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Previously On The Beam ...
 
 
Previously, in The Beam: Season 2… 
 
 
ISAAC AND NATASHA RYAN
Natasha and Isaac are at war with each other. With Natasha scheming to shift to Enterprise, complete with a shameless media blitz and a comeback concert, Isaac pleads with her to reconsider her grand and humiliating defection. True to form, Natasha loves making her ineffectual husband squirm and spin out of control. 
Desperate for help with his out-of-control wife, Isaac turns to his brother, Micah, asking him to convince Natasha to tone down her Shift, insisting her plans are a knock to both Enterprise and Directorate. Micah ridicules his brother and details the many ways he’s been controlling their joint world, including starting a previous riot at Natasha’s ill-fated Aphora concert. Realizing the truth in Micah’s words, Isaac loathes his station, blaming himself for being inferior to everyone else. Desperate to turn the press (and public opinion) against Natasha, Isaac reaches out to heavyweight Aidan Purcell. Like Micah before him, Aiden lectures Isaac, telling him that there is no Enterprise versus Directorate and belittling him for not being able to control either his wife or his own floundering career. Isaac insists that Natasha is only changing parties to feed her own ego and to further emasculate him in very public fashion. Purcell finally acquiesces, giving Isaac permission to sabotage his wife’s concert, with the caveat that should things go wrong, the blame belongs to Isaac alone. 
As Natasha takes the stage, a group of terrorists barges in and knocks out a cluster of the audience with slumberguns. They announce themselves as the shadowy collective Null and begin to describe how individual parties don’t matter —that the disturbing truth is that it’s the rich like Natasha against the poor like them. The assault quickly escalates, and just when everything seems it’s at its worst, Natasha is saved by a scheming Isaac. 
And for a moment, they’re happy; they’re a loving couple again. But the future will irrevocably change them forever. 
 
NICOLAI COSTA
Nicolai is off-Beam, arguing with Kai about what they should do next after Doc Stahl’s disappearance, when Micah arrives at his apartment wanting to know why Nicolai has gone dark. But Micah has ulterior motives. He’s also come to let Nicolai know, without explicitly saying so, that he knows Nicolai and Kai are scheming against him.  After Micah leaves, Kai and Nicolai argue about the best course of action, finally deciding that Nicolai should talk to Rachel Ryan and try to mine some answers directly from her while Kai gets what she can from Isaac. 
Nicolai visits Rachel and tells her his story, which she already knows. Rachel praises him for battle testing his late father’s hovertech and says that she’d never stand in the way of Nicolai’s ascension into the elite. Nicolai grants an interview to the author Sterling Gibson and tells him about his time crossing Europe and how he should have died, wondering out loud if it perhaps wasn’t skill that got him through. Nicolai feels that his ample good fortune, his survival, was all by design. Others knew he was coming. As Nicolai leaves, Sterling tells him that he knows someone who may be useful to Nicolai in his quest to embarrass the powers that be: intrepid underground reporter Sam Dial. 
 
SAM DIAL 
Sam is increasingly disturbed by what he’s learning about the elusive Beau Monde and how this elite faction manipulates society for its own ends. And he zeroes in on Nicolai, thinking this insider might hold the key to cracking open the secrets he’s long worked to expose. 
With Shift swiftly approaching, Sam notices some definite patterns in the society at large, irrespective of Enterprise or Directorate. He wonders if it really matters who wins. He calls out to the Null masses, asking for help in disrupting Shift. He turns to fellow Null members Integer7 and n33t for help, pinging them endlessly with requests for information and help with his plans. 
Integer7 eventually answers Sam, demanding a rapid conversation, where he insists that Sam disclose what he knows. Sam sheepishly reveals what he knows about Nicolai and the upcoming Shift, but Integer7 is dismissive, saying that this is not new information. Sam says that Shift must be stopped. Integer7 laughs this off, saying that Shift is unstoppable. Back in his apartment, Sam gets another message from n33t, stating that all may not be what is seems with Integer7. Sam tries to dismiss what he can't answer and reiterates that the masses must be mobilized by any means necessary. n33t says that she'll do whatever she can. 
After the Primes Statements conclude at the White House, Sam is devastated by what he perceives as a total lack of support from his allies. Having made grand promises on the Null forums, he’s now afraid that the collective will bring him down, and threats pour in from the anonymous group, along with demands that Sam prove his worth.
Sam is more terrified than ever.
 
KAI DREYFUS
Kai hacks her way into Isaac’s place, looking for evidence of the Beau Monde that she longs to join. She finds herself surprisingly angry at all of their opulence and leaves, craving what they have. 
After deciding that she’s worked too long for Micah, with her mentor failing to deliver on his many promises, Kai forces her way past Micah’s secretary to meet with him. She details everything that he’s promised but has yet to deliver, seething from his many lies and constant misdirections, lashing out and allowing her emotions to claim her. 
Micah assures Kai that her advancement into the Beau Monde is nearing, but that he can’t yet give her what she’s owed. Kai surprises Micah by insisting that Nicolai should ascend to Beau Monde, too. Micah suggests that one final job might get Kai exactly what she wants: killing Rachel Ryan.
 
KATE RIGBY
Doc, now in hiding as Kate, is on a moon run hoping to smuggle some Lunis back to Earth. But on her way off the satellite she’s pulled aside for inspection. Resigned to her fate, Kate follows the inspector where he tests her for dust before demanding that she strip. Despite her protests, the inspector doesn't waver. Instead, he threatens her with a heavy prison sentence and offers her an unsavory chance at escape. Kate won’t stand for it, so she elbows him in the nose, killing the man with little effort. Then, with a bit of nanobot assistance, she erases all records of her detention then flees the holding room and ditches her shuttle on the way to Earth.  
 Back home, Kate tells her boss, Jimmy, that she’s lost the entire shipment of Lunis. She vows to make things right, but Jimmy is furious. The Organa desperately needs the shipment. 
They meet up with Jimmy’s boss and Doc’s old friend, Omar Jones. Despite her trepidation, Kate knows that a working relationship with Omar is the only thing that makes sense. Omar lulls her into a sense of security until he manages to trick Kate into a very Doc-like response. Her cover is blown.
 
MICAH RYAN
Micah visits Nicolai to see why his new man is offline. He trashes his brother, saying that Isaac was foolish not to allow Nicolai into his confidence. After explaining the chain of events that led the Ryans to Nicolai, Micah hypothesizes that his experience created a more robust AI. 
After they debate history, ownership, theft, and what’s next for their work together in Enterprise, Micah visits his mother. Rachel thanks him for the visit and asks if he’s been in touch with his brother. It’s rare for them to discuss family, but Rachel seems concerned for Isaac. She threatens to void Isaac’s shares of the family business and implores Micah to rein in Natasha. 
Micah insists that he has matters well in hand and can step in when needed. Rachel then drops a final bombshell by asking Micah to bid Kai well. He wonders how she even knows her.
Later, at the White House, Presidents Reese and Carter deliver their Prime Statements. Carter claims that the nation should be focusing on similarities between the parties rather than their differences. He says that unity is preferred. Necessary. Required. The time has come to join as one behind Project Mindbender. Micah is dumbfounded. 
 
DOMINIC LONG
Dominic is sent racing back to the Organa village after his interrogation by Austin Smith, reeling from the knowledge that Leo once led a deadly domestic terrorist group.
Dom checks his messages. He finds two from Omar saying the latest shipment was a bust and that the backup supply would have to last longer than they expected even though the entire village is already hurting. Dominic also learns that things aren't any better back home: Riots are erupting as Shift approaches. His time in the village needs to be quick.
Dominic checks in with Leo and breaks the news that the Lunis shipment won’t be arriving any time soon. Leo is clearly panicked and snaps at Dominic’s apology. He’s distraught, wondering what will happen when the village runs dry. Dominic suggests that Leo take control of his village. He tosses his former teacher a gun on his way out as a last-ditch effort for Leo to protect himself should things go completely awry.
Dominic meets Omar, Kate, and Jimmy. Dominic and Kate feel each other out; both have plenty to lose and a desire to keep what they have. Omar tells Dominic stories from his time spent as a prisoner in Flat 4 and about the powerful man he met there: Craig Braemon. Omar has a plan involving Craig that will keep them all thriving — if Dominic can help Kate get in front of the Beau Monde. Kate pushes back, saying that she doesn’t want to be the bait in Omar’s scheme. But with no other choice, Dominic agrees.
 
LEAH
Leah visits a cleaned-up Crumb, who now wants to be known as Steve. His memories are hard to reclaim, but his preternatural grasp of The Beam continues to bloom. She asks him what’s next. Steve says that once he’s regained his strength, he’ll return to Organa. Leah says they’ll protect him if he goes back now, but Steve reminds her that he can’t be hidden and that he’s sure they already know where he’s hiding.
Leah is getting multiple pings from fellow Null member Shadow and feels desperate to find a place where she can connect, so on horseback she heads two hours to a place with a definite connection. 
She reads multiple posts from Shadow, sent to her online persona, n33t. But what Leah reads doesn’t sit well. She can’t trust him enough to meet in person, so Leah sends him a noncommittal ping. He wants to discuss Nicolai Costa, but she has no idea who this man could be. She presses Shadow for more information, and he sends a self-destructing note about Beau Monde and the need to talk.
She’s willing to consider a deeper conversation but doesn’t want to risk Shadow getting information about her. She worries that it might be a setup and refuses despite her feelings of urgency. 
Back in her DZ apartment, Leah immerses herself in The Beam. Inside, she finds the residue left by Shadow. His insecurities. His id. His psyche. She sees him as almost noble — very different than what she sees and feels about Integer7. She looks deeper for Costa and eventually finds him. He’s a man more advanced and yet more primitive than any others in the NAU. She sees that he’s closest to Kai and Doc.  But also close to many with Beau Monde Beam identifiers. As she tries to manipulate the AI into revealing exactly who — and what — the Beau Monde is, she sees that Rachel Ryan's ID is different, too. But how, and why? 
Leah plays with the sequence and discovers that it’s a Beau Monde ID, but more. A circle within a circle within a circle. Somehow, Rachel's ID is enough to be all things to all people. The woman can open anything. Get past anyone. She wonders if there are others like her. 
Leah continues to hack her way looking for more IDs like Rachel’s. IDs that gain entry into this secret club. Private. Certainly exclusive. But not unique. A single word emerges: Panel.
 
LEO BOOKER
Leo discusses his past with Dominic while suffering from withdrawal, eventually admitting to his past with Gaia’s Hammer. Dom wants to know if history will repeat itself, and though Leo tries to quell his friend’s anxiety, it’s clear that Dom doesn’t fully believe him. Leo explains how he was exiled into a teaching life and that he never lied to Dominic, just withheld some critical details.
After Dominic leaves, Leo confesses to Leah. She describes what she believes The Beam’s inner core is becoming. They discuss the impending doom of their Lunis shortage and the disaster awaiting once the village learns of the dead supply.
Leo gathers the Organa and admits to what everyone knew was coming. He announces to the Organa that even though the news is bad, Leo is out to protect the Organa. 
Leo makes a blunt announcement: Moondust is running low. He asks the crowd to think about who they are and why they are here in the mountains. It can’t be just for the drugs. The crowd demands specifics. Questions snowball. Anxiety boils over into rage. When Leo tries to diffuse their panic and anger, he’s forced to admit that the reserves are down to a few days and that outside the compound, Lunis will be difficult to find. 
Fighting erupts, and the knowledge that Leo has sole access to the reserve causes them to collectively surge. The crowd pins him, and he resists defending himself further. 
While Leo is pinned down, NAU Agent Austin Smith arrives and arrests the village.
 
STEPHEN YORK
York spends more time with SerenityBlue, still perplexed that he sees her differently than both Leo and Leah. He’s unable to explain what he’s seeing in words.
Serenity tells York that they were searching for people like him. She asks him to stay longer, but he insists that he wants to leave. Serenity offers to help and asks Stephen some basic questions to hopefully unlock his ability to describe the half memories that continue to haunt him.
Thinking back to his past, York remembers an exclusive group of people that Noah used to keep hidden. These people were well known, even to an isolated York. He wonders why these people would gather together. Politics, sex, industry, and technology aligning motives against the broader society. But he can’t seem to solve the troubling riddle. 
Leah asks York about Crumb, and York reveals that the crazy old man is still a memory inside his newly restored brain. York seems concerned that eyes and ears are everywhere, but Leah tries to explain that The Beam has grown so large that most of what is on there has grown meaningless by sheer volume — the remnants of a hoarder rather than transcripts from an archivist. 
Meanwhile, in Panel, Rachel Ryan tells her fellow members that they’re running out of time. York must be found and brought in immediately. A sleeper assassin is after him. Someone he knows — and trusts. Stephen York is only alive because he hasn’t connected to The Beam. He’ll be dead as soon as he does. 
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Chapter One
 
 
April 18, 2029 — District Zero
 
“I’m sorry,” said the pleasant British man when Noah stepped off the elevator on the 124th floor of the so-called Licorice Spire — the black, braided-looking downtown high-rise. “Who are you, again?” 
Noah stopped to assess the question, unsure if he was being insulted. He used to take any perceived slight personally, but a lot had changed in the last handful of years. Now he could take even the most caustic barbs in stride. The world had risen then ended. During the worst of it, Noah had laid the first bricks of his fledgling empire. It took thick skin to be Noah West these days, but he’d discovered the trick: You just had to remember that when you were doing disruptive things, everyone thought you were an asshole. Most of the world was too dumb to have vision. Until vision was seen as genius, it would be seen as foolish. People said Noah was arrogant to believe what he did and do as he’d done while building Quark, but arrogance was a word stupid people used to describe confidence — and modesty was simply another word for fear. 
But Clive Spooner, assessing Noah in front of some sort of greenery-filled atrium, smiled cordially. This wasn’t an insult. Spooner seemed to honestly have no idea who Noah was, despite Noah’s proper appointment. 
Or (and this seemed more likely given the megabillionaire’s reputation for eccentricity) he’d simply spaced out. Spooner had a charming, boyish smile and an affable air that complemented his upper-class English accent. The world had grown used to seeing Spooner as delightfully forgetful in ways that didn’t matter…seeing as he was so brilliant in the ways that mattered most. But that was before the Fall, when Spooner united the globe before nature broke it to pieces. Before the floods and the electrostatic levies. Before hordes gathered in Spooner’s native Wild East, lobbing the first of their spiteful missiles toward his new home. 
“I made an appointment with your secretary,” Noah said, trying on a smile. 
The elevator door shut behind Noah, close enough to pinch the back of his blazer. Spooner didn’t move out of his way but wasn’t blocking it either; his stance wasn’t confrontational despite his well-bred surprise at Noah’s presence. He hadn’t moved because he still had a watering can in his hand and clearly wanted to use it on the hydrangeas beside Noah’s head, which he’d been tending when the doors had parted. 
Noah glanced back when Spooner didn’t respond. The hydrangeas were near a lilac bush, which in turn was near a clutch of hothouse roses. There was a small cactus beside that then something overly green and vibrant that resembled a rain forest plant. If Noah wasn’t mistaken, he thought he could smell oranges somewhere, too. There was probably a full tree here somewhere, inside this strangest of botanical anterooms.
Spooner waved the watering can at Noah and laughed. His teeth were very white.
“Oh, that wasn’t my secretary.”
It wasn’t a relevant clarification to make. Did Spooner really have no idea why Noah was here? And if he didn’t, shouldn’t he be curious enough to ask Noah’s purpose rather than making fine points about staffing? Or did it not matter because he was about to hand Noah pruning shears and gardening gloves and send him to work?
Noah replied the only way he could think to: “It wasn’t your secretary?” 
“Doubtful, seeing as I don’t have one. You must have spoken to Larry.” 
“Larry?” The man had called himself Lawrence. A dignified-sounding name for a dignified-sounding man — unlike Larry, in Noah’s opinion. Lawrence had sounded like a note taker. Someone who merely made appointments and passed information up the chain. Like a secretary.
“Anyway, dreadfully sorry,” Spooner said, dodging the Larry quandary, “but I still don’t know who you are.” 
“I’m Noah West.” 
“Oh, yes! Now I remember. You work with EverCrunch.” 
That wasn’t quite right. Noah didn’t work with EverCrunch; he’d bought EverCrunch. He’d done it without any of his own capital — a feat deserving of recognition. He may or may not have technically had control of the voting shares when that takeover happened for a surprisingly low sum, but seeing as he’d made plenty to buy out those shares above market value after he’d decupled the old company’s profits, Noah figured that everyone was paid and it had all worked out in the end. Even the Securities and Exchange Commission would have trouble seeing things differently — and given the wild frontier American capitalism had become in the Fall’s aftermath, the SEC had its hands full with behemoths like Ryan Enterprises and its questionable practices. They wouldn’t bother little old Quark over a deal where everyone had ultimately won. 
Well…except for EverCrunch’s founder, Ben Stone. 
But still, Noah wasn’t insulted. Spooner was one of the most powerful humans alive. His face was more known than any to ever grace a box of Wheaties — but he had an aw shucks manner that made even his worst gaffes seem more like charming befuddlement. 
“I’m with Quark,” Noah corrected. 
“I’m sorry. You’re right. It’s all coming back to me now. Larry put your appointment on my calendar, and I simply forgot.” He shrugged, again flashing that world-pleasing smile. “I hope you’ll forgive me. Did you see Larry downstairs?” 
Noah wondered if Spooner was seriously confusing the man who must be his executive assistant with a common doorman. It hadn’t been much easier to reach Lawrence the Assistant than Spooner himself. Noah had needed to clear his way through two pre-assistants before Lawrence. Despite the yes-sir way he’d taken Noah’s appointment, “Larry” clearly had more status than opening doors and tipping his cap to incomers.
“No.” 
“Then how did you know to come here to this floor instead of my office?”
Noah looked around. He was essentially in a greenhouse, albeit a strange one. He could see the sky through tinted glass in the double-tall room, but the sprawling space was subdivided into many smaller enclosures. Some of the greenhouses-within-greenhouses were made of emerald glass, and some were transparent. Some were square and others dome shaped, as if intended to cover a single large plant and nothing more. There were some uncovered plants throughout the intervening area and some that only seemed to be uncovered — though on closer inspection, Noah could see the air around them shimmer, as if covered by permeable force fields. 
“This is where the elevator took me.” 
Spooner rolled his eyes. “Right. I forgot it did that.” 
He didn’t bother to explain what “that” meant. Noah was going to ask, but Spooner seemed to lose interest. He turned and sprinkled water onto a plant Noah had never seen before. The water never reached the plant; it struck one of those shimmering fields and turned to steam as it entered a transparent bubble, creating instant humidity.
Unsure what to do, Noah followed Spooner as the man meandered and watered. It was like he’d already forgotten Noah and had returned to his rounds. 
The pattern of watering (some turning to steam, some sinking dutifully into soil at the plants’ feet) looked almost random, but Noah knew it wasn’t. Spooner wasn’t the good-natured bumbler he sometimes showed to the press. This man was ruthless behind closed doors, Noah felt certain — and had heard from powerful friends more than once. You didn’t stake a claim in the world and win the hearts and minds of a planetary population by accident. You didn’t get billions of people to unite and build your empire for you without a plan.
“What is all of this?” Noah asked, watching Spooner on his rounds. 
“Relaxation. This tending can be automated, but I can’t resist coming down here to do some of it myself. My grandfather had a garden back in Merry Old England, and I used to help him weed and maintain it. I suppose this is my way of going home.” 
Noah was watching the plants as they passed. He doubted Spooner’s grandfather’s garden had been anything like this. Almost every plant was in a capsule of some sort, though the separations were mostly invisible. The diversity of foliage was baffling. Noah saw orchids next to water-sparing desert vegetation. There were many plants he didn’t recognize. In one large enclosure, tomato vines had slithered around stakes…but the stakes had left the soil and now floated with the tomatoes and vines, defying gravity. 
“This is moon technology,” said Noah. He blinked up at Spooner, suddenly wondering if this had been an accidental meeting after all. The building’s spire was twisted, as if the architect had grabbed its top floors while the Ryan steel had been cooling and turned it a few times around. The elevators traversed the building’s spiraling exterior at the edges to look across the city, and at top speed the ride up had managed to make Noah dizzy. Now Spooner was showing him high-end technology in a way that seemed casual and doddering, but its side effect was to make it clear to Noah exactly the kinds of things a man like Clive Spooner could afford to take for granted. 
Spooner turned. His smile didn’t look manipulative, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t. 
“The moon is a rock. The technology is ours.” 
“But it’s suited to one-sixth gravity and vacuum.” Unable to help himself, knowing the conversational advantage it offered the billionaire, Noah squatted to inspect the tomatoes. He looked up. “Rumor said that toward the end of the moon project, you could grow grass on the base’s front lawn.”
Spooner’s smile widened. He looked like one of his thousands of magazine covers. 
“I heard that one. But no matter how excited people were back then, the sad truth is that even our project couldn’t grow life in absolute zero temperatures, in the dark, without an atmosphere.”
“But with a permeable force field…” 
“Terraforming,” Spooner said, nodding. “I know; I read some of that research myself. Which is saying a lot, considering all the wikis crowdsourced for various operations relating to our lunar base.” Noah noticed Spooner’s careful use of the plural pronoun: our. Off-guard, though, he felt quite sure that Spooner would have said my lunar base. “It interested me enough to poke around a bit, unlike all the tech specs. Truth is, I could make neither hide nor hair of most of the structure up there now. All of the technology. There may be a million of those little POV cameras flying around, but I have no idea for sure, and I’ve never used one myself except for when they were demo’d for my approval. It’s like I said: the moon is just a rock, and it never interested me much.”
Spooner caught Noah’s expression and laughed. 
“Don’t act so shocked. I doubt Henry Ford was fascinated by automobiles, and I’ll bet Edison and Tesla got enough shocks to wish electricity would go away. You’re one of us, Mr. West. It’s innovation that’s interesting to people like you and me, not its substrate. People see the radio telescope and the far-side labs as world changers, but it was the people’s fascination with them that drove their crowdsourced, crowd-funded construction. I was the impresario. I had the ideas and made it happen. Then the planet put its collective mind to work solving the problems of construction and emptied its pockets to pay.” 
He nodded toward the floating tomatoes. 
“It’s not really anti-gravity, and it’s not vacuum or absolute zero in there,” said Spooner. “Call it hydroponics without hydroponics. Something we discovered helped the tomatoes grow, in this case taken a degree further. They oscillate periods of lower simulated gravity with one-fifth gravity, just heavier than they’d have been on the moon. But it’s not much more than a parlor trick down here on Earth. And it’s definitely not a solution to terraforming, if the world still cared about such things.” 
Noah looked through the glass ceiling. The moon was barely visible, white against blue sky, nearly full. 
“Yes, it’s still up there,” said Spooner. “But if you didn’t know that, you wouldn’t be here.” 
Noah met Spooner’s eye. The charm was still there but shuffled back. How could he have been taken in by the man’s casual manner? He’d known who Noah was all along, and his arrival in the high-up greenhouse was in no way accidental. Noah had always been excellent with technology, and terrible with people. Now between the two of them, Spooner had seized the advantage. 
“What are you here to get, Mr. West?” 
His bluntness took Noah off guard, but he quickly recovered. He’d never been a charmer but was every bit as confidently bold as Spooner himself. Real magic was convincing others to do what you wanted while making them believe it was their idea. By those standards, both men were magicians. And as magicians, they could speak plainly of things that couldn’t or shouldn’t be because both knew that impossibility was only an illusion.
“I need to look at your fragmentation engine,” Noah said. 
“I’m not sure I know what you mean.”
“EverCrunch didn’t use its algorithms for bandwidth shuttle compression before Quark,” Noah continued, watching Spooner’s wary eyes. “I wrote most of that code myself, and know it better than anyone. Your moon project sent more data across the network than any single entity ever has, even excluding the terrestrial components — on-Earth wikis and local clusters, things like that. Just the Earth-moon pipeline was enormous — so enormous that if you’ll remember, Quark built you a dedicated in and out that did literally nothing other than relay For the People data. Using our compression. Using our bandwidth.” 
“Of course I remember.” Spooner’s affability was draining like water from a tub. Noah West had surprised him. Spooner seemed to thrive on three things: wealth, popularity, and a sense of permanent control. That meant always knowing more than your opponent. But Spooner could sense something coming that he’d been blind to, and it was making him uneasy. 
“We can speak plainly, can’t we, Mr. Spooner?”  
Spooner set the watering can down. “Call me Clive.”
“Call me Noah, Clive.” 
“Would you like to come up to my office?”
Giving this conversation breathing room would be a bad idea, so Noah shook his head and spoke plainly without specific permission. 
“The problem with encryption is that you can’t truly lock anything down without using a key. The more I worked with Ben Stone’s algorithms, the more that became an obvious weakness. Because the prime keys used on both ends were so large, they were considered unbreakable, but it’s always been a case of good enough. Our solution to make data safe, as with our predecessors, was to make those keys increasingly bigger. No brute force attack — simply trying sequential key after key until the code finally broke — could crack our encryption, especially as fast as I made it move. Until we solve the idea of resident AI code makers in the network, it’s the best we can do.” 
Spooner sat on a bench amid the plants, and Noah felt himself looking down. 
“But then I asked a question. We made the Internet faster by applying our compression algorithms to data packets traversing the network. So what would happen if the same thinking was applied to encryption?” Noah shrugged. “Or, maybe, to decryption.” 
“You found a way to use the EverCrunch algorithms to break codes?” 
“To speed up brute force code breaking engines.” Noah smiled. “How fast can you count to a nonillion, Clive? Because I’ll bet we can do it faster.” 
“I don’t see what this has to do with — ”
“Comparing the stream leaving Earth and returning through veracity buffers on the moon, an interesting pattern emerged. We realized that although we were able to expand all of the confidential data you were quite illegally siphoning from the bottoms of the wikis and what’s supposed to be aggregate user metadata, we couldn’t make sense of it.” 
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Noah sat on a bench opposite Spooner. Around them, the greenhouse teemed with leaves, moving sunlight, and shadows.
“Water under the bridge, as far as humanity is concerned,” Noah said. “The Fall and the end of the East sort of cancel all of that out. I’m in a unique position to understand why you were pulling user data you shouldn’t have been, believe me. It’s why I’m here in the first place.” 
Spooner watched Noah, unsure. 
“It’s a staggering amount of information,” Noah continued. “Using EverCrunch, Quark can compress that data to nothing. We can make it manageable in size. Send it quickly across the network. We can, as I said, pop the cork on compression and peek in all we want. But there’s too much of it to be worth having, like the proverbial needle in a haystack…if you didn’t know what a needle looked like or why you’d care to find it.” He resettled on the bench. “In other words, the one thing we can’t do — and the thing you seem able to do, somehow — is to use all that information.”
“Knowing details about the underlying users let us tailor experiences and target our fundraising requests,” said Spooner. Noah knew it was a partial answer but didn’t care for reasons. He cared much more about the man’s methods.
“Best we can tell,” Noah said, “some sort of engine was fragmenting that incoming gusher of data then assembling it like a puzzle.” 
“Why would we fragment data that was already overwhelming?” 
“I don’t know, Clive. Why did you?” 
Spooner looked like he might try to protest further, but neither man was a fool. As far as Noah had seen, Spooner’s fragmentation process was akin to shaking wheat from chaff then drawing a highly cogent data web from whatever remained. It was like breaking two vases so some of the shards from each could be glued back together into a superior new vase. Like putting a deck of cards in order by first throwing them across the room to get the old disorder out of the way — except that the deck in this case had a nearly infinite number of cards. It mattered because Spooner’s process held a secret that Crossbrace would require to thrive. The world was overflowing with information, and that problem would only intensify once the new network rolled out. Without an excellent and supremely selective limiter, Noah’s baby would die. He’d wire the country and let everything talk to everything else…but if he didn’t learn what Spooner knew about fragmentation and reintegration, the network’s first breath of all that informational garbage would choke it. 
To Noah, the unseen process cast an elegant shadow: the ability to make something purer by shattering it into a billion pieces. Even without Quark, he’d have wanted to peek into this mystery’s innards. 
“Maybe you should tell me what it means to you,” Spooner said, his voice even but assessing. 
“The same as any of this means to you, Clive. Legacy.”
“Legacy.” Spooner scoffed.
“Power then. The ability to cheat.”
“Cheat?”
“Come on. Everyone with a brain knows the true value of the lunar base to you.” Noah softened his voice, made his body language more casual. “The dark-side telescope rallied the world behind a common cause, but that’s just the hook to hang everything on, isn’t it? No sovereign country owns the moon. I remember reading about your deal where, almost as a stunt, you bought the Mare Frigoris land from that nut who once claimed the moon as his property — but it’s nobody’s dominion. That makes it international waters, where you can do whatever you want. You can cheat. And accordingly, some of your business up there, from what we could see in your decrypted data, ranging from medical experiments to the creation of pharmaceuticals — ”
“Now wait just a minute…” 
“I don’t fault you for any of it, and I won’t tattle. Besides, it’s right, in a way. Spooner-birthed hive thinking caused many of the problems that your Lunis drug claims to solve. I’d have considered it, even if just for altruism.” Noah gave Spooner a smile. “The problem is that no one will adopt it.”
“Why?”
“Because nobody wants less connectivity and distraction. They want more.”
“You’re sure of that, are you?” 
Noah nodded. “I’ve based my entire business on it. Enough that, frankly, I’d have used the access I just told you about to quietly insert faults into the incubator programs controlling Lunis production if I saw it as a threat. But the world needs opposites to keep its edge. Agonist and antagonist. But in the end, there’s no good and bad. Only variety. Those who understand that — and have the means to control it — will need to band together.” 
Spooner chewed his lip, waiting for Noah, seemingly unsure of what was coming.
“I don’t know if you truly don’t know me or if you’re just playing stupid,” Noah said, “but some day, all the world will know my name as well as yours. I want what my team calls your ‘fragmentation engine’ because one of my projects needs it — but I’m really after a larger prize. One that assumes the engine because it would be part of the bigger deal.” 
“What deal?” Spooner asked. “What are you playing at?” 
“Partnership.” 
“Between For the People and Quark? It doesn’t make sense. FtP is finished. Officially, the lunar base is barely functional. People stopped caring about staring out into space when problems hit at home. Although the East was willing to keep holding hands and get through this little global calamity together, the NAU seems to have realized it was better off and could get through on its own — especially if it didn’t squander resources trying to help those beyond its borders.”
“I’m not talking about partnering businesses,” Noah said. “I’m talking about partnering us.”
“Who, us? You and me? I’m not looking for another mastermind group to join, Mr. West. I have more money than I can spend.”
“Noah,” Noah said. “Call me Noah.” 
“Fine. Noah.” 
“I’m not only talking about you and me. And I’m not just talking about money.” 
“What then?”  
Noah told him. 
The charismatic Brit dropped his doubtful expression and began to smile. 





