I said.

	“That’s how we get them. They think they know us. But they don’t know everything.” Sarah sighed. “I just wish I knew a way around them.”

	“I have these memories of Bridget’s,” I said.

	“No time to study them,” said Chi with a grimace.

	I had to agree with him, as much as I hated to, given the circumstances. They had us in a tricky situation. I leaned forward, still sitting on the floor. How could we fight people who had so much information with so little?

	“There must be a way to play to their expectations and still beat them,” said Rebecca.

	“How can we, though?” I said, unable to keep the defeat from my tone.

	“A surprise deal,” said Sarah. “We can’t let Bridget and her people do whatever they want with Irving.” She set her jaw. “Winters, contact Bridget’s assistant. We need to meet with her in person so we can trade what Jethro grabbed for Irving. He’s more important. But first, we need to copy the key memories to a bank here in the safe house without letting Bridget think we did.”

	“I can transfer,” I said.

	“I’ll make it traceless,” said Rebecca, glancing at me.

	“Are you sure this is wise?” asked Edward. “It could be dangerous to try tricking Bridget.”

	Chi grimaced.

	“It will be dangerous. Miss Harper, we all need to be there.”

	“We will be. There’s a gala late tonight downtown.”

	“But that’s not at Harper Hall,” said Chi. “I don’t like it.”

	“Neither do I.” Sarah turned to me. “We don’t have a choice. We need to hurry if we’re going to get Irving back.”

	I nodded, then glanced at Rebecca.

	“Are you up for this?”

	“It’ll take more than one cheap shot to keep me down.” She sat up on the couch. “When is the party?”

	“Ten,” said Sarah.

	“It’s not when,” said Chi. “It’s where.”

	“Where?” I asked.

	“The gala tonight is at the Regalia building.”

	“I’ll give the purifiers an anonymous tip to be on standby,” said Edward. “We’ll need them tonight.”

	Sarah put a hand on his shoulder.

	“Good idea. One way or the other, tonight could decide things between us and Regalia.”

	I folded my arms, still frustrated I had left us in this position. I reached for Rebecca. Her palm pressed into mine. We started to transfer the stolen memories to the safe house’s main bank. She covered my track as I went, erasing everything behind me.
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	Night arrived in the city, cloying, seemingly more oppressive with heat than before sunset. I was grateful for the climate control in the safe house when I went inside off the porch. I showered beneath a pulsing red light vein, then changed into a tuxedo Sarah’s people provided for me. I had a party to go to, and despite looking better than I ever had with my new fitness and fancy clothes, I wished I was allowed a weapon besides my mind.

	Never mind how terrible a shot I am, it would have helped my confidence, but no. Sarah insisted only Chi carry a firearm, and him only because he always did as her bodyguard. The rest of us would make due with our minds. Rebecca joined me as I stepped into the main room of the safe house.

	Her green dress contrasted beautifully with the slight tan of her skin and the deep darkness of her hair.

	“Sarah thinks Bridget will be expecting a double cross,” she said.

	“Then we’ll just have to outperform what she expects.”

	“That’s the plan.” Rebecca smirked, then turned to fix my tie.

	“I thought I got it right this time.”

	“When you get it right I’ll let you know.” She finished her adjustments quickly, then gave me a squeeze around the middle. I put my arms around her, holding her tight.

	Sarah, Chi, and Edward joined us, all dressed to kill. Nobody said much. One can imagine why.

	We took the limousine to the Regalia building. My intention became clear in my mind. Apart from rescuing Irving, I wanted to ruin Bridget’s party. It didn’t take ichor to tell the others felt the same way.

	The car pulled to a stop at the base of the tower where a formal carpet had been rolled out for the party. It felt like a threat, more than welcome to me. Tradition dictated the carpet be red, and Bridget must have thought it fitting. Other guests walked ahead of us, moving inside. I stepped onto the crimson path, nerves jangling.