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Two
 
 
Micah tried to access his dashboard several times while waiting. Each time, he felt stupid and lost when it failed to appear in front of his virtual eyes. 
He needed to lower the temperature. It was too hot inside this immersion. His chair was hard and uncomfortable. He also needed a dose of calm. He didn’t like to show nerves, and these days he had plenty. It wasn’t so much sending Kai after his mother that had him on edge, and it wasn’t worry that Rachel’s friends in the secret club he suspected she belonged to would find out. Anyone who knew Micah wouldn’t be surprised by his siccing an assassin on his mother, and anyone who knew Rachel wouldn’t blame him. It wasn’t even Carter Vale’s Prime Statement bombshell about Project Mindbender that made Micah uneasy. But the stew of all three, taken together, was working on his gut in a way that no one stimulus could by itself. 
Micah hated the idea that any of his seams might be showing. He hated the way he felt less than totally in control. Most of all, he hated knowing that he’d chastise Isaac for being exactly as he was right now. If you didn’t like the way a situation stood, you changed it. You didn’t sit there with clammy hands like a victim. 
But he couldn’t change any of what was happening. He couldn’t accelerate his wait. He couldn’t make the inner office door open early. He couldn’t bully Lawrence, who Micah suspected might not be a real person, seeing as the real Lawrence would be nearly a hundred by now and not rich enough for the best enhancements. 
And now, he couldn’t even pull up the immersion’s dashboard, no matter how many times he tried. 
Maybe he was failing because he was too nervous for control, even though he should feel perfectly calm. Or maybe he was failing because The Beam — in this place of all places — didn’t obey Micah above everybody else. But mostly, Micah suspected he was unable to pull up the immersion dashboard because he wasn’t in an immersion…and that he was, as hard as it was to believe, actually in Clive Spooner’s genuine office, in the for-real, non-simulated world. 
That wasn’t really a shock. Of course he was in the real world, but he kept wanting to pinch himself. It was so damned hard to believe. Clive never took meetings in person. Not even with the man he’d known since he was a manipulative little toddler — or at least that’s how it sometimes seemed. 
Clive had known Rachel Ryan back when she’d still had human bones. He always had and always would dwarf even the great Micah Ryan in ways Micah could barely understand. Micah bowed before no one, but he’d grown up in the shadow of the man who’d turned the rock circling the planet into an international treasure. Nobody pulled as many strings as Clive once had — as he still, in all probability, still pulled better than anyone today, even in the walled-off East. Micah was too good for heroes, but he’d watched Clive Spooner captivate the world, same as everyone, and that conditioning ran deep. 
And now Clive had accepted an in-person meeting. Here, in his office, at the top of the twisted black Licorice Spire. 
Micah looked at Lawrence, wondering if the man was a clone. Supposedly, they existed, and his lack of certainty felt like an unforgivable gap in knowledge. When Xenia could do all it could for the Beau Monde with its biological replacements, why would anyone bother to duplicate unenhanced human flesh as a clone? And even if it was possible, would you clone simply to preserve a competent assistant? Why even have an assistant when AI could surely do it better than Lawrence 2?
Micah stood. Lawrence looked over. He looked maybe twenty-eight and had an embarrassingly boring haircut. 
“Tell him I have an appointment,” said Micah. 
“He knows you have an appointment, Mr. Ryan.” 
Micah swore inside. That had backfired. He’d meant that he wanted Clive to know he had a different appointment (something that might make him seem important by implication) and that Clive’s lack of punctuality was going to make him miss it. He wanted to flex his muscles and let Clive know that even the great mogul wasn’t the only important thing on Micah’s schedule. But all he’d done, by phrasing things wrong, was force Lawrence to remind Micah that Clive knew he was out here and yet was in no hurry to honor his time. 
“Can I get you something while you wait?” Lawrence asked. As if Micah could be pacified with shitty coffee. As if Micah were just another supplicant, waiting on bent knee. 
“I meant, I have another appointment. I need to leave soon if I’m going to make it.”
Lawrence watched him pleasantly. 
Micah took a step toward the hallway door, waiting for Lawrence to stop him. 
“I need to leave,” he repeated. “I’ve scheduled these too close together, and I’d assumed we’d be on time.” He resisted the urge to tap the wall to show Lawrence what time it actually was. He knew from his display that Spooner had kept him waiting for nearly twenty minutes already, but showing the assistant might shame him into action. 
“Oh. I’m sorry to hear that, Mr. Ryan.” Lawrence looked back at his screen. It was so thin that Micah literally couldn’t see it from the side — an ergonomic floating model buoyed by nanobots and made to adjust to the viewer’s eye level as it changed throughout the day. As Micah looked at Lawrence now, it seemed that Clive’s assistant was simply ignoring him. 
“Unless you want to ring in and tell him. That I have a short window before I absolutely must leave, I mean. But it would have to be right now.” 
Lawrence gave Micah a pleasant smile. “Mr. Spooner prefers not to be disturbed while working. I let him know when you arrived.” 
“You may want to remind him, though, seeing as I have to go.” 
Another smile. “That’s quite all right, Mr. Ryan. If you must leave, you can call anytime to reschedule. Have a pleasant afternoon.” 
Micah stood where he was for a moment then returned to his hard, uncomfortable seat. He was just letting his head hang in defeat when the inner door opened. A boyish shout greeted him before he could compose himself enough to muster some dignity. 
“Micah! It’s so nice to see you in person, young man.” 
Micah made his face cordial but otherwise neutral. Clive had always called him “young man.” In Micah’s mind, it wasn’t unlike being called “kiddo” or “sport.” 
“I have an appointment,” Micah said, again looking toward the hallway door. “It’s very important.” 
Clive came forward and wrapped an arm around Micah’s shoulders, rumpling his blazer. “Oh yes. Of course it is.” 
“No. I mean, I have an appointment.” Again he looked toward the door, half gesturing to indicate his pressing need to be elsewhere because he was a vital, in-demand person who waited on nobody. 
“Sure, sure. I ran long on a previous call. I know you have an appointment, but it couldn’t be helped.” 
“I mean…” Micah trailed off, sighing. He wished Clive had just agreed to meet in a simulation, like a normal person.
“Have a seat, Clive,” said Micah, gesturing, figuring he might as well try and order the man around his own office to regain some pride. But Clive was already walking to a bar along one wall. He didn’t seem to have heard. 
“Get you a drink, Micah?” 
“It’s a little early, isn’t it?” 
Clive poured brown liquid over ice then drank half of it in one pull. The cost of that long swallow, knowing the way a man like Clive stocked his home and office, probably exceeded most of the city’s yearly Directorate doles. 
“Sure it is,” said Clive, flashing his winning smile. “Nothing for you then? Fine.” He crossed the room, sat away from where Micah had indicated, and made himself casual. Micah, who’d been about to accept the drink, sat watching Clive swirl his own glass, ice cubes tinkling.
Micah sat. The chair was too small. 
“Why did you want to meet in person, Clive?” 
“You were the one who wanted to meet.”
“Yes, of course. But I assumed we’d meet in an immersion like we normally do.”
“Mikey, do you know who I meet in person most often?” 
“I’d really rather you call me Micah.” 
“Your mother,” Clive said, answering his own question and ignoring Micah’s protest. “I used to have a chance to see you and Isaac. Now it’s all simulations. It feels like we’ve spent time together because we’ve met in so many — but I swear this feels new now, like I haven’t seen you in decades.” He sipped. “Nobody meets in person anymore.” 
“Plenty of people meet in person,” said Micah. 
“Sim this, sim that. Immerse this, immerse that. That’s the problem with being rich, Micah. Everyone always gives you the best, even if you don’t want it. Sometimes, I want the imperfection of personality. Not something that’s been sifted and sorted by The Beam. And what does it say that really it’s just me and your mother and — well, and select other people who’d bore you — who I take my real time to meet and share space with? I’ve missed you, Micah. Haven’t even seen you in an immersion for a few months now. How are you? How is life in politics?” 
“Complicated.” He shifted.
“Well then. What can I do for you?” 
Micah took a moment before responding. Clive had always been his insider within his mother’s private group, but even Clive wouldn’t outright admit it even existed, who was in it, how much power it really had, or anything else. They’d always danced around the issue in veiled metaphors and winks. Only recently had things begun to change a little, probably lining up with his mother’s forthcoming death — sooner or later, depending on Kai. If he had to guess, it meant that Rachel’s involvement would pass to Micah when she shuffled off this mortal coil. But begging to know more — even after Clive asked a question Micah could answer with a too-curious question of his own — would probably result in frustration. It was maddening how well Clive kept the group’s secrets. 
Instead of asking directly about the group (“Panel,” he’d heard it called) and his chances of joining the zenith of elite, Micah sniffed at its edges. 
“I’m concerned about my mother’s health.” 
Clive actually laughed. “No, you aren’t. Just because you haven’t been in my office before today doesn’t mean I don’t know you, Micah. I remember ages ago, when your grandfather moved Ryan into the Yukon, I’d come to your house and — ”  
Micah cut him off. During the years about which Clive was about to wax nostalgic, Micah and Isaac had been in their twenties, but Clive’s tone suggested he was taking Micah’s seeming age today at face value and was picturing the two boys as toddlers playing with blocks. 
“Not that kind of concerned,” Micah said. “I meant in terms of tidying affairs. I somehow doubt the most important things she might leave hanging if something happens to her are written in her will.” 
“She’s left other plans in place for above-and-beyond matters. It’s not all with her attorney and will.” 
“Like what?” 
Clive half smiled. So much for sniffing around Panel’s edges. Micah was going to be cockblocked before he got close. “What needs to be addressed has been addressed.” 
“I don’t even know everything she has her hands in,” Micah said, keeping his voice casual, trying to pretend his question had been general rather than prying into the forbidden topic. “She’s on dozens of committees throughout the party — both parties, maybe, through avatars. There’s the whole of Ryan Enterprises…” 
“But you’re already running Ryan, Micah. She and I have discussed it. You and Isaac will each inherit half, but you alone will be the decision maker. You’ll do what you’re doing now. Rachel’s only instructions are that you let Isaac feel he has some control over the company’s direction, even though he’ll have none. The only change from now to then is that your credit balance will grow much larger.” 
Clive crossed one leg over the other, sitting back. Now that he’d told Micah what he already knew (and what he could have reminded Micah of over a voice call), he was waiting patiently for his visitor to find his balls and cut to the chase. Obviously, legal matters weren’t what had caused Micah to request the meeting, and his pretense was an insult to them both. 
“If that same number of credits dropped into someone else’s account,” Micah said, “what would happen? In terms of their social status.” 
Clive uncrossed his legs and leaned forward.
“What do you mean?” 
“I have some people asking me about Beau Monde. People who have been knocking on the door for a long time. I think if they don’t get the flag, we risk losing them.” 
Micah sat back as Clive moved farther forward. He finally had Clive’s attention and was again feeling some of his usual composure. Everything had been carefully phrased: the assertion that people were asking about Beau Monde, which wasn’t something anyone really talked about because it was all rumor. The assertion that they’d asked Micah, which put him in a position of power and implied authority. The way he’d casually mentioned the trailing identifier appended to Beau Monde Beam IDs — a tidbit that even the Beau Monde itself wasn’t supposed to know. And lastly, the way Micah had asked Clive about any of it — discussing highest-level information, bonding the two men together in shared conspiracy. 
“And who would these people be?” Clive asked. 
“Nicolai Costa. And a…another friend of mine.” 
At the mention of Costa, Clive sat back. He looked surprised in a specific way. Few people outside of Panel knew the secret importance of Nicolai Costa. Micah wanted Nicolai because of his role in making the modern Beam possible, but based on Clive’s eyes, it seemed Nicolai had deep meaning to Panel, too. 
“Costa came to you? Asking about Beau Monde?” 
“Indirectly.” 
“And what’s your question about credits?” 
“My credit balance is already enormous. Getting more won’t make me Beau Monde because I’m already Beau Monde. But what about Nicolai? What if he got the same windfall?” 
“Are you considering giving Costa your inheritance?” 
“I’m asking how it happens. How Beau Monde status is conferred. I’m asking if it’s simply a matter of wealth. Because Nicolai isn’t the only person who seems to have enough yet hasn’t moved up. Or been moved up.” 
“I will inquire,” said Clive, not at all answering the question. 
“And for me,” said Micah. “Inquire for me.” 
“You’re already Beau Monde.” 
Micah gave Clive a long look. He didn’t mean Beau Monde. He meant what stood above it. 
“Who makes the decision?” Micah asked instead.
“It’s complicated.” 
“There are too many for your group to handpick them all. Even if Beau Monde is the top 1 percent, 1 percent of the NAU is still a lot of people.” 
“Like I said, it’s complicated.” 
Clive watched him, assessing. Micah watched him back. 
“Was that all?” Clive didn’t rise from his chair, but the meeting had apparently reached a stalemate. 
“There’s one more thing,” Micah answered. 
Clive waited for him to continue. 
“My job has been complicated lately, thanks to events nobody’s bothered to inform me about.” 
Clive nodded. “Okay.” 
“I understand there are limits to what you can share. But we’re all in this together, and we both know a lot of the supposed inter-party feuding is just for show, to energize Shift and make it seem to matter.”
“It does matter,” said Clive. 
“In terms of the Senate balance, yes. But for the people, it’s just smoke and mirrors. Putting on a good show.” 
Clive looked like he might pretend to feel differently but decided not to insult Micah by doing so. 
“Maybe this all happened because you wanted a genuine reaction out of Enterprise. Meaning: a genuine reaction out of me, since the sheets care more about covering me than the president. But what you may be missing is that now that the Prime Statements are over, I’ve been given no direction as to my response.” 
“What are you talking about, Micah?” 
“Mindbender. You could have told me Carter Vale was planning to dig up that old chestnut. It’s not just my high-profile Enterprise role to consider. I also have a large stake at Xenia.” 
“You’re misunderstanding, Micah. Nobody knew Vale was planning to promise a return to work on Project Mindbender — to promise that Directorate members would be able to access it as part of their services package if it ever gets finished. That took all of us by surprise.” 
“Vale just came up with it on his own? Totally rogue?” 
“Maybe you should ask your brother. He’s unofficial head of Directorate.” 
Micah almost laughed. Isaac didn’t know strategy even at peak form, and he was far from his best self now. He and Natasha were somewhere between their normal acrimonious, bitchy selves and a gross version of twisted in love. Micah, who knew the whole story from both ends, was in a unique position to both pity and be disgusted by the couple. Isaac had re-won Natasha’s admiration by saving her from a siege that he himself had caused. Natasha had folded right back into the arms of a man she’d disrespected for years — but she likewise hadn’t backed away from either her decision to shift, her emasculating comeback concert, or her PR campaign with Isaac’s failings at its center. They were two people dancing with knives at each other’s backs. The sex, if it was happening, would probably peel paint. Or cause paint to leap off the walls in embarrassment and shame. 
“Isaac doesn’t have any idea what’s happening,” said Micah.
“You’re sure?” 
Micah leaned in. “Do you know something?” 
Clive leaned back, shrugging.
“So Vale’s proposal was of the blue.” 
“As far as anyone seems to know without quizzing Vale, yes.” 
“What’s being done about it?” 
“Done?” 
Micah tried to decide if he wanted to voice his certainty that Panel, like Micah himself, sometimes ordered problems solved in lethal ways. Instead, he said, “Does what Vale said mean anything at all? Are there competing labs looking into Mindbender-type research? Was something leaked from Xenia?” 
“Relax, Micah. He’s dusting off an old idea and throwing research appropriations at it. They’ll spend trillions trying to make a square peg fit a round hole, and then they’ll give up while Xenia’s progress on the real Mindbender continues unimpeded. It’s a pipe dream.” 
“Do you think he believes what he said? Vale, I mean?”
“Vale is as bright eyed and naive as they come. I imagine he still believes in the Tooth Fairy.” 
Micah sat back, feeling heavy. Clive gave a little wave, dismissing it all as c’est la vie. 
“Spice of life. And to think, we were so sure Enterprise would take the Senate this year.” 
“You don’t think we will?” It hurt to hear Clive say it, even though Micah had more or less calculated the same thing. Whether Panel had orchestrated Vale’s announcement or not, the idea of suffering another term of Directorate Senate majority — especially after he’d spent months believing the opposite — felt like a ton of bricks on his back. 
Clive laughed. “Of course not. The Senate will remain Directorate. Vale has pulled the most precious of tricks. He’s given the population something they can both aspire to and believe. The Mindbender pipe dream is real enough to have a kernel of far-fetched truth yet lofty enough to inspire the lowest people to new heights. As far as they can climb to heights, anyway. Starving Enterprise will shift to Directorate so they can be a part of it. Only those who truly deserve to be in Enterprise will stay.” The last should have been both self-evident, but Micah took it as an insult to his party’s promise.
Clive saw Micah’s annoyed expression and stood. Micah, sensing the meeting’s end — without conclusion or anything learned, of course — stood as well.
“It’s fine, Micah. Don’t worry about Vale. Don’t worry about Mindbender. Or Shift. Or the Senate. We’ll adapt. We always do.” 
“We?” Micah wasn’t sure what the pronoun referred to.
“Your future is in good hands. I’ll just say that.” 
Micah felt like Clive was tossing him a bone. Part of him wanted to reject the platitude because it felt like pandering, and Micah Ryan didn’t need pandering. But the simple sentence still made something inside him stand at attention. 
Your future is in good hands. 
Clive didn’t wink. But it was close. 
Micah suppressed a smile. He nodded briefly instead, shook Clive’s offered hand in what seemed to be parting, and turned toward the door. 
“Micah,” Clive called from behind him. 
Micah turned. 
“You asked about Beau Monde. About status for Nicolai and…” he gave a tiny little smile, as if he knew something, “…others.” 
“Yes?” 
“There’s too much information for that to be a handmade process. You’re right about that. But it’s controlled. It has to be.” 
“So it’s AI. AI makes the decisions.” 
“AI proposes candidates, but they must be greenlit. And even AI must follow an algorithm. A lot of it is about wealth. But there is more.” 
Micah watched Clive, waiting for more. 
“Maybe you could tell me what you’re talking about,” he said. 
“That’s not something I’m at liberty to discuss,” Clive said. “But if I were you — in your unique, in-between position, on the cusp of something but not quite inside — I’d follow the wealth to find your answer.” 
“What the hell does that mean, Clive?” 
“Talk to someone who works with credits and exchange. Who writes conversion algorithms. The kind of person who might be able to write the rules for AI then greenlight or veto its suggestions.” 
Wheels turned in Micah’s head. Something was almost clicking. 
“And in unrelated matters,” Clive went on, “I imagine I’ll see you soon, at Craig Braemon’s pre-Shift event.”





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Three
 
 
“Say it again, Dom,” Omar said, holding his mobile next to Dominic’s mouth.
Dominic looked down at the small rectangular device then up from Omar’s long, ostentatiously dressed arm to his ostentatiously dressed torso. Omar was wearing a suit that Dominic, who didn’t know or care for colors, would have called brick red. Although Kate, across the trio of chairs in a revealing dress that showcased her assets above and below the waist, had already called it mauve. 
Atop Omar’s ostentatiously dressed torso was his smiling head. Against his dark skin, Omar’s overly bleached teeth looked like Chiclets — a gum or candy (maybe both) that Dominic remembered Grandy used to carry. Omar was grinning wide enough to show off a handful of those Chiclets.
Dominic found himself torn. He had two possible responses. He could either try to make Omar eat the mobile or punch his fist through the man’s pristine dental work. Both were appealing options, but he couldn’t likely do both at once. 
“Fuck off,” Dominic said. 
“Just say it again.” From the corner of his eye, Dominic could see the screen, ready to record whatever he said next. 
“Fuck off, Omar.” 
“Tell me again how you feel about Dick Grabel. Tell me whether you think he’s competent to act as your number two for security at Craig’s Respero fundraiser. Tell me if you think he can be trusted.” 
“I told you, he’s fine.” 
“That’s not what you said last time, Dom.” 
“I don’t like him,” Kate said. 
“How ’bout you, Dom? How do you feel about Dick Grabel?” 
Dominic pushed Omar in the chest. He didn’t want to be here. He was in trouble with the Lunis shortage and already had a ping from Austin Smith at NPS that his problems had doubled. The bug he’d left under Leo’s table had led to the arrest of half of the Organa village. He’d already dealt moondust; he was a damned junkie and would run dry; he’d betrayed a friend; he’d stolen dust from DZPD evidence to tide Leo over. Omar forcing himself into Dominic’s life this final time was bad enough without the lowlife’s humiliation. 
“Stop it, asshole,” Dominic said. 
“Stop what?” Kate asked. 
“He’s trying to get me to say, ‘I like Dick’ again.” 
There was a bonging from below Dominic’s chin. Omar pulled the handheld back and said, “Got it. Thanks, Dom.” 
Omar pressed the mobile’s screen, and Dominic heard his own voice say, “I like Dick.” 
“That’s my ringtone now. You wanna try calling me, test it out?”
Dominic rose then grabbed Omar by the collar. Kate raised her hands, waving for peace. Dominic let go of Omar then turned toward the office’s other end. He lasted three seconds then turned back, unsure what to do. You shouldn’t have to deal with immature bullies as an adult, and Dominic wasn’t used to being the one bullied. He’d always been large, gruff, and blue collar — another of Grandy’s terms that was increasingly synonymous with Directorate today. Dominic’s solid performance in school (mostly under and after his time in Leo’s class) had earned him a few names, but Dominic had proved himself to those boys with his fists in the streets. The idea that a two-bit hustler like Omar was getting under his skin now in such a stupid way was infuriating. There was no correct response. Looking away felt like pouting. And as much as he wanted to break Omar in half, his rational side knew that teaming with Omar and Kate was probably the only way out for all of them. 
“Maybe you take a step down, Omar,” said Kate. Her voice was feminine and sexy, but her cadence and tone had all the finesse of a brick. Kate conflicted Dominic’s emotions. She was beautiful and alluring, but she moved, acted, and spoke like a man. He wasn’t sure whether he was attracted to her or not — though looking at Kate, it was almost impossible not to be.
“I’m just having fun,” Omar said. 
“Maybe we just skip your fun, and you stop being an asshole,” Kate said. 
Dominic gave Kate a small nod of thanks. She must’ve taken it for ogling because she covered her cleavage and rolled her eyes. 
Omar shrugged, acquiescing. But because he was Omar, he touched his mobile one final time before putting it away and again Dominic heard himself profess his appreciation for Dick. 
“Fine then. You want to be business, we’ll be business.” Omar straightened his collar and tipped his eyes toward Dominic’s abandoned chair.
Dominic returned the dealer’s stare, waited for him to sit, then plopped down with a grunt. 
“As I was saying before all the humor left the room,” Omar continued, “Dick Grabel, from what you showed me of the roster, seems the logical choice to head up security.” 
“I thought I was supposed to head up security,” Dominic said, trying to keep his voice even. 
“Officially, Craig Braemon’s event is a goody-goody, PR-friendly fundraiser to provide Respero Dinners for poor people,” Omar said. “But we all know it’s mainly politics. Politics plus its location in DZ puts it under the purview of DZPD. And that means you’re in charge by default, Dom, because you’re captain of Station One, where Quark has its annex.” 
Omar, as usual, was acting like the mastermind, even though he was just regurgitating what Dominic had already told him, using his own slippery words. 
“I don’t see why that’s a problem,” said Kate. 
Omar started to respond, but Dominic cut him off. “Anything that funds a nonprofit organization is considered public by DZ law, and that puts it under public protection. Add the strong political presence — the Ryans, for sure, maybe even other figures — we know will be in attendance, and the situation doubles. Police provide security like they would for either of the presidents. The stretch on resources this time of year is a pain in the ass because politicians use pre-Shift to exploit loopholes.” 
“What do you mean?” 
“They can throw parties and call them fundraisers,” Dominic said. “Anyone here really think an Enterprise stooge like Omar’s man Craig cares about Dinners for poor people?” He shook his head with obvious disgust, as if the Enterprise was the only dirty party. “They invite political allies and get drunk, but the provision lets them do it on the city’s dime. All sorts of city services are forced to support whatever stupidity bigwigs put together as long as they register them properly ahead of time.” 
“Directorate thinking,” said Omar, scoffing. 
Dominic, whose whole family had been Directorate for as long as the party had existed, gave him a glance before returning his attention to Kate.
“It’s a solid system if it’s not exploited, but of course it’s exploited plenty.” He eyed Omar. “Especially by Enterprise assholes who think the world belongs to them.” 
“We’re a party of people who take the opportunities that present themselves. Right, Katie?” 
“Police provide protection,” Dominic went on. “For the duration of every one of these things, captain of the Quark-allied precinct — that’s mine, Station One — receives a conditional promotion. For a few hours every other week or so lately, my Beam ID makes me a co-commissioner because it takes a few precincts’ worth of patrolmen to divert and cover the event’s needs, and someone has to be in charge. It doesn’t let me run the city, but it’s still a promotion.” 
Kate looked at Omar then back at Dominic. She recrossed her legs. Dominic, watching, fought a spontaneous boner. 
“So you’ll head security at Braemon’s event.” Another glance at Omar. “No Dick required.” 
“I can’t. I’m supposed to coordinate. It will seem strange if I’m patrolling Braemon’s apartment like a waiter. Problem is, it’s me who has the access needed to override a few layers of security on Braemon’s canvas, and that means I need to come by at some point anyway. So what Omar’s saying — what I was saying — is that I need to designate someone to head security who fits a specific profile: he needs to be competent enough to run the event without needing to check in up the command chain but incompetent enough that I can get past him without him shouting, ‘Hey there, Boss!’” 
“So you’re onboard,” said Omar. 
Dominic looked over. Omar’s face had changed. It was hard to believe this was the same person who’d just goaded him into saying “I like Dick” for immature shock value. Now he looked invested. Serious. Willing to talk straight in a way he hadn’t before. 
“I already said I’m onboard.” 
“I can hear the difference now, though. Now you’re thinking it out. You have in mind how you’ll do this, don’t you?” 
“We. How we will do this.” 
“See,” said Omar, “I like that even better. We. The three of us, as a team. You through acting like this is beneath you then?” 
Dominic wasn’t so sure about that. He still loathed Omar. He still thought the asshole’s crony Jimmy was a hothead who might, however ancillary to the main trio currently in the office, represent a loose end that could get them caught. He still knew almost nothing about Kate, and there was a policeman’s itch about her that made Dominic think there was a secret being kept from him. In his gut, everything about Omar’s plan felt wrong. It felt dangerous and stupid. It felt like he was crawling back into bed with someone who’d repeatedly burned him. 
But thinking through the plan — while dodging Omar’s abrasive personality — over the past few days had turned a few frozen wheels inside him. If what Omar said about the so-called Beau Monde was true, it meant there was an elite pulling strings that a fair world shouldn’t permit them to pull. And if Craig Braemon represented a portal to that elite, the good cop inside Dominic wanted to climb through it. Not to join that privileged group but to break it up like a ring of criminals. 
Besides, on a practical level, it was beginning to feel like this whole thing might solve every one of Dominic’s problems with Lunis and the Organas. With leverage, he would no longer need to be a drug trafficker. With privileged access, he’d be able to help Leo if it turned out the old man’s cause was just…or crush him if he was another wrench in the system. 
Dominic had tried to do things the fair way, and he’d always been stymied by people like Omar who didn’t play by the rules. Maybe it was time for Captain Long to start playing dirty, too, for the greater good.
“Don’t push your luck, Omar,” said Dominic. 
“Fine,” said Kate, leaning forward and putting her cleavage on display. “You become phantom commissioner. You assign Grabel to head security at the event. The idea is to access Braemon’s canvas, right? You’re kidding yourself if you think that can be done even with commissioner’s Beam access. I had my own canvas locked down sixteen ways, and the right people were able to hack in like snapping a twig. You really think three hustlers will be able to walk in there and pop his system’s top if he’s the big shit you say he is?” 
Dominic’s eyes narrowed at Kate’s use of the past tense. Her story of a hacked canvas had the sound of something previously discussed, but this was the first time Dominic was hearing it. What had she been hiding that had necessitated such extreme protection? Who were “the right people” who’d hacked it? It might have everything to do with a smuggling arrangement between Kate and Omar, and that made sense. But Dominic’s instincts said it was something different. Something further in the past. Something she’d admitted to without a second thought, forgetting herself and her current company. 
But the moment passed, and Dominic’s eyes moved from Kate to Omar, who was smiling his giant white smile. The one that Dominic kept wanting to smash, ally or not. 
“I think it just fine, Katie,” Omar said, “because you ain’t even heard the good part of the plan yet.”





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Four
 
 
Sam Dial felt like an asshole. 
He sat in front of his laptop canvas, his anonymizer coupled and shielded, two separate timers ticking at his side reminding him to shower because he kept forgetting and stunk. The timers had gone off yesterday. He’d reset them. They’d gone off once today, and it had taken him a half hour to remember why he’d set them. In the meantime, the rabbit hole he’d been pursuing had sent him into a Beam hyperforum on Lunis usage. From there, he’d begun investigating add-ons he really wanted but didn’t trust himself to get, seeing as he felt sure most add-ons had location-betraying malware that may or may not be able to read (and report) their user’s Beam ID. After that, Sam had started to sketch out how such a nefarious system might work on paper, before remembering that camera drones might see him drawing. So he’d burned the paper on his stove then nearly forgot to turn off the range (the place was ancient; it didn’t even have an induction cooker) and had nearly burned the place down. Fortunately, his timers had gone off again at that point, one after the other, prompting him to kill the fire. He’d remembered the need to shower later and had reset them with no confidence that they’d properly alert him to his bathing need this time, or any other.
As he watched his screen, ignoring the machine’s prompt to drag out a holoweb and browse The Beam like a normal human, Sam felt an itch. He felt like a massive dickhead. An impostor. A poseur. A fake. A douche bag charlatan. 
Sam stared at his Beam page’s open admin window, which was waiting for him to put his fingers on the keys like a caveman rather than dictating. Waiting for him to pretend to know things in Shadow’s superior, confident way. Waiting for Shadow to make proclamations like someone in control and with authority, knowing those proclamations would be read as the delusions of some asshole who’d embarrassed himself with proud promises to disrupt Shift. 
Did Shadow have any followers left who believed in him? Should he post as he’d planned…or would posting get him laughed at and threatened?
He’d intended to write his update about misappropriation of city funds. About how the Beau Monde was swinging its big bat to get more than their fair share yet again. In the final days leading up to a rather undisrupted Shift (no thanks to Shadow’s big mouth and uncredited fuck-you thanks to Integer7), there was an increasing number of both Enterprise and Directorate events. All were supposedly fundraisers, all being paid for by the city, sucking off social services that poor people like Sam and most of Null needed far more. And the people throwing those events had the trailing identifier on their IDs designating them as part of the privileged class.
That’s something Null would normally care about. But did Shadow have any credibility left to post on it? He could barely open his inbox without finding more threats. 
But it could be worse, Sam reminded himself.
Back when he’d worked at the Sentinel, before he’d ruffled feathers in one of Sam Dial’s defining life events, he’d had all sorts of brain hardware that suited his hyperconnected youth. He’d lived on The Beam back then. He’d never been alone. He’d chatted with six or seven people at once; he’d casually offloaded parts of his memory to Beam servers so that his own personal short-term memory could divert to more pressing concerns. He’d never even turned on do-not-disturb, having crafted AI-mediated custom responses for use when he was sleeping then used a deep cortex enhancement called a Tumbler to talk for him until he was awake enough to resume talking consciously. 
Back then, Null’s threats wouldn’t have sat in his inbox. They’d have flown in front of his face. They’d have screamed in his ears. He’d have been assaulted, wounded, reduced to cowering before them. 
Disconnected life at least had this going for him: He could shut it off. He could compartmentalize, even if he didn’t like it. 
One of Sam’s alarms went off at the same time as a small diode blinked atop the Trill cabled into Sam’s anonymizer. It was another of Stefan’s inventions that provided a stupidly complicated solution to a simple function. If Sam had a working cochlear implant or even a decent Beam connection, the incoming caller could simply speak to him. But in Sam’s life, even calls weren’t straightforward. 
Sam, suddenly realizing that none of the cloak and dagger was necessary because he was supposed to answer the call as the reporter Sam instead of the criminal Shadow, grabbed his handheld, attempted to send the ping over from his hijacked and filtered canvas, and failed. The call ended. Sam grabbed the ID and called back, this time using his normal mobile and identity. 
“Nicolai Costa,” said a voice. 
“Mr. Costa. This is Sam Dial.” 
“I just tried to call you. Your canvas sent a reject. And now I can’t get video.” 
“I’m calling from my handheld.” 
“It’s still not registering right,” said Costa. 
“It’s VoIP.” 
“What’s that?” 
“Voice over IP.” 
Costa said nothing, probably baffled because nobody had used VoIP since before Sam was born. Even IP, which his hotwired system used, was an Internet holdover and wholly foreign to everyone. It was ironic that using a backward technology relying on Beam relics that the system itself barely remembered for protection was, right now, giving him away. 
“I’m sure it’s a glitch,” said Sam. 
“I’m hearing a ringing noise, too.” 
Sam’s alarm was still blaring. He threw it across the room. “Better?” 
“Yes.” 
“This connection is glitchy. Can we meet?” 
The sentence made Sam feel cold. He’d said it himself, but the idea of meeting a source in public? Meeting Costa in public? Being out in public at all? It was daunting. But his own lips had betrayed him because meeting Costa in public passed for normal far more than meeting in Sam’s rundown, paranoid nest of an apartment. 
Nicolai agreed, gave Sam an address, and asked if they could meet in a half hour. 
The second alarm went off just in time, reminding Sam that he smelled like an armpit. 
“Better make it an hour,” he said.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Five
 
 
Nicolai had done his research on Samuel Dial, formerly of the District Zero Sentinel, previously of the Brooklyn Reporter, previously of an apparently short-lived paper-only rag at NYU called the Scene. It was that last that intrigued Nicolai most. Because while the majority of Sam’s articles (as far as Nicolai could find, anyway) skirted the edge while staying in safe bounds, he’d been able to find nothing of the Scene. He’d exhausted The Beam, along with two of his assistants’ on-foot efforts. It was as if the Scene hadn’t merely been a paper-only publication at all and had, in fact, been something considerably more nefarious. If it were just an old periodical that happened to rely on tree pulp, he’d have been able to find records: scans, on-Beam shares, even digital photographs. At the very least, Nicolai should have found secondhand reports from AI that had read the paper, even if they’d had to do it from across the room through a water-flow sensor in someone’s apartment shower head. But he’d found nothing. The Scene existed only as rumor. Those behind it seemed to have printed it on precious newsprint, distributed it below the radar, and only handed it out to people who weren’t wired and promised to burn after reading. 
In reality, that was probably a bit of an exaggeration — the kind of rumor that made the inane scribblings of college kids seem much more legendary than they ever could have been in life. Nicolai had thoughts about that, too. If his prep school hadn’t been raided and his friends and teachers murdered back in Italy, Nicolai would have gone to college. In-person universities hadn’t been nearly as rare in those days. And if he thought his friends’ older brothers and sisters had been pretentious back then, it had to be double now. Remove the collegiate identity by making most attendance virtual, and students would have to take out their senses of repression and grandeur in other ways. 
But as he sat in his apartment waiting for the intercom’s buzz, Nicolai reflected back on those first searches. Maybe the Scene had been idiot kids pretending they had enough underground muscle to change the world — but deluded or not about the paper’s actual content, the paper itself had managed to vanish into the slipstream of time. In this day and age, that was saying something. 
Maybe Sterling Gibson’s random reporter had potential after all.
Nicolai waited. And waited. He passed the chair Micah Ryan had sat in when he’d appeared at the apartment unannounced, and it was as if Nicolai could still sense the man’s presence. Micah had known something when he’d come to Nicolai’s place. The more time passed, it seemed like that had always been Micah’s way — pretending to enter situations with Nicolai as an observer, when in fact he’d maybe always been the puppeteer.
The Ryans had brought Nicolai to the NAU because of his microscopic cargo. 
The Ryans had shepherded him — first with Isaac and now unwittingly with Micah — in the way farmers fattened livestock for slaughter. And to think: all that time, he’d fancied himself free, able to do as he wished. 
Micah had seemed to anticipate Nicolai’s defection from Isaac. He’d seemed, in fact, to have planned it. 
So when Micah had shown up at Nicolai’s flat to find his Beam connection off, was it really so unreasonable to believe he’d known that Nicolai had worked with Kai to betray him? Had Micah actually sent Nicolai to see Rachel Ryan…even though at the time Nicolai had been sure going there was his own idea? Even Rachel had seemed to know he was coming. 
Maybe Micah had sent Nicolai to visit Sterling Gibson, hoping he’d spill his secrets to the press.
And when Gibson — who wouldn’t publish Nicolai’s dangerous truths — had sent Nicolai and Sam Dial into each other’s lives — maybe that had been Micah’s plan, too. Maybe instead of subverting the Ryans, all Nicolai was doing right now was playing into their hands. Again. 
Nicolai blinked, dismissing the thought. It was a ridiculous chain of paranoid ideas. Micah was devious, yes, and clearly the Ryans had privilege that Nicolai could only imagine. But the man wasn’t God. Nicolai still had free will. And right now, he was doing the most freewheeling, off-tracks thing he could think to do. 
But maybe he shouldn’t. Maybe he should call off his meeting. Because, again, maybe Micah wanted him to shake hands with Sam Dial. 
Nicolai sighed, knowing he was being stupid, unreasonable, and ridiculous. Knowing that the Ryans didn’t control everything, no matter how it sometimes seemed. Knowing that the more he entertained dark fantasies of being manipulated, the more he gave Micah the very power Nicolai, by meeting Sam, was trying to weaken. 
“You’re still your own man. Nobody controls you.” 
There was a chirp as Nicolai’s canvas considered his words. 
“Canvas,” Nicolai answered. “Ignore until further notice.” 
A second chirp answered. As far as AI could understand anything, it really should understand: Nicolai worked things out aloud. He paced to think and spoke to no one. His canvas had heard all of Nicolai’s musings ten times over, and the machine probably welcomed the order to ignore. Because as with understanding, perhaps AI could get bored, too. If so, Nicolai’s canvas would be bored plenty. 
But once he’d silenced the canvas responses, Nicolai found he had nothing to say. He tried to look across the city through his expansive windows. He tried to focus on his extravagant grand piano, which he’d begun exploring via semi-immersive lessons. Progress had been slow; those above his pay grade seemed able to download a virtuoso’s ability from The Beam whereas Nicolai had to learn the old-fashioned way. 
But his eyes kept returning to the empty chair. To the place Micah Ryan had sat, pretending to believe that Nicolai’s canvas was off because Nicolai claimed he preferred stints of bohemian living. Pretending he didn’t know that Kai was hiding in Nicolai’s closet. Pretending he didn’t know what was happening between Nicolai and Kai, against Micah. 
He wants me to kill his mother, Nicolai, Kai’s voice whispered in Nicolai’s mind. 
Nicolai waited for an out-loud response in his empty apartment, but of course he wouldn’t give it. His tongue wouldn’t say the words. Maybe because Nicolai hadn’t been surprised that Micah would hire an assassin to kill his mother, or that the assassin would be Kai. Nicolai had met Rachel and knew her to be as slippery as a snake. Maybe she even saw Micah’s bad news coming. 
A soft voice announced an incoming call. 
“Put it here.” Nicolai tapped the wall in front of him. 
“It’s voice only, Nicolai. 
“Who is it?” 
“Edmundo Perez.” 
“I don’t know any Edmundo Perez.” 
“An encrypted text subvisual accompanies the request. It says, ‘Wink wink.’” 
Nicolai sighed. “Accept.” 
Sam’s voice came from the air around Nicolai’s head. Any decent canvas could do track and follow, but Nicolai paced so much when speaking that it had made sense to upgrade to an AuralStorm. Floating nanobots could vibrate around him much harder than he’d anticipated, and the effect was like being crushed by a wave. When he used them as a coherent speaker for calls and music, Nicolai kept the enhancement near 10 percent volume…and still Sam’s voice was too loud, maybe because he was shouting over some sort of mechanical roar.
“This is your apartment!” said the voice. 
Nicolai winced and turned the volume down. 
“Wherever you are,” Nicolai replied, “it’s not my apartment.” 
“The address you gave me!” he shouted. “It’s your apartment, right?” 
Of course it was. Why wouldn’t it be? Wasn’t Nicolai’s apartment a sensible place to meet? Nicolai resented the way Sam was making him feel ridiculous for proposing something so ordinary. 
“Yes,” he answered. 
The next thing Sam said was drowned by an almost deafening rumble. It sounded like Sam had been run over by something, but he kept speaking. All Nicolai could make out was a sense of urgency, as if the reporter’s exclamation points had detached themselves from his words and arrived naked. 
“What?” 
“!!!”
“Where are you?” 
The roar decreased. “In the subway.” 
That wasn’t true. The subway was a mag line, like the El. It was so quiet, commuters sometimes missed it if they were looking at their handhelds when it pulled into the station. 
“Where are you really?” 
“The subway! Below the mall!” 
“The…” That couldn’t be right. “You mean the chute train?” 
“Of course!”
There were a thousand questions Nicolai could ask at this point, but they all boiled down to “What the hell is wrong with you?” One and only one of New York City’s original subway lines had been recovered after the flooding of the ’20s, and it was used almost exclusively for moving cargo beneath the streets that was considered too hazardous or intrusive to shuttle above in plain sight. Technically, you could still buy rides, but most of the human passengers who rode the thing were just fleshy forms of cargo: homeless people too far gone for an official party designation, children and women who’d been blanked and were being sold. Nicolai had never known anyone foolish enough to use the chute train or even let it enter their consciousnesses because the idea of using the chute was only slightly more reasonable than shooting an old lead-slinging gun and riding the bullet.
“Look…just come up to the mag train, at least. If you’re at the mall, you’ll take the blue line to — ”
“I’m not taking any…!” The rest was lost in more mechanical grinding. 
“I’ll pay for your ride. It’s no big deal.” 
“…the money! It’s…Beam!…apartment anyway!” 
Nicolai supposed the last was a refusal to come to his apartment. Hadn’t Dial contacted Gibson, demanding to speak to Nicolai? Gibson had hooked Nicolai up with Sam because Nicolai wanted a reporter, but it could have been any reporter — writer of vanishing underground paper ’zines or not. Nicolai wasn’t the needy one here. He considered telling Sam to fuck off and forget it if he was going to be a prima donna, but then Sam continued. The sound was lower; he must have moved up the tunnel to somewhere quieter. 
“Look,” Sam said, now audible, “I can’t go to your apartment.” 
“Why not?” 
“Same reason I won’t ride a mag train. Or take a cab. It’s all trackable.” 
“Trackable by whom?” 
Sam ignored the question and asked one of his own: “Do you know Little Harajuku?” 
Nicolai almost laughed. “Are you kidding? No, if you want to meet off-site, we stay in Midtown.” 
“I’m not comfortable discussing what I need to discuss in Midtown.” 
“I thought I was the one discussing?” said Nicolai, annoyed. 
“I know you know what I don’t,” said Sam, “but this might be bigger than you realize.” 
“If you’re that uncomfortable meeting in person, we don’t need to meet in person at all. I own a digital neighborhood. Have you ever used a Layer Sim?”
“You want to meet in a sim?”
“A Layer Sim. Like a layer on top of the real city. I’ll send you the key sequence. That way, you can enter and see that it’s secure. I own it, so nobody can snoop.” 
“Are you kidding? I’d have to get all the way back to my place to do that, and even then I don’t have a compatible rig. Forget about security; I wouldn’t have the fidelity needed. I’d be begging to get stuck in a hole!”
Nicolai sighed, wondering if this had all been a terrible idea. He’d tried to get Gibson’s help with the story Nicolai was bursting to tell — and Gibson, predictably, had refused. Sam Dial was his recommendation for what Nicolai needed. Sam was the uncredited source behind most of Gibson’s book Plugged, he’d added in a whisper. Nicolai trusted Gibson, so he should probably trust Sam. But Sam, so far, had turned out to be a paranoid pain in the ass. 
“You won’t get stuck, Mr. Dial.” Nicolai heard his own exasperation. He was tired of this conversation. He was also suddenly nostalgic for his little piece of digital real estate. Nobody bought Layer Sim neighborhoods anymore after the craze had begun and ended a decade earlier, and Nicolai hadn’t visited despite having spent many an idle hour building it to a fantasy version of the life he’d wished he had. It had been both an artistic outlet and a pathetic substitute for having the guts to leave Isaac’s employ. But the nature of all Layer Sims meant that they endured even if nobody accessed them. The place, though secure, would surely have been overrun by transient AI by now — most of it probably ancient and quaint. If he didn’t get back in there soon, all of Nicolai’s personalization would be washed away like an eroded shoreline. 
“I know a place,” said Sam. 
“I’m not going to Little Harajuku.” 
“Starbucks.” 
Sam didn’t trust mag trains, but he trusted Starbucks? Nicolai didn’t ask. It made a strange kind of sense, really. Starbucks had once been a coffee chain, but its real business these days was anonymity. The company’s focus on Beam-related security was well documented and virtually unassailable. Thinking of it now, Nicolai was reminded of the role Swiss banks once played for people wanting to keep their business and finances secret. 
“Where?” Nicolai asked. Then he sighed, again telling himself this would all be worth it if Dial had the connections and guts Gibson swore he did. 
Sam told him.
So Nicolai went. 