	I took a deep breath to steady myself, then took Rebecca’s arm as she joined me outside the car. Sarah and Edward took the lead, arm in arm, while Chi brought up the rear. On either side of the carpet, the paparazzi stood, capturing every move we made on our way inside. If only those reporters were allowed inside, we might be safer.

	Open doors yawned before us in the soupy air of an August night. Sarah and Edward crossed the threshold and the rest of us weren’t far behind. In the more bearable partial airflow of the ground floor lobby, the five of us approached the elevator as a group and then rode up with a view of the city to the west, the illuminated towers of the aeon heights mere glowing mountains in the distance. Somewhere beyond those buildings, the war continued, but that was a problem for another day. Tonight we had Bridget to handle. Funny how priorities shifted.

	My mind wandered to my friends and I hoped they were alright. Thomas, Elizabeth, and Ryan had all helped me in the past. Tonight, the five of us in this elevator were each others’ only chance. I didn’t want to think Bridget would try to physically hurt us, but there are far worse things a person can suffer than death. The difference is that death is final from what I can tell. Torment in a personalized mental hell can go on indefinitely

	The bell rang, reminding me of the dread at a similar sound in the hospital that morning. My arm, still locked with Rebecca’s, went rigid. We stepped into the Regalia building’s reception hall.

	The far wall was a panoramic window built to follow the curve of the building’s wall. To my right, past tables serving appetizers, an artificial waterfall flowed from a higher level, languidly falling into a pool on our layer. A full bar occupied the right side of the room. People mingled around tiny, elegant tables on either side of the room.

	“Look for Bridget,” Sarah said.

	A short distance into the room, figure in a sheer evening dress detached from a conversation nearby and turned toward us. Bridget winked. She knew this confrontation was critical. Everything came down to the following minutes. Rebecca turned away from Bridget and took my shoulder. She looked into my eyes and her gaze glazed over. I held her and kept my eyes on the Regalia CEO as Rebecca prepared to attack Bridget mentally.

	Sarah and Edward approached Bridget with Chi trailing at a short distance. I’d been a lookout before, and it made me more nervous than being in a deadly garden with a lunatic aeon. Sarah said something to Bridget I could only hear through our sense-link.

	“Evening, Miss Mews.”

	“Sarah,” said Bridget, tilting her head to one side. “I see you brought a large party. I’m glad you were all able to attend, especially Mister Dewar.” She smirked at Edward. “Rivals can still be friends, wouldn’t you say?”

	Edward grimaced.

	“It’s completely possible.”

	“I’m glad we agree,” said Bridget. Her gaze met mine. She continued in a low voice. “Some of us require disciplining, however.”

	The elevator doors opened behind me and Rebecca. Winifred and the Lady in black entered the hall. The Lady waved her black glove casually in my direction and my gut stirred with butterflies. I met her gaze, but my limbs felt suddenly heavy. 

	In the next moment, I moved without volition of my own.

	I left Rebecca’s side and joined the Lady as she walked toward Bridget, Sarah, and the others. Rebecca’s eyes flew open, harried and staring after me. The smell of sweet pollen filled my nose and a warm sensation flowed through me from head to toe, permeating my senses. Defying any other description, I felt as though I’d just fallen in love and would do anything for this pale woman in black gloves. Always, a tug at the back of my consciousness told me it was a lie, but that part of me seemed powerless to break the spell.

	The Lady smiled as we past Chi. He turned toward her, mouth half open. She gave a flick of her silver-ringed fingers in his direction. He froze in mid-motion, then nodded. Chi started toward Sarah. He grabbed her bare shoulder.

	“Miss Harper, we should go somewhere private,” he said.

	Edward turned toward Chi, a scowl on his face.

	“Remove your hand, Winters. Tonight is rough enough as it is.”

	Sarah jerked away from Chi’s hand.

	“What’s gotten into you?” she asked. “Explain.”

	He shook his head, eyes distant.

	“We need to go—”

	Edward clapped a hand on Chi’s shoulder.

	“Perhaps you need to take a breath.”

	Chi seethed.

	“Perhaps you need to step aside.”