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Six
 
 
In theory, Nicolai was supposed to be the source, and Sam was supposed to be the interviewer. But Sam wouldn’t shut the fuck up. 
They were sitting in a private room in a Starbucks near the mall. Nicolai, with some resentment, had needed to make up most of the distance between them because Sam wouldn’t take any form of transportation that didn’t involve his feet or a rolling death train. Nicolai didn’t share his compunctions. He’d taken a cab. He’d paid the fare. Then he’d arrived to find Sam already there. The reporter had been waiting by the entrance with a hat on and pulled halfway down over his face. 
Sam had demanded a private room for their discussion. Predictably, Nicolai had paid. 
He’d wondered if they should get drinks. Sam had agreed as if Nicolai had offered, and then Nicolai had paid again. 
Now Nicolai was sitting back in a soft leather chair that wafted the distinct auto-cleaning scent of Permaguard whenever he shifted his weight. He sipped his latte and tried to decide if he was more entertained or irritated by his companion. 
The idea — from both Nicolai’s perspective and Sam’s — had been for Sam to interview Nicolai about things the world’s rank and file weren’t supposed to know: the Beau Monde, the Ryans, the Beam’s secret life. Nicolai knew he’d need to carefully curate which secrets he told Sam, but he had plenty and was willing to share so long as Sam could do as Gibson suggested by obscuring the rumors’ source. Nicolai wanted the information out. He wanted to play the Ryans for once instead of the Ryans playing him. He wanted to shove a splinter under the skin of both parties as Shift approached. If there were puppet strings ruling the world (and clearly, there were more than Nicolai had realized just a few weeks ago), he wanted some of them to begin showing. 
But despite Gibson’s assurances that Sam Dial was dying to expose the same things Nicolai was dying to divulge, Sam hadn’t really asked any questions, and Nicolai hadn’t uttered more than a handful of words. Once the room’s privacy lock had shown impervious Starbucks green, Sam had announced his intentions to “frame the conversation and explain his intentions.” That had been fifteen minutes ago, and Sam showed no signs of stopping. 
Nicolai’s attention kept drifting, but he was more fascinated by the strange, eccentric, tattooed kid than he’d anticipated. Sam was all over the place. But it was shocking how familiar so many of his conspiracy stories sounded to Nicolai’s ears.
He tuned back in, catching the animated young man mid-rant. 
“…always known that there’s an upper class because when hasn’t there been? But not just upper, secret-upper, like there’s the rich people we see, but then there’s some above them, and that doesn’t even consider the idea of an upper-upper, like above them, like who will police the police? Only not with police. With Beau…oh, what the hell, with Beau Monde? It’s real, I’m sure of it, I’ve found evidence. Well, not me. Others. It’s hard to explain. Don’t ask me who. I can’t say. Not yet. Except that there are a lot of them. Not Beau Monde; there aren’t that many of them, like maybe 1 percent. I meant the ‘lot of them’ who figured this out. My sources. Do you know the Beau Monde? Don’t answer that. I know you do. I mean, I think you do. I anticipate you do. Which is kind of why I wanted to talk to you. Did I tell you about the ID sequences? I have someone I’ve talked to who found another set of identifiers, and no, I can’t tell you who…” 
Nicolai settled back and took another slow sip. Sam kept fidgeting as he spoke. He scratched his head, stood, sat, crossed his legs one direction and then the other. He kept glancing at the door. Every few minutes, he’d get up and actually cross the booth, then tap the green privacy seal as if testing to see if it was really there. He barely breathed when he spoke. His legs bounced. He nibbled at his fingernails between rushed words. 
“…and I mean Shift always matters in a way, I guess, but this time it actually matters, like in the past it was a choice between one color and another name for the same color, like there’s really not a difference, so for instance — oh, shit, I guess I can just tell you, right? Otherwise, why would you trust me? Isaac. Isaac Ryan. I know you work for him. Or worked. Some people say you defected.” 
Sam didn’t pause to confirm. A few minutes ago, Nicolai had tried to interrupt to verify or refute what Sam was saying, but he’d already given up, waiting for a pause that never came.
“But Isaac? Or you? Maybe you. We don’t think you’re Beau Monde. You’re pre-Beau Monde. No offense.” 
“None taken,” said Nicolai, wondering why it would be offensive to begin with.
“When people switch Enterprise to Directorate, Directorate to Enterprise, nothing really changes. The dole at those positions in Directorate is so high that it’s basically unlimited, like Enterprise, and it feels like a shell game. Are the parties working together? Don’t answer that yet. We’ll circle back. Did you see the Prime Statements?” 
Nicolai waited to see if he was expected to respond. He nodded. 
“And the wall behind the Presidents? Did anything show up on it?” 
“Like what?” 
“Exactly! Nothing! So now I’m wondering if he’s working with them. If he’s on my side or not.” 
“Who?”
“Once you see the ID tags, you can follow them and watch their patterns. I know someone, he — she? There’s no way to know — made a behavior-matching algorithm to sift the public Beam and watch the visible movements of any ID-tagged people, and do you know about that guy who died a few years back? Or not died — vanished, and I mean come on; we all know he’s dead.” 
“What guy?” 
Sam nodded as if Nicolai had just said something profound. “That’s right. Had the tag. And you know what some people say? They say it was an assassin. Like someone where, if you watch the tags and sort by Enterprise and Directorate and follow this inner circle, it starts to look like maybe he didn’t just vanish but is dead, and not just dead but killed, and that it was the work of an assassin. But not just an assassin; if you look at the possible assassins, there’s no previous criminal activity, and it’s like they didn’t even know they were assassins, like they were being controlled? Like maybe they’re clerics? That’s one idea that’s been advanced: that Beam clerics — and you know they’re all Quark-controlled, right? You know they’re never handed off to other sectors of service, and that Quark always holds the reins? — that a lot of the political backstabbing does happen through assassins, and that maybe the assassins are clerics, but maybe they’re kind of made clerics, like they didn’t sign up to be clerics, and I know that’s supposed to be impossible, but if you believe there’s really a SerenityBlue out there, then there might be all sorts of things, and yeah I know how that sounds but — ” 
“Sam…”  
Sam’s eyes darted to Nicolai’s. For a moment, Nicolai thought the other man might leap at him for some reason, but then the sense of mania departed and he seemed to listen. 
“Why are you telling me all of this?” Nicolai asked.
“I told you. As background. If you’re going to trust me, you have to know you can trust me. And I know some of the things you might have to say, Sterling sort of indicated, I mean not really but in that way he does where he’s, like, wink-wink he might tell you this, and I can’t run with it but maybe you can Sam, and so since this is about politics — ”
“What makes you think what I have to say is about politics?” 
“Isn’t everything?” Sam’s mere two-word reply was disarming after his verbal diarrhea. 
“I don’t know. Maybe.” 
Sam nodded. He looked toward the door. He reached into his pocket but came out with nothing. 
“Can I ask you a question?” Nicolai asked. “In the spirit of background, and helping me trust you before telling you my story?” 
Sam nodded. The movement was closer to a spasm.
“What happened to you?” 
“What do you mean?” 
What did he mean? Nicolai had made it through the East mostly due to guts and a particularly acute ability to judge people. People seldom surprised Nicolai. He could see through subterfuge like a superpower. He hadn’t seen the worst of Micah’s manipulations while they were happening, but he’d never trusted the man. Ironically, he trusted Isaac completely because Isaac was too weak for invisible deception. And even though Sam Dial was clearly Beamsick, Nicolai trusted him. He seemed incapable of keeping secrets. He seemed a peculiar breed of naive — naiveté that had managed to survive knowing (or suspecting) many of the world’s darkest secrets. 
“What made you like this?” Nicolai held up a hand, realizing he’d been far too blunt. Sam’s diarrhetic honesty was contagious. “No offense.” 
“Like what?” Sam looked like a man who didn’t realize his fly had been open and was now trying to cover.
“You’re sick. Why haven’t you been treated?” 
“I’m not sick.” Comically, he put the back of his hand to his forehead. 
“Not like that. How old are you?” 
“Fifty.”
Nicolai raised his eyebrows. 
“Fine. Younger than fifty.” 
“And you grew up in the city. Probably right in the heart of it.” 
“How do you know?” 
“I’m a keen observer of human nature. Human nature has accents. I can tell how addicted you are, but it’s different from someone who grew up in the past twenty or thirty years upstate. Your accent feels like someone who’s not just used to checking a handheld every few seconds. I figure you had hardware in you very young, and it was fed from ultra-high-capacity pipelines only available right here.” 
“Starbucks?” 
“Old Manhattan.” 
Sam looked up at Nicolai, chewing his cheek. What Nicolai had said was close to guessing the color of a woman’s underwear. This was the gauntlet. If Nicolai was going to trust Sam, Sam had to know that Nicolai could see right through him. He might run. But if he stayed, Nicolai would spill. If Sam stayed, it meant he was Nicolai’s man, damaged as he was. 
“I grew up in SoHo,” said Sam. 
“But not in the middle of it. You didn’t grow up in gangland.” 
“Fringe. Just on the edge.” 
“And your first implants. The connectivity ones. Age seven?” 
“Five.” 
Nicolai wanted to shake his head, but doing so would cross a line. This poor kid never had a chance. He’d grown up half cyborg. No wonder he couldn’t function without the Beam access he was clearly working so hard to avoid. He’d gone through his formative years with The Beam as part of his mind, body, and soul. Cutting it off would be like Nicolai giving himself a lobotomy. 
“But those implants are all inactive now.” 
“I don’t trust the network.” Sam swallowed but kept his eyes on Nicolai’s. Nicolai saw strength enter his gaze. What this kid was doing every day of his life took tremendous guts. It would be like going through withdrawal from a horrible drug…but no matter how long he stayed clean, the withdrawal symptoms would never, ever improve. 
“Why?” 
“I have my reasons.” 
Nicolai decided not to push further. Sam’s responses had gone from rambling and incoherent to terse and focused. He could fight it off, if he tried. 
Nicolai watched him for a few seconds longer, wondering if he should bring up the idea of pharmaceutical intervention. Living as Sam did must be excruciating. But he decided not to say anything because every person needs their pain, and all that had failed to kill Nicolai over the years had only made him stronger. 
“Okay,” said Nicolai. “What would you like to know?” 
“What did you want to tell me?” Sam countered. His gaze was holding, but his leg was back to bouncing on the ball of his foot. His fingers had resumed drumming atop his knee. 
“I’m not sure where to begin.” Nicolai could tell Sam everything, if he wanted. When he’d investigated Sam, it hadn’t taken much digging to see that while he still held valid press credentials, he hadn’t reported to the Sentinel or any other news outlet for years. His public credibility was shot. If Sam was cornered and told others that Nicolai Costa had blabbed, nobody would believe him. But on the other hand, if Sam wasn’t reporting to the Sentinel, he might be reporting to someone — or many someones — even more influential.
“Tell me about the Beau Monde.”
“It’s real,” Nicolai answered, surprising himself with his bluntness — followed by a spiteful appendix: “But I’m not in it.” 
“I know that,” said Sam. “But maybe you can tell me about how it’s influencing Shift.” 
“I only know that Isaac and Micah Ryan — ”
“According to my sources, a lot of decision makers from both sides — not just the Ryan brothers — will be at a pre-Shift event in two days,” Sam said.
“Craig Braemon’s Respero event for the Violet James Foundation,” Nicolai recited. “What about it?” 
“Are you going?”
“No.”
Across from Nicolai, Sam stood. He crossed to the door, touched the privacy seal, paced, then scratched his head like there were bugs in his hair. 
“Tell me what Sterling Gibson wouldn’t publish,” said Sam. “And afterward, let’s see if I can change your mind.” 
“About going to Braemon’s thing?” Nicolai shook his head. “No way. I’m not in politics anymore.”
Sam sat again, both legs bouncing, all fingers drumming. 
“I’ll bet you are,” he said, “whether you realize it or not.”





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Seven
 
 
June 16, 2049 — Grid-Neutral Appalachian Territories
 
“Leonidas,” said the man with the big arms. Well, big arm. The other — all exposed machinery — was more accurately an armature. 
Leo turned the rest of the way around, moving Gregory from his peripheral vision to front and center. He’d been standing with his arms crossed, overlooking the mountain valley. Appearing properly pensive, he hoped. Penitent maybe. Like a man finally growing old, questioning everything he’d always been so sure of in the past. 
“I’m just Leo up here, Gregory.” 
“Okay,” Gregory said, his face contorting. The face looked strange to Leo, who’d got used to Gregory in his usual backdrop, down in DZ. But Gregory had recently replaced the metal-and-glass eye he’d had since ’37 with a quasi-organic replacement like the ones hospitals gave people who got their eyes poked out somehow — or possibly by buffoonish plumbers like in the black-and-white Three Stooges reruns Leo watched on the Old Time Channel growing up. The thought was depressing instead of funny. If The Three Stooges had seemed ancient to young Leonidas Booker, younger people like Gregory wouldn’t even know them. That would have been true even if there hadn’t been a decade of environmental chaos and decimation between Mo, Larry, and Curly and the kids of today. 
“What do you need?” Leo asked.
“Your guy is here.” 
“What guy?” 
“He wouldn’t say.”
“He wouldn’t tell you his name?” 
“He wouldn’t tell me who he was,” Gregory said, as if that encapsulated everything. 
“I don’t need any surprises. Tell him to get the fuck out of here unless he wants to come clean like the rest of us.” 
“I don’t think it’s like that.” 
Leo paused. Then he said, “I was Leonidas, but you were Centurion. Does it feel strange to be called Gregory now?” 
“Yeah, some.” 
“No Gaia names up here. This new man? He picks a name, or he goes back to the city. Things are different now.” 
“I don’t think it’s just picking a name that’s getting him,” said Gregory. 
Leo looked him over. Gregory was almost a foot taller than Leo and twice as wide. He’d been a demolition specialist. The man had been absolutely fearless and obedient to the death. Leo had once commanded Gregory — then Centurion — to run into a factory with a string of plasma grenades around his waist. If he couldn’t lob them into the machines, his instructions were to yank a single string fastened to the pins — all of which had been ground smooth for easy egress from the explosive bulbs. He would have done it without hesitation: one man dead, one cause advanced. 
It was strange to see him tamed now, with his realistic eye instead of his old chrome one. This was a different leap of faith Leo was asking him to take — and for fighters like Gregory, the leap to pacifist living was a harder one than anything involving death.
And that didn’t even consider the larger leap Leo was asking his people to make. All of them going dry, all of them hurting. 
“Then what is it?” Leo asked. 
“He said to tell you he’s brought salvation. He’s in the meeting hall, waiting.” 
Leo sighed. Was that today? He’d totally forgotten. The errand was good, but in a way it was also terrible. The visitor sounded like he was bringing religion, and for now, that’s what Leo allowed the others to believe: that Leo had found God. In truth, he’d found something else. It was strange how conflicted Leo felt about it all. Seen one way, Leo was saving his people. Seen another, he was leading them to doom. 
“Okay. Thanks, Gregory.” 
Gregory turned. Leo took one last sighing glance across the unincorporated mountain valley. Before the Fall, most of this had probably been owned by someone. Then in the reincorporation and districting, it had gone back to Mother Nature, owned by nobody. To make his group’s claim on the land official, Leo had dragged a large sum from the coffers that NAU Protective Services had allowed the remains of Gaia’s Hammer to keep unfrozen. He’d started this group when it had seemed the old ways were returning even after nature had asserted herself on the planet, and now he himself was doing the same. Buying land. Machinery might come next, followed by mass production. Then polluting. Then raping and exploiting the earth. Humanity seemed incapable of coexisting with the world for long, like a parasite on the planet. 
“Gregory,” Leo said, turning halfway.
Gregory looked back. 
“I’d like you to get your arm covered.” 
Gregory looked down at the shining silver thing jutting from his elbow. It, too, had been state of the art when installed. Today, up here among the rug braiding and Kumbaya, it looked sad. At least Leo had begun with flesh over his own Warrior’s Fist. Gregory had enjoyed the intimidation factor of leaving the metal raw, same as the false eye. 
Gregory made a metallic fist. 
“Take your time,” Leo said. 
“I don’t mind doing it,” Gregory said. “I mean, it doesn’t bum me out. Like the eye. It’s just finding the time.” 
“NPS is sending up a team of surgeons. They’ll bring fabricators. Honestly, I hear it’s not much different than having something wrapped with a bandage.”
“Oh.” 
“You object to NPS coming up here,” Leo said. 
“I just keep thinking we’re done with them.” 
“They’re not butting in. They’re just trying to help.” 
To Gregory’s credit, he managed not to laugh. But Leo read his skepticism just the same. 
“If a bunch of Gaia start showing up in DZ to get themselves stripped and covered, people might start asking questions,” Leo explained. 
“Yeah, I guess.” 
Gregory seemed to be waiting for dismissal. He turned when Leo didn’t dismiss him. Then Leo repeated his name, causing him to turn again. But this time, Leo kept his gaze outward, seeing the turn only in the corner of his eye. He only wanted to see the valley. Maybe that would help him focus on why they were here and help him believe that this was right. That all of it was right, no matter how conflicted it made Leo feel.
“Yeah, Leonidas?” 
“Do you like it here?” 
“Sure.” 
“Do you miss the old life?” 
Gregory didn’t say anything. Leo assumed he’d shrugged out of sight. 
“I don’t mean just our purpose as Gaia. Gaia’s time is past. This here — ” he turned and patted the air, indicating the new mountain village, “ — is right for us now. The days of blade and fist are over. The deal we made with NPS — no matter how I feel about it — will keep that mission going forward. Our best purpose now is to lead by example. Up here. Doing what’s hard, to show that it’s possible.” 
“Sure, boss.” 
“I meant, do you miss the city?” 
By which Leo really meant: Do you miss the technology? Do you miss Crossbrace? But even if the former members of Gaia’s Hammer (now Organa, weak as that sounded) would admit to missing the network they’d embraced as a means to battle against it, Leo wouldn’t need an admission to get his answer. He knew they missed it because they couldn’t not miss it. It wasn’t about willpower. It was biology, and nobody was immune without help.
“Maybe some. But this is what’s best.” 
Leo considered Gregory for a moment before giving the big man a nod to dismiss him. It was strange to think that he pitied someone so mighty, but he did. The others all trusted Leo so blindly. Once their leader, always their leader. Where Leonidas led, Gaia would follow. 
The thought hurt Leo’s heart, especially considering what the visitor waiting in the meeting hall had brought with him. And to think: Leo had once thought that particular piece of organic, blood-pumping humanity within him was strong.
Leo began walking the trail back to the heart of the village, moving slowly to make sure he didn’t catch up with Gregory. The man wouldn’t be taking his time; they’d all caused enough damage to the NAU infrastructure over the past years for religion to feel like a hypocritical luxury. In another situation, Leo supposed the soldiers would think him weak, but they couldn’t; they respected him too much. So they avoided the issue. 
Leonidas had found God. Good for him. 
They would settle in time. People had a remarkable capacity to forget, and they were in this mountain community for the long haul exactly the same as they’d been warrior vigilantes for the long haul. All for one, and one for all — lives pledged forever and all that. Despite the violence, they’d joined the Gaia cause as idealists, and this was another kind of idealism. They believed in nature, the Earth’s spirit, and leaving a minimal footprint behind after they died. They had everything needed to be hippies except the aesthetic. In five years, with the help of fabricating nanosurgeons, they’d have that, too. 
And Leo? He wasn’t done with all of this. He wouldn’t go so quietly. He’d covered every one of his visible enhancements and had his nanos flashed, so he’d start aging soon — and would look the part like the others. He could grow his hair long. Maybe he could get a pair of those little glasses, just for effect. Wear tie-dye shirts. Colorful headbands. 
And then, duly disguised, he could get back his presence in the city. Once this first troubling period had passed, NPS would leave them alone. Leo could return to DZ to regain a foothold and keep his all-too-organic ear to the ground. Get a quiet job for his days then come up here on the weekends. Maybe he could be a teacher. Help influence the minds of new potential rebels from the start, before the world twisted them into what most of humanity had become. 
Walking the ridge trail, the air was still and pleasant. Leo tried to distance himself from his twitching urges and see the vista for its obvious beauty. The silence inside him was strange, but he was getting used to it. Over the past few months, he’d found that whenever he was alone, he was literally alone. No voices pinged into his head from the collective or the social forums. He had to grab a handheld or find a console to check his mail. He didn’t get a news feed. There were no noises telling Leo’s internal connection points what he should be paying attention to. 
These days, Leo’s own mind was in charge of deciding where to look. These days, the only voices whispering in Leo’s cortex were his own: one of reason, one of worry, one of conscience. 
He couldn’t use any of his rehearsed triggers to call up his dashboards. If he wanted to know if his feet were dirty, he had to look down or take off his sandals. If he got a bug in his eye, he had to sit and blink until it dislodged. When he wanted to wake himself up fully, he needed a brief stroll, maybe coffee. He couldn’t rise with Fauxdrenaline or fall asleep with Fauxlatonin. These days, too much stimulation at night would keep him awake — whereas in the past he’d never had the guts to turn that stimulation off. 
In the beginning, they’d embraced technology so they could fight it. Implants made them strong and sharp and fast and observant. They’d installed plugs so organization nanohackers could enter and work directly on their target processors — until the AI got too smart and found workarounds. They’d installed CNS networks so they could collaborate and coordinate Gaia’s movements at a distance. 
But in the end, they’d become just as used to all that technology as the people they were supposedly trying to oppose. They joined the system they claimed they were trying to unseat. They came to enjoy the ability to connect at all times and reveled in the constant entertainment. They’d been spartan before, but once Gaia teched up in the name of fighting the power, they came to appreciate the side effects: the way rooms responded to their wishes without being asked, instant access to videos everywhere, the way the hive reminded everyone of their grandmother’s birthday. 
In theory, surrendering those perks should have been simple. Supposedly, they only had the add-ons because the tech aided their ability to do their anarchical jobs. Coming up here, obeying the NPS agreement, they were supposed to sever those connections — and, from their counterculture standpoint, it was supposed to be good riddance to bad rubbish. They should have been eager to do it. 
But it had been a long, hard fight. And Leo, for one, knew that his mind had changed during the years it had been working as a single point in a network rather than as an individual.
He arrived at the large meeting hall to find it almost empty, just one man sitting in the middle. The visitor was of moderate height, fat, and sweaty. He was wearing a suit that made him stick out like a sore thumb, dark enough to pass for the black of a holy man’s garb. 
“Where is it?” Leo asked. 
The big man turned. He had curly shoulder-length hair that was pulled into a knot to keep it off his neck. His face was barely shaven, and of the hair strewn across it, the most prominent sections had become like gigantic, jowly sideburns. 
“Is that how you greet me?” A small smile grew on the man’s features. 
“I’d rather not draw this out.” 
“Fine. It’s in my pack.” 
The visitor pointed at a backpack on one of the long benches…which, Leo now realized, did indeed resemble church pews. That hadn’t been the intention. They could have printed straightforward chairs in a dozen materials up here and wouldn’t even have needed a proper canvas to do it. Before cutting the cord, Leo had a satellite receiver that let him siphon a signal out of the sky from almost anywhere. They could have plugged the printer into Leo then downloaded plans from Crossbrace and reeled off a few hundred comfortable seats in little time. But no, making the seats by hand felt more honest. Making fewer units by hand, then, was easier. And so here they were, in a church that had never seen religion, and where true spirituality — during the next few years of cleansing, anyway — felt to Leo like hypocrisy.  
“But Leo,” the fat man said, “I wish you wouldn’t look at me that way. Aren’t we friends?”
“Not really.”
“See, now, that hurts my feelings. I’m bringing you salvation, not poison.” 
“It’s both at once, Hector.” 
“It’s medicine.”
Leo sighed and rolled his eyes. He went to the pack, picked it up, and brought it to the man. He set it on a bench (pew) beside him. 
“Go ahead,” Hector said. 
Leo unzipped the pack. Inside were many small silvery bags that yielded slightly to the touch. Vacuum packed. Apparently, the stuff was manufactured on the moon. Maybe the vacuum packs were in the same spirit as the freeze-dried ice cream he used to sometimes get as a kid, fascinated by the idea that it’s what the astronauts ate. Or maybe it was because Lunis was sensitive when left in open air. He’d been breaking only one open at a time before sifting it into the holding tank for the community’s drinking water, then keeping the rest sealed for later. 
He had no idea if he was dosing his people by the book. Hector had offered instructions, but he’d also suggested they eat the stuff. It was harder to dose that way when people didn’t know they were on the drug. Leo’s barometer was softer. If the people in the village were too hyperactive, always pulling Doodads and other handhelds from their pockets to check their screens despite the terrible signal, then Leo simply added more Lunis. Once the village seemed reasonably content with their disconnected lifestyle and stopped clawing at its collective eyes, he figured he’d added enough. 
“How much do I owe you?” 
“I’ve already debited your account,” Hector said, waving a sweaty hand dismissively. 
Leo’s eyes narrowed. 
“You do realize I’m not a street hustler, right, Leo?” 
“Just because you have a badge doesn’t give you the right to access our accounts without authorization.” 
Hector patted his pocket, presumably indicating the presence of his NPS badge. “This is my authorization. But don’t get comfortable with our arrangement, okay? We’ll supply you for another month, if you want to keep handling things this way. But after that you’ll need to find yourself a dealer. Officially, I’m not even here.” 
Leo considered making a joke about Hector’s girth, suggesting just how here he was. But that was anger talking. Or, more likely, guilt.
“The three agents you know? We’re it, Leonidas. In the system, everything we did with Hammer was slotted under unspecified civil investigation. You’ve got until July 15. After that, the three of us plan to forget everything that’s happened here. You run into me on the street, I don’t know who you are.” 
“Literally, or…?” 
“Figuratively. But we’re trained enough for it not to matter. Per our agreement, all Gaia records will be expunged and erased. This never hit Crossbrace. It was always contained, cables cut. AI will do the erasure, getting all the little loose ends. Come mid-July, Gaia’s Hammer will only exist in the minds of cops who dealt with your messes. But good luck if they ever try to prove it. Officially, half of the shit you did was due to a gas leak.” 
“The stadium raid?” Leo asked. “The string of factories upstate?” 
“It was a big gas leak.” 
Leo pulled the small silver bags from the pack, re-zipped it, and handed it to Hector. Hector took it and set it on the floor: an athletic backpack soon to be shouldered by an unathletic-looking man in a suit. 
“You’ll need to help me find a dealer.”
Hector shook his head. “I’m not even here.” 
“Just a hint. Just tell me where to look.” 
“Come on, Leonidas. You’re good at digging up shit. Get your hands dirty a bit more before settling in and pretending to be an innocent old man.” 
Leo met Hector’s brown eyes. Behind the man’s duty, Leo saw resentment. Gaia was getting off easy for all the damage and death it had caused, and everyone involved knew it. 
“Fine.” 
“How much are they taking?” 
“You’ve seen the holding tank for the water?” 
Hector nodded. 
“Seems to be two meterbars a week in there does it.”
“You’re still not giving it to them directly?” 
Leo made a noncommittal gesture. 
“It’s a bad idea, trying to hide this. You know they’re addicted. You understand that, right?” 
“They don’t even know it’s happening.” 
“Which makes it that much more dangerous. They won’t stay here every day of their lives. What happens when someone decides to leave? She gets back to the city or to another commune and starts feeling uneasy. Like some part of her brain is missing and she can’t think. It hits the fear center, and she gets paranoid. But she doesn’t know what’s wrong, so she can’t fix it. She thinks she’s going crazy. Things get bloody. Then someone locks her up screaming, or puts her down like a sick dog.”
“I’ll tell them eventually,” said Leo. 
“Tell them now,” said Hector. “Your people, for all your bullshit about the need to live simply in harmony with nature, are the most tech-dependent group I’ve ever seen. They’ve offshored half their thinking. I’ve seen them looking at each other, wondering why the other person doesn’t understand without speaking, because they’re used to working in a dependent network. The quiet is going to start killing them.” 
“They know they’re disconnected,” Leo said. 
“Of course they know. But they don’t know their withdrawal is being blunted by Lunis. They don’t know how much worse raw connection withdrawal — for people as wired as they are — is supposed to be. It’s like a lobotomy. Shit, Leonidas. Have some compassion.” 
“This coming from you? ‘Have some compassion’?” 
Hector’s eyebrows flicked as he gave Leo a Well fuck you, too look. “I’m not the one who got them hooked on connection and told them it was ice cream. We’re supplying you with Lunis because it’s not in our best interests if you devolve into mass murder up here as you all lose your shit. But it’s a patch. You’re going to need to find a steady supply because like it or not, you’ve swapped one drug for another, and they’re just as addicted now as they ever were.” 
Hector leaned one hand on a pew. He looked hot and uncomfortable. Some of the reproach left his face. 
“Look. The devil you know is better than the devil you don’t. Maybe you don’t want them addicted to Lunis, but it’s either that or they fry because of the withdrawal from collective, hyperconnected living. So if they need Lunis, at least be upfront about it. Let them understand their need so they’ll be able to fend for themselves if they move outside your circle of protection — or shit, go off on a hike for a few days and drink from streams. They have to know about the knife at their throat, or they’re going to get cut.” 
“It’s not that easy.” Guilt was heavy. Leo felt buried, suffocated. 
“Make it into a ritual,” Hector suggested. “You can smoke moondust, same as you can smoke weed. But most practitioners put it under the tongue, so do that. Get into a fucking circle and jerk off as you all rock together, I don’t know. Just make it part of life here: ‘You want to be Organa, this is what we do.’” 
Leo’s eyes rolled toward the ceiling. As little as he wanted to admit it, Hector had a point. And a possible solution. 
“You did this to them, Leonidas. You got out of all the shit you pulled without hanging yourself, but don’t pretend because you’re up here about to sing Kumbaya that this is all just peace and love. They’re fucked up, and it’s because of you. Because they trusted you. Right now, your refusal to man up and admit it is putting every one of them in danger. Don’t stack asshole on top of asshole. Be a leader to these people one last time.” 
“I’m not through being their leader,” said Leo. “This isn’t an act. This community is what I always wanted Gaia’s Hammer to be, once the need for violence was over.”
Hector laughed, making no attempt to hide his scorn. 
“That’s right, Leonidas. Just keep telling yourself that.”





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eight
 
 
“You ready to talk to me about how Organa has been an act all along?” said the man behind the steering fork.
Leo was in the back seat of the black NPS hover, clasping his bound hands so he wouldn’t be tempted to try smashing through the Plasteel mesh between himself and the driver — an agent who’d identified himself as Austin Smith. Leo knew he couldn’t break through Plasteel and that the makers of police and government hovers planned for frisky passengers like Leo, but he still kept wanting to try. After the raid on the mountain community, Leo’s adrenaline had shot up high enough to slice his age in half and send him back to the good old days. 
He’d watched every Organa in the village get loaded into high-capacity raid shuttles. He’d seen them stunned and restrained and frozen with slumberguns. He’d watched the looks they’d given him, too. Almost everyone living in the Organa compound had been born into it, or born in the city and arrived after some sort of life-changing epiphany. The current group wasn’t fighters. They were, Leo thought as his mind reeled back to what had recently erupted in the hall before NPS had arrived, the opposite of fighters. They were layabouts. Slackers who masqueraded as people who cared enough about the world to leave it. 
But, Leo thought now, he shouldn’t think those things. They'd played into what the agent kept accusing him of. But after watching how all those ungrateful people had turned on him and Scooter, Leo could only feel resentment. He was supposed to be their leader, able to rise up and always be the bigger person. But he was only human.
“It was never an act,” Leo told Smith. 
“The record says that officially, Gaia’s Hammer was erased from history in ’48,” the agent said, turning fully, letting the hover’s autodrive do its work. “It also says that as far as you’re concerned, NPS kept no records. But did you really believe that, Mr. Booker?” 
“Call me Leo.” He felt a smile grow on one corner of his old man’s mouth. It was Leonidas’s smile — one he’d forgotten but now felt pushing its way out from the inside. 
“We have you cold, Leo. We have you not just explaining what Gaia was and is, but confessing to crimes we didn’t even know you’d committed. The GroSure plant sabotage. The murder of Charles Murphy.” 
Smith turned farther. Despite the mesh, the hover was almost a luxury vehicle. The agent could probably swivel the seat fully around if he wanted and could surely play back all that Leo had said to intentionally incriminate himself. Instead, he merely turned, his face incredulous. 
“Now there’s the man I knew was there deep down all along,” said Smith. “Do you really not know how cold we have you? There’s a bug in your office. I could play you back everything you said this afternoon. Not just the shit in the past, but about what you have planned for Shift.” 
“What do I have planned for Shift, Agent Smith?” 
Smith shook his head then touched a button to lower the Plasteel barrier for a proper look. Leo could feel the charge coming from the force field between them, but if he hit hard enough, Leo bet he could push most of the way through it and likely strike the agent. That was why the Plasteel was there. But still, Smith wanted to meet his prisoner’s eyes. 
“This is all just a big joke to you, isn’t it?” he said. 
“What use is life if you aren’t having fun?” 
“You’re going away forever. Forever. And based on what I’m seeing now, you’ve got a lot of life left in you. A bouncing baby boy at only 121 years old, isn’t that right? With all the gear you used to have, I wouldn’t be shocked if you lived another forty. You can live those years out in Flat 4, where life is always fun.” 
“I do enjoy travel.”
The tiny smile was still on Leo’s face. He didn’t understand why he was tempting fate. Why he was, even now, considering testing the force field’s resilience. Why he was going out of his way to annoy the agent? Leo knew his fate was far from certain — or rather, he was confident of its direction and was able to approve — but still this man held enough sway to make life easy in the meantime…or difficult. 
“A lot of good men and women died because of you,” Smith said. “I had a second cousin who was killed heading in after Hammer bombed Meyers Dynamics. She wasn’t a cop. She was a tech. Her job was to check fidelities on Crossbrace boards. The way my mom tells it, she thought of herself as a trainer. Or a teacher. AI wasn’t much back then by today’s standards, but it needed to be primed and loaded with its initial logic, and that’s what my cousin did. Terri took a lot of pride in her work. She was Directorate, doing her honest day’s work. Had two kids. Until some fuck dropped the roof in on her.” 
Leo remembered the Meyers bombing. The facility was supposed to be empty. The only expected casualties were the developing technologies. The plan was to cut the hard lines, roll in a Gauss generator to jam any outbound transmissions that might result in data backups, then level the place for good measure. They’d already loosed a worm in that sector of the Crossbrace cloud, destroying a few thousand people’s inane photo diaries in the process. But the Gaia crew in charge of that initiative had been overzealous and a bit too committed to the cause. They’d only seen the need to retard the out-of-control network. They’d only seen the need to kill production and slow the exponential growth curve that, in the minds of Hammer, was but a few years away from repeating the Fall. 
Leo hadn’t wanted deaths. But after Meyers Dynamics, it’s not like he’d stopped planning new sacrificial targets.
“That was a long time ago.” 
“Not for her kids.” 
“Meyers was going to beat Quark to market in the gaming sims niche,” Leo told the agent. “They’d laid layers over most of District Zero and had shot geo beacons into the concrete across half the city. They had a highly addictive reward architecture and did nothing to blunt it after that mass suicide when a prominent player in the virtual world had his score knocked to zero. People were losing the ability to see the difference between fantasy and reality, so we felt we needed to intervene.” 
“That’s still going on today, Booker! The Beam is one giant Layer! Layers on Layers on Layers. You’ve seen those idiots they call ‘Beamers,’ right? You’ve read tracts from the Church of West? Noah Fucking West, Booker — you didn’t change anything! More people today believe in SerenityBlue than Albert Einstein!” 
Leo felt his face go slack — something that without question didn’t escape Smith’s attention. There were two assumptions in what the agent had just said that Leo hadn’t seen coming. The first was that unless SerenityBlue was a common name, he’d actually met someone that the connected world considered to be a mere fantasy. The second was that despite apparently following Leo’s movements long enough to plan this sting, Agent Smith, at least, had no idea what he’d done. 
Leo tried to recover. “You’re making my point for me. Beamers, the Church — the unreal world is still real to too many people.” 
“Why is that for you to decide? If they want to live in nullspace, why should Leo Booker say different?” 
“It’s not real!” Leo felt his heat rising. He pushed it down. He’d do nobody favors by letting NPS get under his skin. Not when the arrests had all been Leo’s intentional doing. 
“Maybe it is, and maybe it isn’t. I won’t get religious on you. But just because I don’t always like the way the Districts — and hell, most of the people in the sticks — depend on The Beam doesn’t make it okay for you to bomb and kill.” 
“Those crimes were forgiven in exchange for our retirement. When Gaia became Organa.” 
“But you’re not retired, are you? I have you on record, voice printed and verified, admitting to planning an outage. A sustained outage today would be far more damaging than even an explosion would have been back in your day. Today, it’s not just amusement. People need The Beam, Mr. Booker.” 
“Call me Leo.” 
“Oh, that Beam outage would prove your point, all right. Same point as you were trying to prove in the ’30s and ’40s. But an outage in DZ today could result in a user imbalance, not unlike a bank panic when everyone wants their money back at once. And that’s not even considering the economic repercussions, both from Beam-based or Beam-resident businesses, the latter of which you would literally be forcing out of existence for the outage’s duration. That’s not even considering what happens to those who transact mostly through ghost currencies like beem. Just the outage itself would have grave social consequences. A core network failure undermines faith in just about everything The Beam touches…which, I’ll remind you, is everything, period. I don’t give a shit if you like technology. We’re in a Gordian knot. You fail the network, the network fails us.”
Leo sat back, crossing his arms, keeping his face vaguely pleasant. All of what the agent was saying was true. It was the main reason that Leo had stopped trying to sabotage the network when he’d promised NPS he would. He didn’t like what Crossbrace had been even when he was hooked into it every bit as indelibly as the rest of them, and he really hadn’t liked watching Crossbrace become The Beam. Some of what Leah had told him about The Beam — and specifically, the differences between the two — chilled his blood. Man had made Crossbrace, but the AI birthed by Crossbrace had made The Beam. Today, humanity was just a guest in a world it still thought it had created. 
Leo watched the agent’s eyes. Without the mesh, he could see them clearly, only slightly distorted by the field’s interference. Whatever Agent Smith thought Leo was planning, he was taking it as personally as what Leo and his group had already done. 
The stare, as it was meant to, loosened Leo’s bolts. He found himself thinking of the other Organas now traveling beside him in carrier hovertrucks. Their hands and legs would be shackled or frozen in an immobility field — or if they were lucky, NPS might have equipped its transports with a pacification immersion, so they might be skipping along virtual shorelines, their violent need temporarily forgotten. But whatever they had, it was only a spot solution. When the group reached the city, Leo would surely be unloaded beside all the people he’d spent his life shepherding, seeing their tortured faces, how badly they were hurting and how much they hated him. 
The idea prickled Leo’s own need. He was mostly through his own weaning period, but not entirely. The sudden realization that he couldn’t get any dust at all now just made him want it more. 
But whatever twinge Leo felt, the others — who’d been forced by circumstances to go cold turkey — would be feeling it a thousand times worse.
“Nothing to say for yourself then?” Smith asked. 
“I always do what my conscience tells me.” 
“Including killing to get what you want. Including addicting your people to a dangerous drug. Including betraying those people, leaving them dry.” 
“I’m not betraying them.” He said it straight, but it was getting harder to keep the smug smile on his lips. 
“That’s right, Leo,” said Smith. “Keep telling yourself that.” 
Leo snapped. He shot his bound hands forward, aiming for the agent’s throat. He was right about the force field; it was only a partial barrier. He managed to get through it to the wrists before the current hit him and his muscles seized. He fell back, breathing heavy. The metal under his skin was designed as a heat sink, serviceable for dissipating current as well. But in the closed flying car, there was nowhere to ground himself. But of course, if he’d been grounded, the shock might have stopped his heart.
Which would be the easy way out. 
“Sit back, old timer,” Smith said, turning to front and placing his hands on the steering fork. “We’ll be there soon.” 
Leo, breathing heavy, reminded himself why he’d lied for the NPS bug to hear and report. Why his own false confession had got him arrested, and all of Organa with him. 
He reminded himself that this was for the best, no matter how it looked.
He reminded himself that he had a plan. 
And he reminded himself that, appearances to the contrary, he was no longer a son of a bitch. 
He thought of Leah. 
And hoped she could do what he’d so recently felt sure she could, before the doubts had begun to creep in.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Nine
 
 
Leah sat in a meadow. The grass under her palms, hanging at the sides of her crossed legs, was cool and soft. She could feel the moisture beneath her, possibly wicking up through the legs and seat of her canvas pants. She might stand up with a wet ass. The only thing saving her, she tried to remember, was that the grass didn’t exist. And, she felt somehow sure, her pants didn’t exist either. 
There was a tap, as if of a fist on a door. Leah looked up, staring across the meadow’s recently mowed grass and into the blue sky above a gently sloping hill. 
“Yes?” 
A vertical and horizontal slice appeared in the blue sky, meeting in a corner. The opening widened, and the face of a young boy with big ears stuck his head through it. 
“Sorry to interrupt you while you’re outside,” said the boy. 
Leah laughed. “Right. Outside.” 
The boy’s face seemed confused. Around his head, the blue sky began to wobble and lose focus. He must have seen it happen on the other walls of the simulator because his confusion turned to something more certain, and the world resolved. Again, Leah saw him standing in an impossible doorway, offering entry to the school’s hallway without any building in between. 
“Did you do that?” Leah asked. 
“What?” 
“Stabilize the simulation.” 
“I helped you remember,” the boy said. 
Leah sighed. She didn’t have the brainpower for this discussion right now. Later, she told herself. She pretended it would make more sense later, which of course it wouldn’t.
“What is it, Alias?”
“We’re having dinner.”
“Oh. Thanks.” She waited, but the boy didn’t move. So she added, “I’m not hungry right now.” 
“Sure.” 
“Where is Serenity?” Leah asked. “Is she with you?” 
“She’s with you.” 
Leah looked around then realized what the boy was saying. But the question of SerenityBlue’s general incorporeality was just one more of five thousand things Leah could think about later. 
“I meant her body. Is she in the cafeteria…like, standing there, on her feet, with her arms and stuff?” It was the oddest question Leah had ever asked. 
“Maybe. I haven’t checked. Do you want me to find her for you?” 
“No. It’s fine. I need to practice this.” 
“You just need to remember it,” said the boy. 
“Oh. Right. Of course. I’ll try to…well, to remember that.” 
The boy turned to go. The dark slit through the pure blue sky narrowed behind him. 
“Alias?” Leah said. 
The gap widened again. The boy’s face watched her. 
“What does SerenityBlue look like to you?”  
“Like SerenityBlue.” 
“But who else? When you look at her, does she look like me?” 
“She looks like you. Like your friend Leo looks like you.” 
“Leo looks nothing like me.” 
The boy smiled.
“Did you know about her? Before you came to this school, did you know SerenityBlue actually existed…before you met her for real?” 
“I’ve always known her. We all have.” 
“I don’t mean knowing of her, like she’s famous or something. I mean knowing her like you know me, here, in person. Like you talked or something, had conversations. Or that you could, if you stood in front of her.”
“I always knew her just like you always knew her.” He looked confused by the question and delivered the answer as an obvious absurdity.
“So you haven’t always known her.” 
The boy smiled again. 
“Okay,” said Leah, giving up. “Thanks for letting me know about dinner.” 
Alias gave a small nod and left. Leah heard the closing door’s tiny echo as the simulator again became a meadow. The coexistence of stimuli was strange. This place shouldn’t have echoes. Or doors. 
Her focus slipped, but this time the room didn’t waver. Leah didn’t understand why, but there was nothing about this she truly understood. The children at Serenity’s school acted like The Beam and the real world were interchangeable, and the first time she’d been here that same small boy had turned a non-simulator room into a simulated reality true enough to step into. She’d asked how to learn to do the same, but the answers had taken days to understand. The way everyone had spoken to her, it was as if Leah had asked how to hold a rock while already holding it. 
But the more she’d just accepted and tried, the more she’d found a quiet place inside herself that knew what to do. The building must have Fi, and that Fi must be able to interact with thought. It wasn’t unreasonable. Biofeedback had been doing similar things since before the turn of the millennium, and anyone with an early generation artificial smartlimb crossed thought and Fi every time they reached out to pick something up. 
In a simulator, without moondust, she’d been able to create objects that evaporated when she tried to touch them. Then she created backgrounds. Vistas. And finally, like now, immersive realities. 
There was another knock. 
“What is it, Alias?” 
But the door in the sky didn’t open. Instead, Leah watched as a tall, dark figure appeared before her. It grew like a pool of congealing mist, swirling toward a center from nowhere. A few seconds later, she found herself looking at the back of a broad-shouldered man in a long black coat, black trousers, black shoes, and a brimmed black hat. His hair was dark brown, and he had a thin strip of Caucasian skin visible below a neatly trimmed hairline. 
The specter, once formed, remained where it was, still facing away from Leah. The head shifted minutely, causing the hat’s brim to tip like the profile of a banking flying saucer. 
“End simulation,” Leah said. 
Nothing happened. 
“Canvas. End this simulation.” 
The dark figure stayed where it was, shifting slightly. If the room was responding to her thoughts, maybe this thing was part of her. A Freudian reflection, showing Leah her own darkness as if through a mirror.
“Canvas. Force quit, and restart. Force clear buffer memory.” 
A small white butterfly flitted between them. A light breeze stirred. Leah felt the flyaways in her dreadlocks lift away from her face and then settle, tickling her skin. She felt suddenly sure that if she were to throw something into the distance, it wouldn’t strike a wall as it should. The children were right. When things became this real, there was no way to tell what was outside and what stayed in. 
“You are n33t,” the man’s back said. His voice was deep and authoritative.
“Who the hell are you?” 
“You know me as Integer7.” 
Leah felt a shiver, glad that the phantom couldn’t see it. There was no way the man was really Integer7, mostly because Integer7 had never been seen and because nobody knew Leah was n33t. He had to be a figment of her imagination. A trolling thought. A bit of darkness stirred up because whatever remembering it took to power this simulation, she’d finally got the hang of it…and her subconscious had immediately butted its way in. 
She walked toward where the boy had peeked in earlier. She put her hands out, waving them like a blind person, feeling the empty air for the simulator’s wall. But there was nothing. She kept glancing back, watching the still and silent figure. His arms must have been clasped at his front, because to Leah, his silhouette was streamlined: feet together without any gap between them, the shape of an armless jacket, shoulders, a head wearing a hat. He looked like a large, vaguely human-shaped peg. A strangely dark chess piece in the middle of a sunny meadow. 
“Canvas. Force quit.” 
Nothing. 
“A situation has come to my attention that you will need to intervene upon,” the shape said. “My resources are limited, but my informational sources are not. You must be ready to act.” 
“Who the fuck are you?” 
“I told you who I am.” 
Leah circled the man, determined to look him in the eye. But when she came around to his front, she only found more of his back. She circled him twice, but from every angle she saw only the pressed-together legs, the suit coat’s rear, the armless shoulders, the back of a hairline, and the tip of a hat.
“How did you get in here?” 
“I knocked.”
“How did you find this place?” 
“Everything is a matter of degrees. Near and far mean little. You have authored posts for Null that say as much.”
“I was talking about The Beam. Not geographic places.” 
Her mind went to Crumb-slash-Stephen-York, who’d hidden in this building because he’d thought it was off-grid. What did it mean for York’s invisibility if Integer7 could enter the school? York hadn’t even touched the real Beam since emerging, and if he was up in the mountains with Leo, that would still be true because there were no connections up there. York should be a ghost. And yet here was her contradiction. 
“Where do you think you are?” Integer7 asked. 
“I…” But Leah didn’t know how to answer. 
“A man named Leo Booker has recently been taken into NAU Protective Services custody. For reasons I don’t care to divulge, it’s in my best interests that he does not remain so.” 
“Leo? Why would NPS have come for Leo?” 
“Irrelevant.” 
“Not the cops? Not narcotics?” 
“NAU Protective Services. It is not relevant for me to tell you more.” 
“How did they…”
“He was betrayed. Then he betrayed himself. There is something about Leo that you do not know, that nobody knows. And now he needs assistance.” 
“Why should I believe you?” 
“There is no downside to believing me. Belief is irrelevant. Leo is in custody. He cannot be freed without your intervention.” 
Leah reached for the man and used her hands to wrench him around. Again, she found herself looking at the back of his head, the back of his shoulders, the back of his black hat. 
“You have a choice,” Integer7 said. “You may choose to disbelieve my report or to disbelieve that I am here with you now and telling you the truth. In that case, you will remain where you are and try to call Leo. You will not reach him because he is in custody, but you may decide he is simply out of range. You will ride out of the city. You will make your way to him, to see him in person. You will find him absent then retrace your steps to do what I have already suggested you do. Or you may choose to believe me and act. I leave it to you, but consider for a moment that there is no downside to simply accepting and activating your eyes to find out for sure.” 
Leah’s eyes — activated or not — scrunched halfway closed. He talked like a robot. “Activating your eyes” wasn’t something that made a modicum of sense to Leah, but the intruder was as enigmatic as Serenity’s children. 
“If you know so much, why don’t you help him?” 
“There are reasons.” 
“Such as?” 
“You will act as you will regardless of my reasons.” 
“What makes you think I can do shit?” Leah demanded, infuriated by the fact that he wouldn’t look at her — maybe that he couldn’t look at her and actually had no mouth or eyes or face. 
“You are n33t.” 
“I am Leah.” 
“You are n33t. I see your fingerprints and footsteps. You spoke to Shadow from node 14342-B, Harlem-Bontauk. Transcript as follows — ”
“We spoke via Diggle.” 
“Time is short, n33t.” 
“Diggle is untrackable.” 
“If you insist.” 
“How do you know Shadow?” Leah said. 
“Like I know you.” 
“What did you do to him? What trick did you pull?” 
“Every pawn has its place.” 
“And after you talk about pawns, I’m supposed to do as you say?” 
“I have told you what you need to know. You will do as you will do.” 
“Noah Fucking West,” Leah said, rolling her eyes. 
“There is a house of cards. Shift is near. Shadow failed to disrupt Shift, but that does not mean disruption did not occur. There is dissent in the inner circle. It is not required that I explain more. But it is not only Leo Booker who is threatened.” 
“Who are you?” Leah yelled, her nerve starting to crack. 
“I am gone,” said the specter. Then the faceless peg in Leah’s serene world dissolved like ink in water, swirling into the air the way it had come. 
A moment later, Leah found herself in the middle of the meadow, feeling the light breeze, listening to the light chatter of insects and birds, more unsure than ever of what was real.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Ten
 