	“Step aside? You won’t manhandle the lady again.”

	“Manhandle?” Chi looked confused. “We’re not safe here!”

	“God knows we’re not,” said Edward. “Damn it, pull yourself together.”

	A semicircle of observers began to form around the two quarreling men. I watched from less than a meter away, my mouth feeling sealed by wax and my limbs simultaneously giddy and immobile. Rebecca took a step toward our group but Winifred crossed into her path. Sarah locked eyes with Bridget. Bridget grinned.

	“Control your men, Sarah,” she said. “It’s no secret you give the bodyguard some leeway, but clearly he is acting unacceptably.”

	“Unacceptably?” Chi’s voice sounded thick.

	“Don’t tell me what to do, Bridget.” Sarah frowned at Edward and Chi. “But please, leave it, both of you.”

	Edward raised his hands and backed away a step from Chi with a nod to Sarah.

	Chi’s lip twitched. His punch struck Edward across the jaw. The businessman staggered backward with a cry of pain, clutching the spot he’d been hit.

	“Chi, stop!” said Sarah, started to move between the bodyguard and her boyfriend.

	I blinked, feeling the effect of whatever Lady had done fading. Whatever those gloves did I needed to be ready if I was to break free. Bridget stifled a laugh with his hand as Chi stared at Edward and Sarah, shock written on his face.

	“Sarah,” Chi croaked. “I didn’t—”

	Regalia security guards detached from the walls. Two of them advanced on Chi.

	“Damn it,” he said. “I couldn’t control myself.”

	“Indeed,” said Bridget. “Consider what you did outside.”

	The guards led Chi toward the elevator. He seethed, but let them take him inside. Sarah and Edward stared after him as the doors closed and the elevator descended. This was bad. They were dividing us up to isolate the ones they wanted. And now none of us would be able to escape with our main muscle out of play

	Edward rubbed his jaw. Lady gave him a slight nod, a gesture only I was close enough to witness. Despite the fact that Edward himself could not have noticed her motion, he reacted as if on cue. No, exactly as on cue. He must be under her control as well, somehow.

	“Sarah,” he said, putting an arm around her. “I need to sit down.”

	She nodded, still looking shocked. Sarah led Edward toward the bar. She motioned for me to follow them, but I could not. My leaden legs trapped me alone with Lady and Bridget while Winifred kept Rebecca from getting closer. Rebecca did not contact my mind, so I guessed she must be locked in a battle of her own. Only one message touched my dazed mind.

	“About time you got here,” said Irving’s voice in my head.

	I kept my face blank and struggled to reply.

	Irving went on.

	“Look, I’m trapped in Bridget’s mind, but she’s weak. If you touch her skin to skin I think I can get back to you.”

	She stood only a meter away, smug in her victory, but I was still immobilized. However, if I could trick her into touching me somehow we could still get out of this situation with everyone safe.

	We could win.

	I managed to smile, a definite improvement of not being able to move my jaw.

	“My memories, Gall,” said Bridget. “Send them to me now.”

	“Can’t,” I said. “Sarah has them.”

	“Well, I’ll have them soon enough.” She prowled closer. “My friend,” she said to Lady. “You have what you want.”

	“Not yet,” said Lady. “The copy.”

	“Ah, very sharp.” Bridget grinned and held out her hand to Lady.

	A black glove reached for Bridget’s fingertips, light reflecting on spiny silver rings. They were going to do a direct transfer. I doubted I would be able to take Irving back from the Lady. Behind me, Rebecca yelled, but not in despair. In triumph.

	Winifred sank to the floor, all muscular control lost. Rebecca took one step forward, eyes still glazed and stared at me with wild, ichor-glazed eyes. The warmth in my left arm dissipated. I slapped my palm onto Bridget’s hand before Lady could touch her.

	For a moment, I feared.

	Irving let out a wild yell in my mind.

	“I’m back! The unbeatable team is together again!”

	“Settle down,” I told him silently. “I’m glad you’re back too.”