 
Serenity felt the change like a bump in the road. She was sitting in her room, thinking about nothing in particular, when something shifted. 
She set her hand on the wall to orient herself in space. Then she looked inward. In through her local mind. In through her node. In through the hub. To the center and out again, now seeing through another set of internal eyes. There was a nonlocal phenomenon — something that had just altered from one phase to another. A situation she’d finally squared that was now popping out of line. 
It was hard to see through the changes. Her perspective tended to view things holistically, meaning that circumstances in the past were roughly the same as circumstances in the present and that circumstances here were the same as circumstances there. It didn’t matter how something had begun when its later form made that first form irrelevant. 
But that was the thing about change. It required consideration of time. Remove past and present from the equation, and nothing really changed. Things just sort of were what they were. 
There was still the future to contend with, though. And as much as Serenity could see (not always through her own senses, but through the reports of all those she spoke to and appeared in front of), the future couldn’t be predicted. At least not infallibly. The more she knew, the better her predictions were. But nonlocal or not, distributed or not, Serenity was still just a person, albeit one with an origin she herself didn’t entirely understand. She couldn’t factor everything at once. She couldn’t know everything at once. Even AI couldn’t do that. Even The Beam couldn’t do that. 
Sometimes, the Internet of Things was complete and up to date, and still everything went unexpectedly. The re-creation of the physical world in The Beam was complete enough that it was almost its own duplicate, but even that archive of knowledge couldn’t account for a motorist’s desire to turn suddenly right. And that could screw up a whole predictive matrix. 
Not that Serenity concerned herself with traffic. She could peek in on the movement of cars and pedestrians if she wanted, sure, but she didn’t care. Nor did she care about throughput to the cloud servers, the function of redundant storage, or behavior algorithms that appeared as their own emergent entities when enough people were aggregated. There were sectors of The Beam that amalgamated individual behavior of humans into a whole, and the AI there sometimes theorized that humanity, taken in aggregate, behaved like one massive organism. The same way a flock of birds or a school of fish sometimes behaved as if it were many bodies, one brain. 
And that made sense, too, seeing as that’s how The Beam and humanity worked together: one brain, many bodies. 
So when something changed, it wasn’t really change. It was just Serenity discovering something she hadn’t known before. 
So what was this thing she’d discovered about Leah just recently? Was it something to do with Leo? Serenity didn’t know. 
There was a theory, she knew, that all of existence was a hologram, wholly contained in every particle of existence. That meant you could look at the smallest things and see everything. It also meant you didn’t need to look at everything to see it all. And with The Beam duplicating reality in order to understand reality (that “Internet of Things” again, redrawing the human world in ones and zeros so those digital parts could be shuffled to serve), the world did indeed feel like a hologram to Serenity. 
There was reality. 
There was the way The Beam saw reality. 
There were thousands and thousands of backup copies of the way The Beam saw reality.
And because backups endured in a way normal time did not, the history of the backups was sort of like The Beam literally preserving the past. She could look through the old backups and see history unfold as if it were happening now. If you were digital — which Serenity sort of was, sort of wasn’t — you could go back in time. You could walk up to yourself and say hello, and it would cause none of the paradoxes so common in time travel movies.
Contradictions could exist, if you entered backed-up history. They were realities within realities within realities.
But still, despite the mental gymnastics, Serenity couldn’t entirely buy her high-minded notions. Maybe nothing did change. Maybe things were as they’d always been, and maybe what she saw as change
was just something unknown becoming known. 
But what was coming felt different. 
This time, the change at Shift felt to Serenity like it heralded real change. The kind of change that even the most stalwart philosopher would have to admit was a real thing.
Her students were growing older. She could feel their changes, like flowers nearing their time to bloom. And by peeking out through her portals on The Beam (by allowing herself to be seen, though always as a ghost), she could catch the scent of the connected population, ranging from the gutter poor who knew her through ancient hotwired Doodads all the way up to the richest of the rich. Anyone who knew Serenity’s name left a trace she could follow, if she knew to look for it. 
And what she saw told her something else: those people were changing, too. 
It had been happening slowly. When Serenity had first felt her own consciousness, humanity had been more organic than it was now. But then little by little, they began to feel more digital. More connected to one another. At first, they’d shared memories, sending images from their lives for others’ enjoyment. Lines had blurred as bandwidth and storage had become better and faster and free, and the life-logging trend had gathered steam. People subscribing to others’ streams, slipping into those borrowed lives like a foot into a shoe. 
Serenity, watching them from the inside, found the edges harder to define. Where did one person end and another begin? The meat of organic life started to matter less. A class moved inside The Beam and reinvented themselves. They became slimmer, more attractive, faster, more agile, stronger, better. The only thing that couldn’t be swapped in a Beam avatar was the mind, but these days even that hard fact had softened.
Feeling it now, rolling Leah’s recent change between virtual fingers with a curious pout on her virtual lips, Serenity tried to make the pieces fit. 
Where did Leo Booker fit in the grand puzzle? Was Leo changing? Was Leah? 
And what about Stephen York? When the children had first seen York’s signature on The Beam, it was like recognizing someone from long, long ago. She’d known him from somewhere. From the Beam’s heart. Because just as Serenity had melted from Leah, something in The Beam had melted from York. 
And now York was…in danger? 
The pieces refused to fit. Serenity didn’t know. But she could feel the weight of the evolving network on her shoulders, and the weight of humanity’s new birth cries above it. She could feel her followers looking for her the way she’d looked for York, but she hadn’t asked for followers and had never offered advice. She’d tried to stay hidden. And yet so many called her name. 
She focused on York. Tried to see him on The Beam. 
But there was nothing. He’d gone up into the mountains, which was where he’d been all those intervening years. There wasn’t access up there, so he was hidden from her. He hadn’t returned to The Beam. 
Although come to think of it, he’d be returning as Stephen York, whereas before, he’d only been Crumb. She would see it, whenever it happened. She’d recognize him, shining like a beacon. 
It meant York hadn’t gone online yet. 
She didn’t want him online, though. 
There was no answer to that unasked question. No reason why York shouldn’t go online. She’d helped him peck through his confining shell. She’d helped him to recover his trapped mind at least a little. Helped him make sense of the panel image that had so plagued him, whatever that was. There was no reason he couldn’t go free. No reason he couldn’t connect, no matter where he managed it. 
Except that there was a reason. 
It was something to do with Leah. Something else that had changed with Leah. Something she’d found, or discovered. Something to do with others out there who knew Serenity’s name. Something to do with others who believed. 
A threat.
Danger. 
Serenity folded in, folded out. Came back to exterior reality, to her body, to the fluxing particles that had chosen to give her form. She felt her corporeal hand on the corporeal wall to orient herself and knew where she was. 
But the idea was gone. 
There was a knock on the door. Serenity came fully out and answered, and one of the children entered. A small girl named Sapphire. 
“Leah is gone,” she said. 
Serenity nodded. “Thank you. I know.”
She hadn’t realized until she’d said it, but Serenity really did know.
That was something else that had changed.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eleven
 
 
Stephen York rode to the Bontauk home’s shell on the back of a horse named Aristotle — a twenty-year-old gelding few would ride because he was always cranky and tended to buck. York got along with the horse just fine, though, and on arrival, he looked back at the trail and wondered why Leah had said Aristotle was even a problem. She claimed it was because the horse was old and resented exercise, but having shared some time with him, York thought it was more likely that he was simply pissed at being named Aristotle, and at having had his balls removed years ago by people who wanted to sit on his back today. 
York could relate. 
He’d spent his own youth buried in books and the Internet. The Internet hadn’t been big enough to keep him away from the outside world, so he’d teamed with Noah, and together they’d made Crossbrace, which had consumed the years most young men spend partying or building a life. York had done neither. He’d been too busy. His reward should have come next, but it hadn’t. Crumb had come next.
York dismounted, tied Aristotle to a tree, and took a moment to meet the horse’s eye as if in commiseration. Then he walked to the home’s remaining structure and found the fiber line exactly where Leah had said it would be. It was strange to think that she’d been giving directions to a person who’d been here so recently using this very connection, but York chose to see his vague memory as a good sign. He’d spent decades forgetting Stephen York, so forgetting Crumb’s life little by little had to be an improvement. 
He raised the fiber line, looked at the connector Leah might have added last time, and then blew the dust from it. It looked clean, and Leah had stored it in a way that had kept it mostly protected.
York pulled the small laptop canvas from his bag and plugged it in. The thing was slate gray and featureless — an early model Beam canvas that any adept hacker like Leah would surely laugh at today. It would still work fine. Fine wasn’t exactly a definition rich with technical specifications, but the main difference between Beam and Crossbrace hardware was that Crossbrace hardware did something whereas Beam hardware was mostly passive, doing little more than giving the network the tools it needed to do its job. Crossbrace consoles had been hard to build; York remembered the years of R&D that went into them. Beam canvases had been simple to develop by comparison. Given the way AI itself had built The Beam, canvases were just varying ways of giving the ever-evolving AI a voice that humans could understand. 
The old canvas wouldn’t offer the various immersive toolsets that people today probably took for granted. But it would be good enough for York, whose expertise was as old as the machine itself. 
York keyed the device then waited. While waiting, he looked at the thing. He’d been against the machines’ plain designs from the start. They looked like old Internet-age computers. There was a panel where those old computers’ screens would be, flat and plain. That had been York’s chief complaint: Why model an old device then make its usage defy the old conventions? Why put in a screen panel then not add a screen?
Noah hadn’t listened. He’d said the design was elegant and beautiful, as befitted The Beam itself. Depending on the user and what the node (or the canvas itself) learned of that user’s preferences, the panel could be turned into a screen. He also said that any device needed an active and inactive mode, and flipping open a lid made that switch, telling The Beam something of the user’s intentions as well as a host of biometric data that could only be conveyed, at the time, through touch — in this case, fingers and thumb against the cool hybrid surface. 
York had thought Noah’s logic was idiotic, but by the ’60s he’d learned not to argue. Noah was his friend, and also a bastard. 
After the requisite handshaking sequence, a holographic globe flicked to life above the open machine. It was a startup that York would have called “noncommittal,” as if the canvas were hemming and hawing and clearing its throat, unwilling to admit that it had no idea who he was. 
“Okay then,” said York. 
He breathed slowly then reached down inside himself and began picking at his growing cache of Stephen York memories like a scab. This was something SerenityBlue had suggested, though he’d yet to try it on the open Beam, accessible outside the school’s protected connection. It was a way of reminding his firewalled mind who he really was and who he wasn’t — a trick that, when exploring with Serenity, had always been useful in getting his protections out of the way. Reminding Stephen that he was Stephen. And, if his hunch was right, allowing The Beam to read his ID just enough to unlock his access…but, with care, not quite enough to make his incursion obvious to anyone who might be watching. 
Wary, he moved his hand toward the holo globe to cue a rescan. 
Did he really want to do this? He’d been hidden for a reason, and people were out there looking for him. He’d been hidden by Serenity, who’d somehow found him the last time he’d been here, online with Leah. After that, he’d been hidden again by the Organas. Showing his face on The Beam now felt dangerous…but what was he supposed to do, hide forever? He needed to tunnel to the protected archives he’d set aside at Quark. Places where (and the concept was valid, if admittedly strange) the AI had always liked him and still owed him a favor. Places where, if he was careful, the AI would keep its digital mouth shut and shield him from clerics and snoopers, like a criminal hidden by the residents of an ethnic ghetto.
The hand hesitated, slightly shaking. 
He could be quick, couldn’t he? 
He could stay hidden, couldn’t he? 
Hidden enough, anyway. Unless someone was staring at this exact sector, watching for his ID, he’d simply vanish in the noise of daily activity. And even if he was seen, Leah had told him about all the protections she’d installed here: rerouters, anonymizers, spoofs as blunt and effective as homemade pipe bombs. Even if someone was watching closely enough to see (as ridiculous as that was), they’d never know where York was or be able to find him. 
York breathed slowly, unable to make his hand touch the globe. 
Because all the anonymizers in the world hadn’t kept SerenityBlue from seeing him. 
And because what he’d learned and remembered of Noah’s secretive Panel proved there were levels of access — and then there were levels of access. Even the canvas in front of him, which had once been beyond state of the art, had landed in the laps of the privileged years before the wider world knew it existed. Alexa Mathis had used a model just like this to train her escorts, for shit’s sake, while searching the infant Beam for her anthroposophic gods. 
But still, he’d be fine. Nobody could possibly find him up here, and he couldn’t just sit and wait. He couldn’t hide forever. If he was being stalked, he had to stalk back. If he was being chased, he needed weapons to face his pursuers. 
York shoved his hand into the holo web as if into a hive of wasps. 
The sphere blinked away. He was left holding his quivering hand above the open device, the partial room darker without the web’s illumination. He squinted, as if what he was doing wasn’t interfacing with a network but clipping a wire to disarm a bomb. 
But the home’s shell was quiet. 
Bontauk, save the chirping of birds and rustling of branches, was quiet. 
The canvas looked like nothing more than a hinged piece of brushed steel. It was inert. Nothing whirred. Nothing lit. Nothing at Quark had ever whirred or lit, but still York almost craved those ancient noises of moving parts. Anything to confirm or deny his pending pursuit, one way or the other, just to get it over with. 
A voice came from behind him. 
“Welcome to The Beam, Stephen.” 
York turned to see Noah West sitting on an ancient chair made of genuine metal. 
The chair, which he’d noticed on entering, was mostly rusted through, so it took a few seconds for York to understand why it wasn’t collapsing beneath Noah’s weight. Then it dawned on him. Noah didn’t have any weight because he wasn’t here. 
“Canvas, intuitive web,” York said, raising his hands like a virtuoso lifts a violin. 
But nothing happened. Well, not nothing. Noah did recross his holographic legs and smile. 
“‘Intuitive web’ back at you, asshole,” Noah said. 
York frowned. “Canvas. Deactivate visual avatar.” 
“Such a hurry. What’s the rush, Steve?” 
“I asked to deactivate the avatar.” 
“I heard you. You designed this interface, Stephen. Don’t you remember the introduction protocol?” 
York made his eyes move away from Noah’s. It was only a hologram — an avatar projected by the canvas. This wasn’t actually Noah West, no matter how familiarly it addressed York or how many of their common memories it might have queued to share. 
“Canvas, skip introduction protocol. Give me programmer access.” 
“You don’t think some of your old back doors haven’t been discovered and closed?” the Noah avatar said. “It’s been decades. When there were only a dozen of these canvases in existence, maybe you could get away with simply requesting programmer access. But the AI didn’t put up with that for long. It’s not like opening the hood on my dad’s old Chevy, you know. They see programmer access by someone new to the network as something closer to breaking and entering.” 
“I’m not new to the network,” said York, knowing he was arguing with a machine. 
“You’re new in all the ways that matter. You need a tutorial.” 
“I built The Beam.” 
“Only in the way a contractor frames a house. Consider the generations since then, and the way all those residents have fleshed it out and made changes.” 
“Give me a line to node AF-4 — ”
Noah interrupted him. “Look at me, Stephen.” 
“I don’t need an avatar,” York said, meaning it. Using 3-D avatars had made sense in the ’50s and ’60s in order to give new users of the new model canvases holographic guides to the revolutionary network. But York had remained unfirewalled long enough now to remember the backlash over them that should have been obvious, in hindsight. The first avatars were —
He stopped. 
He was quite sure that the avatars used by this model canvas were built based on personal user data. The resident AI sifted activity around the new user’s ID and fabricated a holographic guide in the form of someone the user seemed to know and like. Initial users had hated the interface; they’d seen it as a breach of privacy — and, sometimes, a betrayal of closely held secrets, as happened when lovers appeared as guides instead of the more appropriate spouses. Even the people who accepted their own AI avatars found it creepy. That’s why, not long after rollout, Noah had become the default face used by all new canvases.
“Where is my avatar?” York asked Noah, feeling stupid for about six different reasons. 
“I’m your avatar.” 
“You’re Noah West. West only became standard after G1, after the backlash.” 
“The Beam has changed a lot since then.” 
York shook his head. “It’s resident in the unit. We wanted fresh AI that hadn’t been influenced, so each new use represents cracking a seal. It happens in the canvas itself.” 
“This canvas has been used before,” said West, still smiling that maddening holographic smile. Through Noah’s head, York could see a shattered picture frame clinging to a crumbling wall. 
“‘Fresh user, fresh chip,’” said York. “You remember our mantra.” 
“Of course I don’t,” said Noah. Then he whispered, “Because I’m just an avatar.” 
York watched West, chewing his cheek in thought. The only reason this was happening, he decided, was as depressing as it was inevitable. If this model projected avatars fashioned on whomever the AI thought the user would most like and trust, that meant he wasn’t seeing a later-model West-standard avatar. Nope. He was seeing the person this machine’s AI thought York liked and trusted most, and that person, for York, was Noah West.
York sighed. 
Not a wife. Not an outside-of-work friend. No. Here was proof that in his whole, sad life, York had been closest with his boss. The person who’d cracked his whip, who’d kept him from ever feeling competent, accomplished, proud, or adequate.
“Fine. Then as a user, I pass on my tutorial. I feel comfortable using this canvas and The Beam.” 
“Perhaps we should try some quasi-immersives to be sure you understand what you’re doing.” 
“No, thank you.” 
“I should tell you about the use of intuitive holo webs.” 
“I’ve got it,” said York, feeling like the avatar was screwing with him. He’d asked for a web to begin this travesty, and had been denied. 
“You’re familiar with the use of Crossbrace. Let me explain the ways in which The Beam is fundamentally different. Crossbrace has a human-intuitive architecture, composed of nested and compartmentalized code, which to you as a user means that — ”
“Understood. Move on.” 
“There are four ways you may choose to use The Beam with the help of this canvas. They are — ”
“Next.” He sighed. 
“From your current location, you’ll be able to — ”
“Next.” 
“Because The Beam is intuitive and works as a collaboration between you and your canvas’s artificial intelligence, many new users feel — ” 
“Next.” 
“ — that relaxation exercises train their brains to better orient their senses in order to — ”
“NEXT.” 
“ — follow the white rabbit downtown to Chinatown. But if you prefer to — ” 
York’s head flicked toward the hologram.
“What did you say?” 
“Relaxation exercises train their brains to better orient their senses in order to align with new inputs provided by the canvas. But if you prefer to develop your own routines, you may find, with subsequent uses, that the canvas will adapt to — ” 
“That’s not what you said,” York interrupted. “You said Chinatown.” 
“And that’s what you cued in on, was it?” said Noah. Then, unbelievably, the avatar rolled its eyes. “You always did miss the obvious, Stephen.” 
“Am I through with the introduction? I need Beam access. No interface.” 
“You’ve been on The Beam this whole time. How else could I be here?” 
York wouldn’t repeat the question, though he wanted to: Exactly…how CAN you be here? 
“You’re on The Beam,” the avatar repeated. “Like the impulsive, sloppy genius you’ve always been, you’re on all over the place. Unshielded and naked. Not even ID spoofed! Not firewalled. Fucking without a condom like a dumb kid who needs to get his rocks off. You never were one for thinking ahead, were you? Of course not. You needed to get online, so you rushed. You didn’t think. So I hope this fuck was worth it, Stevie, because as I could have told you, now you’re the one about to get nailed.” 
York blinked. This wasn’t normal. Something had gone wrong with the canvas. Avatars could be creepy in their knowledge of the user, but they weren’t supposed to be anything other than blandly helpful. Besides, York barely had a Beam footprint for the AI to read and compile into a compatible avatar personality, so it shouldn’t be able to be creepy yet. None of this was right. It hadn’t been right since he’d touched the web, logging his ID. 
“I would have seen it, Stephen. Of course I would have. I would have plugged in to a dedicated and walled-off canvas — ”
“I…” Then he stopped and backtracked to something the avatar had just said. “Wait. Plug what in to a dedicated canvas?”  
“Yourself! You were locked down by your own technology, Steve! Didn’t that raise a few questions? Didn’t you wonder how it happened? Didn’t it occur to you that there might be a flag sequence? A white rabbit?” 
“Canvas,” York stammered, “disable avatar.” 
“Leah could have done it. If she’d gone back in without your lockdown in place, it would have been obvious. And if she’d had more sense than you seem to have, she’d have done it without a connection first. She might have been able to stop it. Or at least told you to stay off The Beam because now it’s started, and it’s only a matter of time.” 
“Stay off The Beam? I’ve been off The Beam!” 
York felt his temperature rise as the avatar began to scowl in advance of its rebuttal. Great. Now he was arguing with Noah’s hologram — one humiliating, outsourced degree of separation from being berated by Noah himself. 
“Stay off it forever, Stephen!” the avatar blurted.
York shook his head with anger. Then, knowing it was childish but not caring, he picked up the small canvas and raised it over his head, preparing to throw it hard at the moldy arm of a Plasteel-frame couch against the wall. The canvas wouldn’t silence the avatar? Fine. York would silence the canvas and do his detective work later. 
“Wait,” Noah said, holding up a holographic hand.
York’s lip twitched. He looked over. In one gasp, the avatar had gone from insulting to penitent. Just like the real Noah West, who’d always been abusive before being sorry. But this had gone too far. He’d always forgiven the real Noah, and wasn’t about to start forgiving his ghost. The canvas in his hands had only cost him a hundred of Leah’s borrowed credits in a DZ secondhand shop, and it was only that much because it was an antique. He didn’t need to search this badly. Not enough to endure the machine’s apparent malfunction. He’d try again when he didn’t feel such an oppressive hand behind him, its dead palm on his spine. 
As York heaved the canvas at the protruding Plasteel corner, he saw the avatar’s face fall from the corner of his eye. 
“Find Alexa,” it said. 
Then, with a crack of composite and glass, the avatar blinked away and was gone.





 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Episode 14





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter One
 
 
September 30, 2042 — District Zero
 
 Noah entered the lab to find Stephen York at his station surrounded by last night’s dead soldiers: empty and somewhat smelly Chinese takeout boxes with their flaps open, chopsticks sticking from the tops like straws, plus nearly a dozen purple cans of Coke Six, for the caffeine boost. 
Noah looked at his watch before approaching York’s back: 6:34 a.m. Time for York to switch over, start drinking coffee instead. 
“Stephen.” 
Stephen turned. His eyes were red. His hair wasn’t a mess, but that was only because it was short enough and uninteresting enough to lie like a pile of straw. He looked like a man who should be tired but hadn’t yet realized it, like the sandman was tapping on his shoulder but he’d been too immersed to notice. 
“Good morning,” Noah said. 
“Good morning,” Stephen echoed. 
“Have a good night?” 
York looked around at the takeout boxes, registering something like surprise — as if he hadn’t realized until now that they were there and it was morning. As if he and Noah hadn’t slain all of those boxes and Cokes themselves. But Noah had long ago learned to keep basic biological functions out of the way while his attention remained unbroken, and after years at Quark, Stephen had learned the same. Eating happened for both of them. These days, it wasn’t really something they did. 
“Apparently,” York said.
“What are you on to?” 
Noah nodded at York’s screens. He had three open. One was the sector he was programming, and one was an existing, rolled-out Crossbrace partition for duplication, modification, and reference. The third was a bug log, to record the flaws Stephen saw as he was using the reference sector. You couldn’t merely program; you had to fix and recompile as you went then push out the updates when warranted, being sure to cross-check against interfacing software for conflicts. The iterations of trials and verifications necessary at each step were endless. Every task led to twenty more. Once you began A, you saw that B was required to do it. But B needed C, and C needed D. 
“Fi patch for the improved visual upgrades,” Stephen answered. 
“Fi? Why are you working on Fi?” 
“So the upgrades and add-ons can talk to the network.” Stephen looked confused, and for a few seconds Noah wanted to smack him for being so helpless and stupid. They were changing the world. Nobody should appear pathetic when changing the world. 
“I told you. The existing Fi will work fine. We need to get the upgrades out there now. Yesterday.” 
“We talked about this,” said York. “The resolution on these units is fifteen times better than the previous models that use the old Fi standard.” He nodded down at three small orbs on the desk. His elbow nudged one, and it rolled to face Noah, showing its iris and pupil. The things didn’t look any more realistic than any hundred-year-old glass eye, but interestingly, that’s how people wanted them. Those who bought prosthetic limbs wanted realism because the replacements were fixing a biological mistake, but these eyes were upgrades: “enhanced humanity,” the adopters called them. Why bother to implant a robotic eye if nobody could tell it wasn’t just a normal eye? 
“Are you kidding me, Stephen? Do you even remember what this company used to be called before I bought it from Ben Stone? Do you remember our biggest informational asset here?” 
York shook the implication away. “EverCrunch algorithms won’t push data past a bottleneck in the Fi protocol. You know that.” 
“Really? Telling me what I know?” Noah huffed. “I wrote that software. You don’t need to rewrite it. Don’t even try; it’s a waste. Just remove the limiter, and open the whole of the Fi to the enhanced visual stream.” 
“That’s what I’m doing.” 
“Sounded to me like you said you were going to write a patch.” 
“So I can remove the limiter.” York’s voice was almost patronizing.
“You don’t write a patch to remove a limiter,” Noah said, annoyed. He came forward and nudged Stephen out of the way then scrolled through the code. He positioned the cursor at the limiter section, deleted, then entered a new value. When he looked back at Stephen, the man’s eyes were wide. 
“You can’t do that.” 
“Why not? Without the old value throttling the bandwidth, the same Fi can carry a hundred times what the old implants broadcast.” 
“What if the person using it has other Crossbrace accessories, Noah? Shit, what if they have a pacemaker? If you don’t notify the rest of the peripherals that the eye might use that much bandwidth, a user could enter a room filled with detail — a warehouse filled with labeled boxes, maybe — and the eye will begin to process them all and send them back with pattern-matched dumps. That kind of deluge could choke out the pacemaker!” 
“Pacemakers are just drums, Steve. They don’t need to constantly talk to the network.” Which was obvious. York was being an idiot. Again. 
“For diagnostics and — ”
“Do you think this is 1980? Are we talking about an artificial heart the size of a Daimler? Jesus Christ, Steve, it’s a ticker and nothing more. It only pings Crossbrace for redundancy, not to keep it beating. Nanotechnology will handle the whole loop in a few years. Hell, even today they’re half-smart. And when we roll out The Beam — ” 
“You can’t just step all over medical safeguards like that! The FTC will — ”
“Curl up and cry? That’s the worst part of the rollout: all the government interference. FTC, FDA, everyone with an acronym suddenly has their hands in our business. But since when has the government added to science and innovation? People like me succeed despite the interference of incompetents.” 
“It only interferes with our success if — ”  
“Jesus. If I’d have known I was hiring a pussy to help me change the world, I’d have kept looking. It’s your job to help me be bold, Steve. Stop second-guessing my choices. Just do what I fucking say, and stop questioning. But you know, maybe the problem here is that you don’t understand what’s actually going on between us. I’m not asking for your permission to increase the bandwidth parameters of my software. What I’m doing is — ”
“Our software,” said Stephen. 
Noah pursed his lips, watching Stephen. Then he resumed speaking, slowly. 
“We’ve worked together closely, haven’t we, Stephen?” 
“Of course.” 
“It’s been years. Just you and me. Us and a bunch of techs and code monkeys.” 
“Sure.” 
“So maybe I can’t blame you. Maybe I should try to understand because maybe some of this is my fault.” 
“Blame you for what?” 
Noah put his hand on Stephen’s shoulder. 
“Maybe we should clear something up. I’m your boss. You’re my employee. This is my company, not yours. This is my vision. You’ve helped me articulate that vision, but it’s still mine. And that means that you’re not in charge, are you?” 
“I…” 
“You need to know your place.” 
Stephen’s mouth closed. He watched Noah with his big eyes. Under his stupid, rule-following haircut. Was this man a virgin? He might actually be, Noah realized; he’d come to Quark as a kid and had barely left his station since. He looked like a deer in crosshairs, standing obediently still, waiting to be shot. 
Watching his own thoughts from above, Noah felt a strange, uncomfortable feeling slide across his skin like oil. With the sensation, his anger mostly dissipated, leaving only frustration and irritation and annoyance behind. 
“Just use the fucking code,” he finished. “Make the eyes work first, then go back for the patch later.” 
Stephen looked like he might protest — might ask whether to disclose the changed bandwidth throttle in the market specs when the eye implants went up for approval, for one — but he said nothing. There were a few seconds in which York looked beaten, maybe wounded. Seeing it, the slick sensation reasserted itself on the back of Noah’s neck. 
Stephen returned silently to work. Noah walked away, hoping the oily feeling might stay behind.
Instead of sitting at his console in the lab with Stephen, Noah went back to his office, where he’d been for most of the nighttime hours, planning the network’s next iteration. It might be more efficient to continue the planning with Stephen — and, in fact, that’s why he’d come down to check on York in the first place. He’d reached the point where he could no longer hold his water, and on his way back from the restroom it had occurred to him that he wanted another set of eyes on the web he was plotting using the 3-D modeling software. Stephen wasn’t as good at thinking of networks in 3-D as Noah, but he was second best — and leagues ahead of anyone else in the lab. Really, Stephen might be the only person in the world other than Noah who truly understood Crossbrace from the inside out…and who therefore understood (as much as he tried to pretend he didn’t) why Crossbrace wasn’t good enough. 
The network was two weeks old, and already the country was losing itself down digital tunnels, singing the praises of Noah’s genius. In Crossbrace, people saw everything the Internet was not. But celebrations were for the lazy. It wouldn’t be long before those jubilant masses started seeing the shortcomings that Noah and Stephen already knew were there. The more immersed people became in digital living — the more of themselves they off-worlded to the new cloud, the more they tried on new senses, the more they came to rely on the Internet of Things — the more apparent it would become that the world Quark had created was woefully incomplete. 
Stephen’s current quandary was a perfect example. As long as the network relied on analog, individual minds to puzzle out digital, nonlocal, collaborative problems, there would be a disconnect. No wonder Stephen thought it wasn’t safe to uncouple the ocular implants’ limitations and risk monopolizing bandwidth that a person’s other peripherals might need to survive. Noah was already thinking of the next iteration, already imagining a day when the AI finally evolved far enough to make those decisions without human pollution. But that AI — the kind that could build its own world rather than just live in one created by Quark — wasn’t here yet. And not everyone could see as far forward, or think as many steps ahead, as Noah West. 
There was a small knock at the open door. Noah looked up from his chair and saw Stephen standing in the doorway, looking timid. 
“Noah?” 
Noah nodded without speaking. No greeting would sound conciliatory enough. If he spoke, he’d either insult Stephen further or come off as pandering. Noah had never been good at making peace.
“I’ll keep working on the eye enhancements if you want, but just so you know, we got a report back from DZPD. They actually answered.” 
Noah sat up. He was good at thinking ahead for sure, but he hadn’t seen this coming. 
“They answered?” 
“Yeah.” 
“With a fuck you?” Noah hoped not. If the response from the police department came back as a no, it would be hard not to shout at Stephen again — as he had the first five times Stephen had suggested contacting them. Noah had been as dead-set against trying to involve DZPD as he’d been against the board’s stubborn refusal to understand Crossbrace’s genius at first…or Crossbrace’s successor’s genius today. And so, stymied, Stephen had finally sent the request to the cops behind Noah’s back, and when Noah had learned of it, he’d blown a gasket.
York shook his head. “No. They agreed.” 
“They agreed to give us access to their camera feeds?” Noah said, flabbergasted.
York shook his head again. “No, not that much agreement. But they did agree to let us place visual sensors wherever we wanted, up to sixty per city block, as long as they’re given access to the streams produced by those sensors. If I had to guess, once they see the coverage we’re able to offer, they’ll strip their cameras anyway, and it’ll be the same as if they’d given us permission to peep in on their feeds all along. Except that this way, the quality will be much better, and our AI will be better able to parse the visual data.” 
“And Crossbrace connectivity? Will they allow us to network those points into Crossbrace? Up to sixty visual sensors per block?”
“As long as they have access to the API.” 
“Of course. Everyone has access to the API. Do you think they’ll have any idea how to use it?” 
York flipped his hands palm-up. “No idea. I suppose there must be geeks everywhere, so maybe. But of course the point-to-point coming into Quark is off limits, and they won’t have our behavioral algorithms. Though…if I could make a suggestion?” 
Noah nodded. 
“We could feed DZPD our behavioral analyses anyway — after they’ve been processed, maybe with a filter or some sort of vetting in place so they’re getting the Quark stream instead of the raw inputs — that could be far more helpful than just letting them fiddle with the API on their own. They’ll be able to spot crimes far earlier using our AI interpretations than they could by sitting there watching camera views since the AI can watch everywhere at once and their operators can’t.” 
“Tie it to robotic enforcers?”  
York paused before answering, probably trying to determine if Noah was really going to let him keep leading this discussion after shutting him down so completely in the last one. 
“Probably not yet,” he finally said. “I suppose they’d let officers look at the AI’s guesses, then check the feeds themselves to verify, then act. Not with robots in a closed loop, but using humans. At least for now.” 
Noah pinched the bridge of his nose. He hadn’t thought Stephen was right to ask DZPD about the citywide surveillance network, and he certainly wouldn’t have thought sending the Quark stream to the cops was a good idea. But now — now that the police had agreed to let them plant all those valuable sensors — he saw York’s idea for the gem it was. Regardless of whether the police used the Quark behavioral assessments or not, Crossbrace would still be assimilating sixty separate visual records per block of data. There was no harm to doing that other than pride: Quark giving away its hard-gathered data without so much as charging for it. But the more the cops liked using Crossbrace intelligence to make the city safer, the more the cops would like Crossbrace itself. Soon, they might consider equipping officers with false eyes, smart glasses, even smart bullets and drones. Police liked to pretend they were fine doing things the same old ways, same as everyone. But Quark wouldn’t be the first pusher to hook a customer by offering free samples. 
A small voice inside Noah said, You were right about this one, Steve. Thank you for pushing me and holding your ground and making Crossbrace’s dataset infinitely better.
Instead, his lips said, “Use A-6 processors on the visual sensors. Not the A-5s. They’re unstable, and we’d have to tie them into the power grid to keep them online.”
York waited a beat to see if Noah would say more, but when Noah merely returned to work, he left. Noah watched him go from the corner of his eye. 
A feeling of unease went with York. It was that same oily sensation from earlier — a feeling Noah couldn’t entirely place, but didn’t like at all. 
He wondered if Stephen regretted his time with Quark, or might even resent it. Even though York’s NDA would prevent him from ever taking credit for Crossbrace or what followed, he was still changing the world. He was paid a fortune. So did it really matter that he didn’t have any time to spend it? Did it really matter that he’d spent eighty hours a week, working for a decade, given the scope of the revolution he was helping usher into the world? That’s what people like Stephen wanted, right? The same as it was what people like Noah wanted — and they were the same kinds of people, deep down. 
A disturbing thought hit him: Have I stolen Steve’s life then given him nothing that matters? 
Certainly not. 
Still, Noah pulled up the Quark employee roster then inserted a glitch that would cause the system to fire Stephen from the company this coming Friday. His badge wouldn’t work, and the AI would kick him out of the building to the accompaniment of blaring security alarms. Given the complexity of the glitch, Noah estimated it would take two or three days for Quark’s less-skilled programmers to find the problem and fix it — a period of unfortunate limbo that, after York was fired, they’d be able to tell him about in advance of solving what was wrong
During that time, Stephen would literally have no choice but to take the weekend off. 
He could walk through the park. 
He could read. 
He could get laid, possibly for the first time.
He could blow off some steam. Dampen the pressure. Regain some sanity to protect the mind that Noah had to admit would be needed if The Beam was ever to see the light of day. Maybe Noah could go forever on almost no sleep, but he reluctantly had to admit that wasn’t true of anyone else…and that the need for simple comforts, here and there, was only human. 
His small act of sabotage accomplished, Noah returned to work.
As hard as he was on Stephen, deep down he knew he’d never let anything bad happen to the man. Not in a thousand years.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Two
 
 
May 15, 2063 — District Zero
 
“Long.” 
Dominic turned. Detective Lewis was standing behind him in the doorway of the small, below-the-line apartment, holding something up in front of him. The something was black and drooped over a stylus that Lewis had probably kept in his pocket more for poking at evidence than for use on his tablet or Beam surfaces — at home, obviously, and not in the station. Dominic thought the joke was on Lewis, who was nearly sixty and apparently shared Dominic’s Grandy’s views on police work. He acted like poking things with a stylus to keep them clean of fingerprints would prevent soiling the scene. As if Lewis’s blueprint — and everyone else’s, given how much he used the stylus on the job — wasn’t soiled from end to end. 
Dominic’s eyes moved to the thing Lewis was holding out like a gross trophy carried home by a feline hunter. It looked like a wet shoelace.
“Yeah?” Dominic said. 
“Have you ever seen one of these?” 
Dominic gestured down at his polished black lace-ups. “Every time I tie my shoes.” 
“It was halfway up one of the victims’ noses.” 
Dominic rose from his squat and came closer. Gross trophy indeed. It wasn’t a shoelace. Now it was a shoelace covered in boogers and mucus. 
Dominic approached the black thing dangling from the end of Lewis’s stylus. Its end curled upward. If it had had a tiny face, it would have been looking up to acknowledge Dominic’s stare. But it didn’t have a face. Just the minuscule silver dot at its tip, which opened slightly as Dominic bent toward it, showing its tiny ring of teeth. 
“Drug worm?” Dominic tried not to show his revulsion, but it wasn’t easy. It fit: the idea that the two dead men in the other room were traffickers, and that a couple of thugs had been fighting over illicit business. But something about that hadn’t felt right to Dominic from Go, and the idea that one of the smuggler’s cargo had been caught trying to make its escape now that the host was dead didn’t change his uneasy, doesn’t-quite-fit feeling. 
Lewis shook his head. He flexed his non-stylus hand, and Dominic saw the glimmer of a resin barrier flash and sparkle on it. He used the resin-protected hand to retrieve the black object by its other end and held it up like a snake. Now that its tail was being pinched, the thing seemed agitated. It was curling up like a fisherman’s hook, wiggling, looking for something to bite — or, if it was anything like a drug worm, to burrow into. The very idea of worms gave Dominic the creeps. The kind that was swallowed was bad enough — not too different from the tied-off condoms Grandy used to report waiting for smugglers in his day to pass. But this looked like one of the newer mimic variety, which made itself at home in just about any tissue, then used nano-fabricators to build itself a perfectly ID-matched cocoon using its host’s own Beam connection. Or Crossbrace connection, which was the case in most flop houses like this shitty apartment. 
“It’s not a drug worm,” said Lewis. 
“Maybe you should have left it where it was,” Dominic said, thinking of the fit the sweeper crew would have, yet again, when they found out Lewis hadn’t left the scene as whole as he should have. 
“Watch this, Dom.” A small grin lifted the corner of Lewis’s mouth. 
Dominic thought his partner might hand him the glistening thing, but instead he pulled a trash can from under a desk (another scene disturbance; Lewis made his own rules) and dropped the worm into it. The can was metal, and despite looking like fabric or membrane, the worm must have been metal as well because it made a scratching racket as it writhed and thrashed. It had been so quiet across the stylus, it was hard to believe its frenzy now. The thing looked furious, flicking from side to side and trying to climb the can’s walls. At first, Dominic thought it couldn’t climb out because the walls were too slick, but there was something else going on that became apparent the longer he looked at the thing. It was animated while at the bottom of the can but seemed to die and become limp once it rose higher. Then it fell to the bottom, regained energy, and repeated the cycle. 
“I didn’t leave it in the victim’s nose because I don’t think it wants to stick around,” said Lewis. “It’s a creeper. Systematic full-body anonymizer. Have you seen one before?” 
Dominic watched the thing scurry in the bottom of the trash. Lewis lifted the can from its position near the ground to cradle it in the pit of his arm, and it fell still. Lewis plucked its inert form from the can’s bottom and dropped it into an evidence pouch he’d had in an inside pocket. The pouch was one of the reinforced ones, made of paper-thin but bullet-strong NuLon. He set the empty can down, and the pouch disappeared back into his pocket like the end of a magician’s trick. 
“No,” Dominic answered. He felt a bit sick even with the worm out of sight. 
“This is the first one I’ve seen in person, but I’ve read briefs. They come up on victims while they’re quiet, usually asleep, then enter somewhere under the skin and proceed to erase their cell IDs. And by IDs, I mean any Beam or Crossbrace ID they’ve adopted — but DNA too. All the key identification sequences. The process of anonymizing that much identifying information takes days, so it’d be simple for anyone afflicted to just head to a clinic when symptoms start. Even a rudimentary house medic bot could probably handle it. That’s why creepers burrow up to uncouple the victim’s spinal cord to paralyze them first and sabotage the vocal centers second.”
“Why wasn’t it trying to get at you when you came in here with it hanging over your stylus?” The memory made Dominic’s skin crawl. Creepers sounded like ticks that dove deep and stayed for days, and Lewis had walked in with it swinging in plain sight, free to act. 
“They’re keyed to one host,” said Lewis. “Now it wants to get away. They’re not very smart. Put them near the ground, and they scramble, but keep them high, and they think they’re caught.” 
“One host?” Dominic blinked, now looking past Lewis into the other room toward the two dead men.
Detective Lewis read his expression. “Exactly. And they’re not cheap. They don’t wander buildings like rats; they’re sent after a specific target.” 
“So someone…?” 
Lewis nodded. “Someone very rich and very connected sent creepers in here for these two. The one from the other guy got away under the baseboard when I was nabbing this one. Marks ran off after it, but his handheld won’t be able to find it. It’ll shoot down to the foundation, tunnel through the Plasteel, then self-destruct.” 
Dominic looked at Lewis’s pocket.
Lewis said, “It’s already self-destructing. Don’t worry. They don’t explode. They just sort of erase and shrivel.” 
Dominic started to walk past Lewis, suddenly more interested in the two dead lowlifes than he’d been when they’d arrived on-scene. The instinct prickling at Dominic now made sense. Something really wasn’t right, and if the creepers had done the job Lewis had described, even the sweeper crew might not have been able to identify the bodies. 
But before Dominic could enter the front room, a large torso blocked his way. 
Dominic was large, but the man in front of him was several inches taller and several inches wider. Dominic could practically see his pectoral muscles and bulging arms through his charcoal-gray blazer. He had to look up after nearly colliding to meet the man’s chiseled chin. His eyes were nearly as gray as his suit, and Dominic could see the swirling within them as the data agents swarmed across his irises, tapping into his optic nerve, making the millions of touch points that were, somehow, being fed back to The Beam. 
“Detectives Lewis and Long.” The big man held up his handheld. It blinked with an authentication sequence that Dominic knew not to bother verifying then settled into an image of a shield-shaped badge. “I am Special Agent Ray Workman, Quark Sector 7. Your services on-scene are no longer required.” 
Dominic’s eyebrows drew together. Lewis bristled beside him. Behind the first agent, Dominic could see another. Tending to the corpses. Plugging into walls, waving a handheld that looked far more advanced than anything Dominic had ever seen.
“Who the fuck are you?” said Dominic. 
“I am Special Agent Ray Workman, Quark — ”
No matter how advanced they became, machines never really stopped being machines. The simple repetition of the agent’s name and reporting agency made Dominic want to punch him. No artificial intelligence truly got it, as far as Dominic was concerned. The Beam may have kicked Crossbrace to the curb like an unwanted trashcan baby and wonders might abound these days, but you still couldn’t fix stupid.
Lewis beat Dominic to a reply. “This a District Zero police investigation. I don’t give a shit what Quark says, you’re not the — ”
“Detectives Lewis and Long. I have been authorized to provide you with certain information basic to this situation. We have reason to believe this is a Beam-related crime. Quark Police will now take over the investigation. If your agency is required, your captain will be alerted. As a courtesy in this event, you will be notified and reinstated with any files you have built thus far.” 
Lewis’s hand flew to his head as if smacking a fly. He made a furious, disbelieving noise. 
“You will find your visual and cache records erased as of fifteen-oh-four today. Do not attempt to recover them. Erasure of records implies your confidentiality regarding any biological records you may have formed. DZPD public statue oh-one-oh-seven-point-four-dash-beta-six prohibits you to speak of any matters pertaining to information transferred cross-authority here today. Thank you for your compliance.”
The agent looked directly at Dominic. “My scan shows you do not have any Beam-interfacing bodily hardware at all. Is that correct?” 
“Are you fucking kidding me?” Dominic said. 
The agent extended a hand the size of a small dinner plate. “Please give me any physical records you have taken.” 
Dominic hesitated, wondering if this was a fight worth having. Nobody really knew how far Quark’s intel went these days, now that The Beam had infected the city like a plague. Crossbrace and the add-on proliferation had given Quark billions of eyes, and The Beam had doubled that number — or tripled it, or increased it tenfold. Whatever he withheld, he couldn’t be sure he wouldn’t be caught. He was on the cusp of a big promotion. Was it worth risking over two dead guys in a shithole apartment? 
On one hand, no — it definitely wasn’t. But on the other hand, Dominic couldn’t help wondering. Whether or not Quark’s claim to their own police force to “keep The Beam safe” was legitimate or not, one flatfoot cop couldn’t convince anyone to stand up for what felt right. But if Quark had busted in, what did that say about this seemingly simple and forgettable double murder? Their first queries to City Surveillance had come up empty, as if nobody was watching this section of town. The dead men, like Dominic, didn’t seem to have any technological add-ons or nanobots. That was strange. Usually, Dominic was any room’s only Luddite.
Dominic fished out his notebook and handed it to the agent, gritting his teeth.
His thoughts turned to the creeper in Lewis’s pocket. Had it done more than to erase the dead men, making them anonymous? Had it eradicated their technology as well? Had there once been records of what had happened here, but two worms — and now two big Quark agents — were making it all go away? What about this routine scene had drawn Quark’s attention…and merited the fixing power of two creeper worms?
“Thank you for your compliance,” said the agent. “Please report back to your precinct.” 
Dominic had known that was coming, but hearing an order from the mouth of Quark — a company, not a civil service — burned his cheeks. 
“Maybe we don’t want to go.” 
“Please consult your badges,” said the agent. “You will find your assignments to this incident revoked. You are hereby — ” 
“Revoked? Or erased?” Dominic interrupted.
“ — requested and required to return to your precinct. Further instructions on this matter, if there are to be any, will come from your captain.” 
Dominic’s jaw worked. He looked over at Lewis, who had his handheld out, trying to pull up his records, aghast at how easily the agents had reached inside him and yanked out everything he’d recorded on-scene. 
Dominic snatched the handheld. He tapped a few buttons and watched as the Quark agent’s eyes hardened, becoming still of swarming nanobots. 
“Detective Long,” the agent said, “you are hereby requested and required to — ”
“You’re not in charge here as long as my query’s open.” Dominic held up Lewis’s device, which showed a pair of arrows chasing each other in a circle, superimposed over Lewis’s badge image. 
“You are wasting time,” said the agent. 
“Tell me how you know this is a Beam crime,” said Dominic. 
“I am not obligated to — ”
“You’re right. You’re not obligated. You can keep your big fucking mouth shut, and we can both pretend that you have any goddamned authority to be here at all. Eventually, my query will make its way through the corrupt guts of city hall, and predictably, your company and its influencers will come out on top, and I’ll be ordered to vacate. At that point, my query will unlock the case, and you will be able to proceed.” 
Dominic opened Lewis’s coat and fished the NuLon evidence pouch from inside, then held it up. 
“There’s something in here that I’m told will self-destruct,” said Dominic. “I imagine it’s important.”
“What is it?” The agent looked like he might reach for the pouch, but instead he kept his hands still. He wouldn’t break protocol. Clerics could be cops, but in the strictest sense they were also software subject to if/then rules. Right now, nobody was in charge. That put the DZPD and Quark PD officers on the same footing for as long as the query hung. 
“It’s something you’ll want,” said Dominic. “But something that will be useless in…” He looked at Lewis. 
“About an hour,” said Lewis. 
“Is it a creeper?” 
“You’ll know the minute you’re officially in charge of this crime scene, and I’m required to hand it over.” 
The agent’s eyes narrowed. He was half-AI, but also half-human. Anger was there, just behind the logic. 
“You can’t win this,” said the agent. 
“I know I can’t. But I can delay it. For at least an hour.” Dominic shook the pouch containing the evidence that, in short order, would lose all its usefulness.
The agent’s jaw worked. The other Quark agent came up behind him, now curious. They could have been twins. 
“What do you want?” the first agent asked. 
“Tell me who those men are.” 
“We don’t know that.” 
“Bullshit!” Dominic snapped, feeling power slide into his court. “You’re surprised we caught a creeper, but you’re not surprised there was one. We didn’t hear you come in and didn’t get a ping. The door was locked. So not only were you let in by building security; you knew exactly where you were going without DZPD telling you — something I can tell just by looking at my com channel. We haven’t ID’d them yet, and I’m sure you turned our sweeper crew away at the door, but the only way you’d be here, on this exact spot, without other intel, would be if you had word through The Beam. On Crossbrace, I’d have believed you’d be able to sniff your way here without an ID, but privacy is one of The Beam’s big selling points, isn’t it? Not inherently, but because the AI keeps its mouth shut. Except, perhaps, when other AI is doing the asking.” 
Lewis looked over at Dominic. Lewis was his superior, but Dom was the one who, according to rumor, might be knocking on the door of a promotion. Lewis had always seemed baffled by that, but right now Dominic could see respect on his face. Apparently, Dom was DZPD’s secret weapon after all. 
The agent seemed to war with something inside. His eyes clouded with the stir of nanobots, and Dominic could imagine invisible communication running between the agents, through The Beam. 
Go ahead and tell him, or we’ll never get the creeper in time, Dom imagined the second agent saying to the first. 
“Off the record, subject retroactively to the purge I have already enacted and that will resume once authority over this case returns to Quark, Quark PD positively identified the presence of a creeper worm erasure in progress at this location.” 
“How? What does it mean to you?” 
“Creeper technology is traceless and results in perfect erasure and anonymization. The data edges on this particular operation are particularly fine and indicate the work of worm technology we haven’t seen before. But data-native agents parsing the sector saw the absence of data itself and crawled the surrounding code.” 
“What does that mean?” Dominic asked. 
The agent didn’t break eye contact. “That is confidential information.” 
Dominic shrugged. He pocketed Lewis’s handheld and said to his partner, “You want to get a slice of pizza? This kind of bureaucratic spat takes forever to resolve.” 
Dominic actually tried to push past the agent before the man’s big hand stopped him. 
“Because you are organic — and especially because you are wholly organic, with no biological connectivity at all — you cannot appreciate the metadata of existence.” 
Dominic looked at the agent with scorn. That was machine talk. 
“I’m talking about what used to be called the Internet of Things,” the agent elaborated. “Everything in the physical world is replicated and updated several times each second by Crossbrace and Beam sensors combined with data fed into the network by users who see and touch things throughout their daily lives. The code shows the world differently. Once we saw the worm’s work, it was simple to reach into the data around it, through several local sensors and the remains of these men’s native add-ons.” 
The agent tipped his head toward the two dead men on the floor. Then he looked again at the second agent and reluctantly went on. 
“A reverse search allowed us to identify the victims,” he concluded.
Dominic hadn’t been expecting that. Apparently, neither had Lewis because he practically blurted, “They were erased! And they were privacy encrypted! We were right here, and we could never have identified them without — ” 
The agent cut him off. “Different capabilities exist when you are able to look from the inside out rather than from the outside in.” 
The second agent’s jaw became hard and firm. Apparently, clerics could get angry, just like people. He said, “You don’t even understand your world. To you, The Beam is a toy.” 
“Who are they?” Dominic asked. Then, when the agents paused, Dominic tapped his pocket and tried again to push by. 
“Oates, Marshall,” said the second agent, pointing at the dead man near the ramshackle couch. Then he pointed at the other. “Hawes, Colin.” 
Dominic’s mind churned. He looked at Lewis then at the agents. 
“The Plasteel baron? And the…” He couldn’t even get out Hawes’s claim to fame before the agent cut him off again. 
“Yes.” 
“Why are they here? In the ghetto?” 
“We do not know.” 
“Who killed them?” 
“We do not know. But we have seen the nature of the damage. Both had protections in place that Quark does not have on file. Whatever was done, it was…advanced.” 
Dominic looked at Lewis again. Then at the agents. The dead men on the floor: two of the richest, most powerful people to ever live, dead here below the line. They’d both been shoddily dressed. Their faces obscured. They’d both been armed, traces of various narcotics scattered about. Whoever had set up this little diorama to cover two extraordinarily high-profile crimes had done an excellent job. If not for Dominic’s prickling sense of unease and the Quark agents’ arrival and ensuing gambit, nobody would ever have known. 
And, because Quark was about to take over and erase all records, nobody ever would know. Except for Dominic and his partner, who would know to keep their mouths shut unless they wanted a visit from Quark — or maybe a creeper — too. 
The first agent held out his hand. Reluctantly, knowing how far he could push and where he’d need to stop, Dominic handed over the pouch containing the creeper. 
“And your query,” said the agent, nodding at the handheld in Dominic’s pocket. “Release your challenge on Quark’s takeover of this case.” 
Dominic pulled the handheld from his pocket and hovered his finger above its screen, ready to release the query. Then he looked up and met the agents’ churning gray eyes. 
“One more question,” Dominic said. 
“You cannot do anything with the information we’ve given or will give you,” said the second agent.
“It’s for me. Personal curiosity.”
“You are forbidden to mention any of what’s happened here,” said the first agent. “It is irrelevant.” 
“Indulge me,” said Dominic. 
Beside Dom, Lewis looked ready to head out. His tough veneer had cracked. They’d pushed too hard — not just against the rapidly rising power of Quark PD clerics, but against something bigger. Something that obeyed the first rule of conspiracy: the less you know, the better. 
“Let’s go, Dom,” said Lewis. “Release the query.” 
But Dominic ignored him. “This vacuum of data you mentioned. It erased these two’s minds and identifiers. But did it touch anything else? Is there any other specific information you know that went missing today?”
“Only coincidentally, and only by association,” said the first agent. 
Dominic moved his finger a millimeter closer to the handheld’s screen with its circling arrows. 
“If it’s a coincidence,” Dominic said, “there’s no harm in telling me.” 
The agents looked at each other. Dominic could imagine untold volumes of information and arguments streaming between their AI, trying to reason out the dilemma, wondering how far this troublesome human cop could be trusted. 
“Ryan Enterprises,” the agent said. “An insubstantial metatrail between Oates, Hawes, and Ryan Enterprises vanished today as well, but our best analysis suggests it means nothing.” 
Dominic smiled.
He couldn’t investigate any of this once he released the case to the agents. He couldn’t search The Beam to learn more…because these weren’t really men sharing the room, but something else entirely. He couldn’t even discuss it.
But he could wonder. And, although he could never share it, he could know.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Three
 