	I grinned just long enough for Lady to wipe it off my face with the back of her arm. Luckily I missed the worst of her rings, but still stumbled away. She rounded on me, glaring.

	“Do you think you can escape now, Gall?”

	“Well, we’ve still got incriminating memories. Looks like this deal is off. Not that you were planning on trading,” I added looking at Bridget with a grimace on my smarting face.

	“Do you think I care about her?” Lady asked.

	My stomach sank.

	She twitched one hand, and Edward returned, dragging a struggling and cursing Sarah with him.

	Rebecca and I stared down Lady and Bridget.

	“Ready for a rematch?” I asked.

	Rebecca grunted with concentration. Bridget staggered to one side, clutching her forehead.

	“Edward,” Sarah said. “Let me go, or I’m afraid this is over.”

	Edward’s numb expression told me he couldn’t obey.

	“It’s not his fault. She’s got him controlled,” I sent to Sarah. “It’s something in the gloves.”

	Sarah’s eyes narrowed as people started murmuring. The party sure wasn’t going well for Bridget, who slumped down beside one of the tables.

	“We’re leaving,” I said. “All six of us.” The elevator bell chimed. “Oh good, that must be Mister Winters returning with purifiers. They may be as curious as I am about your damn gloves.”

	The Lady shook her head and smirked.

	“You have the evening, Gall.”

	The light veins in the room flashed wildly. When they returned to normal Edward had released Sarah and dropped to his knees. Tears filled his eyes. Chi stood with a squad of white-armored purifiers by the elevators, blocking any exit. 

	“Not bad for one day,” I sent him.

	He nodded to me. Men sometimes have this understanding that doesn’t need words. I’m not all that familiar with it.

	Sarah helped Edward up, then looked in our direction as Rebecca wrapped her arms around me.

	“Where did she go?” she asked.

	“Who knows. For now, I’m just glad she’s gone,” I said.

	“Hell, I’m with you on that,” said Rebecca.
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	A Few Hours Later

	

	The Atlantic was dark despite the city lights. Waves shifted on the pier as Rebecca and I walked along it in the pale glow of distant veins. We had been here together before my imprisonment. Somehow the oppressive heat didn’t seem so bad on the water.

	I glanced at her.

	“I’m glad I’m back.”

	“So am I.”

	“This isn’t over. We still don’t know who that Lady was.”

	She shrugged.

	“I’m too tired to worry right now.”

	I smiled, then said as gently as I could, “You’ll have to deal with your family sometime, too.”

	“You think so?” Rebecca asked. “I’m not sure.”

	“It’s my impression.”

	She took my hand.

	“At least this time I won’t have to do it alone.”

	I smiled at her.

	“I’ve had enough solitude for a lifetime.”

	“They all must be wondering what we’re saying out here.” Rebecca motioned to the car.

	We turned and walked back along the pier to the limousine waited with the others. I reached out to Elizabeth’s new assistant. I would need to get back to work soon. For now, I was content to walk close beside Rebecca.
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	Unknown Memory, Bridget Mews, Unknown Location

	

	Bridget’s heels clicked on tile. She proceeded down a wide passage, eyes fixed ahead, nerves shot.

	“It wasn’t supposed to be this way!” she said, fury lacing her voice as she approached a shadowy figure at the end of the hall.

	Lady shook her head, a tiny motion that did not seem to move her eyes.

	“You don’t understand what we intended.”

	“We? I wanted Sarah Harper toppled. And all you asked for was Gall and his copy!”

	“I remember our arrangement. Do we have Gall?”

	“I’m going to be indicted, maybe tomorrow morning, so to hell with him,” said Bridget. She turned her back on Lady. “And to hell with you. I’m ending our arrangement.”

	She started back the way she’d come. A high-pitched chuckle came from behind her. Bridget glanced over her shoulder. Lady was gone.

	Shadows rushed in on Bridget, engulfing her, body and senses. Her cry of alarm cut off in seconds. 

	Lady was gone.

	When the sun rose the next morning the same was true of Bridget Mews as far as the city was concerned.
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