 
“Come in, dear,” said a doddering old voice. 
Kai stood in front of Rachel Ryan’s complex, Alpha Place written in stone above the door. There had been a doorman, but Kai had found an entertaining way to distract him without raising his suspicions — though she had managed to raise something else. Right now, that doorman was two blocks down, asleep behind a refuse bin. Kai didn’t think he’d wonder why when he woke up. Men naturally relaxed after they came — but thanks to some creative sex toys and a bit of nanobot help, this one had come six times. Kai had given him a sedative before dragging him away with her obfuscation add-on activated, but when he woke, the man would probably just assume he’d jizzed himself out cold with the attractive stranger. 
“Come in?” Kai puzzled at the intercom. She’d stuck a piece of chewing gum over the camera, but in a building like this it was entirely possible there were a dozen other sensors watching her at all times. She’d slipped in and out of Isaac and Natasha Ryan’s home without being seen, but that was only because nobody had known to sic spies on her. Rachel Ryan — who according to Micah was cream of the Beau Monde — apparently knew better. 
“Yes, dear,” said the intercom. There was no video. Maybe Micah’s mother had stuck gum over her camera, too. It seemed impossible in a building this nice that the thing could simply be broken. “Come in.”
“You don’t even know who I am.” 
“You’re Micah’s friend.” 
Kai looked up then around. She was trying to spot flying cameras — a joke, considering they could be hidden just about anywhere, or possibly watching her from space. But there was more setting off her alarms than just recognition; “Micah’s friend” implied not just that Rachel knew a brown-haired woman in a short skirt was at her door, but that she knew who Kai was and how she was tied to Micah. The first could have come from Beau Monde Beam access. But the second? Nobody other than Nicolai and Doc (ahem…Kate) knew her connection to Micah. 
There was a click as the door’s lock disengaged. At the same time, a barely audible hum stopped purring. Kai hadn’t noticed the hum until it was gone, but hearing it stop gave her a chill. If she’d used her add-ons to force the lock, what strange force field would have she found herself stepping through? She’d heard rumors of anti-augment protections, but they were only rumors — and, she thought, highly illegal to develop. Those rumors alone were enough to give her Orion memories a run for their money. 
“Come on in, Kai,” said the voice. 
Kai stared at the elegant-looking front door of Alpha Place. It looked like polished oak, but its heart was probably three-inch Plasteel. She verified this by touching the fine brass knob and dragging it partway open. The door moved without friction, but she could tell it was heavy. Plasteel could practically withstand a nuke blast at one inch thick, so using this much in the door made a statement beyond practicality. This place is serious business, it said. And Kai, looking at it, heard a second warning behind it: If we’ve shown you the door’s defenses, you’d better believe there are plenty of defenses we’ve kept hidden, too. 
This wasn’t how this visit was supposed to go. She suddenly felt woefully underprepared. Usually, Kai felt confident to handle just about anything, knowing that if a situation turned against her, at least she’d be able to fight or sweet-talk her way out. Even if she had to flee a murder scene, Kai felt confident she could get through any window, climb to any roof, leap to safety and hide among the gutter’s forgotten tribes. 
But she hadn’t expected Rachel’s first words to welcome her inside. 
She hadn’t expected Rachel to know her name, and her tie to Micah.
Micah had implied that as advanced as he and his Beau Monde friends were, Rachel was somehow above them. At the time he’d said it, Kai’s usually unflappable confidence had brushed it aside as beneath concern. But right now, the reality struck her, and she suddenly felt as if the old woman was a dozen steps ahead. 
But if that was true, was there any reason not to enter? 
Probably not. If Rachel had a problem with Kai, she could probably command Kai’s Beam connection to turn her own nanobots against her and kill Kai in her sleep. 
She looked into the lushly appointed lobby. From where she was standing outside, Alpha Place looked like a fabulously expensive hotel. There was an immaculately dressed woman behind a counter, watching Kai. The room was strewn with fine, comfortable-looking chairs. Cut-glass chandeliers hung overhead, and the sounds of a pianist tinkled from somewhere out of sight. 
“Don’t be an asshole,” Kai told herself. She was still Kai, and Kai was formidable. Rachel had surprised her, but so what? She’d been in Micah’s employ for years. She’d seen it all. She’d assassinated Beau Monde before. It didn’t take technology, or the skills of an expert cat burglar. She’d entered Isaac’s apartment just fine. She’d bent over Natasha’s form as she lay in her immersion rig, ignoring every part of her that wanted to squeal like a fangirl and wake the star to ask for an autograph. It wouldn’t have taken guile to slit Natasha’s throat. A simple ghetto blade would have done the trick. 
“Yes, dear,” said Rachel’s voice. “That’s right. Don’t be an asshole.”
Kai passed through the doorway, flinching against a surety that the strange force field was still active and would cut her down. But nothing happened, and a moment later she was in one of the finest rooms she’d ever seen. The door closed quietly behind her.
The woman at the counter was so immaculate that at first Kai thought she must be a Beam-generated hologram. 
“Welcome to Alpha Place, Miss Dreyfus. May I get you anything to eat or drink before you head up to visit Mrs. Ryan?” 
Kai didn’t know how to respond. She just shook her head. 
“Perhaps a cocktail?” 
“No thank you.” 
“If there is anything I can get you, please don’t hesitate to let me know.” She smiled wide, saccharine sweet, friendly enough to be vicious. “Anything at all.” 
“I’m fine, thanks.” 
“The elevators are to your left.” 
“Which floor?” 
“The elevator will deliver you to her door.” 
“How did you know I was coming?” 
The woman smiled even wider, full of servility. “Because it’s on the schedule.” 
“What schedule?” 
“To your left, Miss Dreyfus.” Again, she gestured to the elevators. 
Kai began to move, but instead of walking into the elevator bank (one was open as if waiting, a plush couch along its back wall and an open champagne bottle in a silver bucket), she walked past it. The elevators were in the lobby’s center, the shaft rising through a triple-tall ceiling high enough to give the room the feel of having its own weather. Enormous chandeliers dangled above conversation pits pocking the huge space. 
A few well-dressed men and women populated the couches, all in evening wear and sporting white hair. Most of the men had white mustaches, and several had top hats on the tables beside them. Some of the women had black bands around their heads, many stuck with feathers or bows, most wearing long black or white gloves. The men were drinking amber liquid from old-fashioned glasses filled with spherical ice cubes. One of the women was smoking what smelled like a genuine cigarette through a long black holder. 
The pianist was along the back wall, sitting at a piano that looked like Nicolai’s, with the lid propped up. The pianist ceased playing, and Kai heard trumpets and trombones, soft and somehow distant. This despite the fact that she could now see the band clearly across a polished dance floor. One old couple, dressed like the others (a tuxedo for the man, a gown and long gloves for the woman) but youthful and dancing to what sounded like a 150-year-old big band-era tune. The man’s oiled hair was combed so close to his skull that it looked painted on.
“May I get you anything, Miss Dreyfus?” 
Kai spun. She didn’t realize until coming face to face with the woman who’d been behind the desk that her heart was beating hard in her throat.
“Anything at all,” the woman elaborated. She had yellow hair that Kai hadn’t noticed until now was piled high in the same style as the older women around the room. And she wasn’t wearing a uniform after all; she was wearing a long black evening gown and a choker with an oval stone in its center. 
“What is this place?” Kai asked. 
“This is Alpha Place. Luxurious graduation living for elite citizens.” 
“‘Graduation living’?” 
“Yes, Miss Dreyfus.” 
“Graduation from what?” 
“From life.” 
“You mean it’s an old folks’ home.” But of course it was. Kai had known all of this coming in. But something about Alpha Place was making her skin crawl. She’d been to an old folks home; her own grandmother had expired below the line in one. It had smelled like ointment and death. This looked like a scene from one of Grandma’s favorite movies. 
The woman smiled. Kai noticed she was wearing a name tag that read Miss Trudy. “It’s a bit more than that,” she said. 
“Did Rachel…did Mrs. Ryan tell you to expect me?” 
“I expected you because Mrs. Ryan expected you.” Not really an answer, or even a restatement of the question.
“I think I will take a drink after all,” said Kai, feeling uneasy. 
Miss Trudy’s hands had been behind her back. Kai had assumed they’d been clasped in a butler’s farce of servility. But now the right one came out, and Kai found herself looking at a Manhattan, two ice cubes, one olive. Exactly the drink she’d have requested if given a chance. The woman was holding it in long fingers hidden beneath the silk of a long black glove. 
“How did Mrs. Ryan know to expect me?” Kai asked, taking the drink with shaking fingers. 
“Do you like the band?” Miss Trudy asked. The music had changed again, and now there were three young couples dancing instead of just one. This time, Kai recognized the ancient hit: Glenn Miller’s “In the Mood.” 
“They’re very talented,” was all Kai could think to say. 
“They’ve been practicing all their lives,” said Miss Trudy. “As long as a week now.” 
“Are they artificial?” 
Instead of answering, Miss Trudy gave Kai another smile. “You should head upstairs.” 
“Why?” 
“Mrs. Ryan is getting bored.” 
Kai looked at the woman’s ears. Was she wearing a headset? No. She must have a cochlear implant, or be wired into a shared mind network. Such things must be much more advanced than even Kai knew among the Beau Monde, at their Beau Monde facilities.
“She is?” 
Kai squinted. Suddenly, Miss Trudy seemed very familiar. 
“Yes.” She patiently noted Kai’s stare. “Is there anything else I can get you?” 
“Do I know you from somewhere?” 
“I don’t believe so, Miss.”
“Were you…?” Kai didn’t want to say it, but she realized where she knew Trudy from, down to her name. She forced the words. “Did you ever dance at Club Galaxy?” 
“I don’t recollect that, no.”
But Kai was sure. This was Trudy, the stripper who’d stolen thousands of credits from Kai before running off, back when Kai had been nothing. She had the same mole on her neck, even. But Kai had heard she was dead. 
“Right this way, Miss Dreyfus,” Miss Trudy said. 
She took Kai by the arm and led her to the elevator. Then she nodded toward the still-open box with its comfortable couch — which Kai now noticed had a blood-red stain in its middle. Kai turned to say something to Miss Trudy about the couch needing cleaning, but when she looked back, the stain was gone. 
“I’m sure I know you,” said Kai. 
“Have a pleasant visit,” the woman said as the doors closed. 
The elevator began to crawl. It gained speed and was soon exploding upward fast enough to make Kai unsteady on her heels. Her knees wanted to buckle from the force. She was about to succumb to the couch’s support (and wondering how the elevator was still accelerating; the spire hadn’t seemed that tall from the outside) when the movement stopped. It happened suddenly enough that the momentum caused Kai to hop off the ground. When she landed, her heels finally failed her, and she collapsed to the floor. 
The doors opened. Kai found herself looking down a long hallway with only one door at its far end. The arrangement didn’t make sense. If Rachel’s room was the only one on this floor, wasn’t the hallway needlessly bisecting her space? Why not a short hallway? 
Kai found her feet, brushed off, and ambled out on unsteady legs. She barely reached the lush carpet before the elevator snapped shut behind her and Kai heard it scream away. 
She paused. Forced herself to breathe. Blinked once, hard. 
Kai walked toward the room, but it took too long to reach. Or maybe she was that disoriented, that tired, that baffled by the magic tricks that Rachel Ryan had lined up for her would-be assassin. 
She reached for the knob. 
The door opened before she could touch it, and Kai saw an old woman in the opening. 
“So,” Rachel said, “you’ve come to kill me.” 





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Four
 
 
Listening to Micah, Nicolai found himself thinking back to his one-sided discussion with another Ryan — Micah’s mother, Rachel. That was one thing the Ryan matriarch and her younger son had in common: They soliloquized under the guise of conversation. They pretended to speak with a person then proceeded to speak at them. 
And on the heels of that thought, Nicolai found himself doing something he thought he’d never do: missing the stupid, gullible, weak simplicity of Isaac Ryan. 
“I know you’d rather not work under me,” Micah told Nicolai, “but really, it’s something you were almost born to do. You could try to find fulfillment being creative, but your mind is going to keep coming back here either way.” 
Nicolai kept his face neutral — easy, given that Micah was enamored enough by the sound of his own voice that he probably didn’t even remember that he was speaking to someone, and that the big leather chair near the office’s middle wasn’t empty of one bored former speechwriter. Everything about Micah’s monologue was subtly insulting. And of the phrase subtly insulting, both words were equally important. Nicolai had made his living manipulating words, and Micah was a master. Everything he said had a primary and secondary meaning, leaning as heavily on subtle as insulting. It wasn’t just the presumption of this entire scene that burrowed under Nicolai’s skin. Even the intonation Micah gave the word “creative” was a slap across his face. It was Micah’s implication that Nicolai would fail to be creative while being both cute and pitiable in his attempt.
Nicolai watched Micah, his mind continuing to roll thoughts of Rachel like an old euro coin across the backs of his fingers. 
What will happen if Enterprise gains majority at Shift? Nicolai had asked Rachel, back when he’d naively thought he’d been controlling that conversation. 
But given the bomb Carter Vale had dropped at the Prime Statements — his futile but optimistic plans to dig up the pie-in-the-sky Project Mindbender then offer its brain-uploading services as a Directorate social service — there was no way Enterprise would be winning majority now. For a while, it had looked like the advent of digital beem currency would make Enterprise thinking accessible to everyone and win some hearts and minds. But the pipe dream of living forever in the cloud? That was far more interesting. 
Shift was now just days away. More people would shift from Enterprise to Directorate than the other way around. The Senate wouldn’t just keep its Directorate majority; it would magnify it. Nicolai’s question to Rachel would be moot. 
What will happen, Rachel had turned around to ask Nicolai, when the old get older, the rich get richer, and the rest of the world has no way to keep up? What will happen when what happened with Noah West begins to happen with everyone at the top of both parties?
What happened with Noah West?
Oh, but that’s the most delicious secret of all.
It was a pyramid of games. Rachel, Nicolai had thought at the time, was an old woman whose power was circling the drain. But after talking to Sam Dial, he had his doubts. Sam might be Beamsick, his mind forever torn like a fraying rag. He might believe in spooks and digital saviors and men in black come to steal him away. But Nicolai’s ear had learned to discern the kernel of truth when he heard it, and he’d heard plenty from Sam. 
Nicolai hadn’t wanted to talk to Rachel then any more than he wanted a conversation with Micah now. He wasn’t a free-agent employee of Micah’s Department of Capital Protection. He wasn’t a contractor for Ryan Enterprises. And yet the Ryans had stolen from Nicolai’s father to build their empire. They’d grabbed Nicolai by invisible strings, and the independent fighter inside him resented every bit of it. 
What makes you think this is about politics? Nicolai had asked Sam. 
And Sam had answered with his most biting, poignant bit of truth yet: Isn’t everything?
Micah sat on the chair’s arm beside Nicolai. Nothing Micah did was by accident, and his body language told Nicolai two things: I’m your buddy, and you can trust me, and You understand who’s in charge here, don’t you? 
“You’re being awfully quiet,” Micah said. 
Nicolai looked up at Micah’s too-handsome, forever-young face. “I don’t think it’s awful at all.” 
“But do you understand? Do you agree with me? Even if you don’t work with me, you’re working with me, in a way, regardless. Not because I want you to but because Enterprise is who you are and can’t help but be — and because you’re like me, not like my brother. And if I may be presumptuous, it’s also because the real art you’ve created in the world is the technology my family licensed, which made the largest revolution in history possible.” 
Again, Micah gave the word “art” that insulting little emphasis, pandering so Nicolai would understand. Like explaining complex concepts to a toddler with a doll.  
“I don’t agree with you, no.” 
“About working in Enterprise?” 
Nicolai felt battered enough by Ryans lately to risk speaking plainly. “About pretty much everything.” 
Micah watched Nicolai with those piercing gray eyes of his for a few long seconds. Then he smiled, laughed, and stood. He crossed to the bar and poured two glasses of red wine from a bottle that had smelled recently opened when Nicolai had passed it earlier, as if Micah had always intended to let it breathe for this particular moment. The cultured snob who’d grown inside Nicolai had been eyeing the bottle for a while now. It seemed to be a Rococo ’89 and was subtly perfect. Not showy and nowhere near lowbrow. If there was one wine that Nicolai might consider sharing with Micah and would never be able to find on his own, this was it. 
Micah returned with two glasses. He held one out to Nicolai. Nicolai kept his hands where they were and stared, but then Micah rolled his eyes. 
“Oh, just fucking take the glass, Nicolai. I know you don’t like me much, but I also know you’re not this rude. You and I, we’re like brothers. Same as Isaac and I are brothers, except that I have far more in common with you than with him. Isaac and I don’t get along most of the time either, but in the end we’re still blood.” 
Nicolai looked at the rich red liquid.
Micah pushed it a centimeter forward. “Don’t tell me about how you’re not my brother. It’s so predictable.” 
Nicolai took the glass. Micah chuckled and said, “That’s the problem with being a rugged individual, isn’t it? We do the opposite of what everyone else thinks we should do then run into a paradox when what someone expects is for us to be contrarian.” 
Nicolai hated himself for taking the glass, but Micah was right. About many things. Nicolai wasn’t that rude. He didn’t like the idea of doing what Micah expected, even if the thing he expected was to refuse. And like it or not, he was more of a brother to both Ryans than he liked to admit. He’d known them both for sixty years, and they’d shared an uncountable number of meals and drinks and nights of room and board. They’d been through good and bad, thick and thin, friendship and betrayal. Their history went back too far not to be complicated. It would be easy for Nicolai to hate Micah because sometimes, that’s what brothers do. 
Nicolai still felt he needed a victory, so he settled on saying, “That’s not really a paradox.” 
Micah clinked his glass against Nicolai’s and said, “That’s why you’re the writer.” Then he sipped. Reluctantly, Nicolai joined him, his mind torn as to whether or not he should appreciate the wine’s bold taste and rich bouquet or find it repugnant on principle.
“So,” said Micah. 
“So what?” 
“If you’re willing, I have something I’d like you to do.” 
“I don’t work for you, Micah.” 
“I know that. But I also know that you keep coming here when I invite you. Not as a subordinate, but as a guest. If I had to guess, I’d say that you want to avoid me, but find yourself unable to resist the pull of…oh, hell…destiny? Is that too thick?” 
“A little.”
“Like it or not, your past is tied to my family’s. And like it or not, both of our histories are tied to development in the present. Few people know this, Nicolai, but according to some of the eggheads at Xenia reporting to me, there’s sentiment out there that The Beam’s nature is changing.” 
This was news to Nicolai. He found himself interested despite his best efforts to remain indifferent. “Changing how?”
“At the same time,” Micah went on, ignoring Nicolai’s question in a way that was in no way accidental, “the world itself is changing.” 
“The world?”
Micah gestured, still half-sitting on the arm of the chair. “All of this. The city. The way we live. Not just us at the top, but everyone all the way down to the poorest kid below the line. In the same way Xenia talks about a coming change in The Beam, the people I’m connected to in politics talk about this Shift marking a change in the world.”
“Politicians always talk like that,” Nicolai said. But in the back of his mind, he heard the paranoid, Beamsick voice of Sam Dial: in the past it was a choice between one color and another name for the same color…but this time it actually matters. 
“I suppose we’ll see,” Micah said. “But if you ask me, it seems like quite a coincidence. Two separate groups — and authoritative groups who’d know, not gossipers — talking about coming change. So, destiny? Maybe it’s not that far-fetched after all.” 
“Just because nanobots rode here on my back doesn’t mean — ”
“I think we both know there’s more to it than that,” Micah said, a trifle short. “I told you as much, and I’m sure my mother told you more.” 
Nicolai forced himself to finish his sip then set the glass down slowly. He’d assumed Rachel and Micah wouldn’t have cross-talked about Nicolai’s visit because the Ryans ate their young — and, he supposed, their elders. But in just a few days, news of Nicolai’s poking into Ryan affairs had made its way ‘round the circle. 
 “Look, Nicolai. You can go off and play your piano if you want. Go paint. Go read and write books. Wear a fucking beret for all I care. But I know you better than you’re giving me credit for, and I know that you’re equal parts artist and capitalist. It’s not even incongruent. I feel the same way about myself. The art we create is big and bold and doesn’t appear on a canvas. To put it bluntly, people like you and me — we make the world. That’s our art. So you can brush off your father’s creations if you want. You can turn away from everything I do the same as you’re turning away from everything my brother does. Maybe you don’t want anything to do with any of us, despite the fact that you thought it pertinent to go and talk to Rachel. And that’s to say nothing of what’s going on with your little girlfriend.” 
“I don’t have a girlfriend.” 
Micah gave a tiny, patronizing smile.  
“Point is, you’d be lying to yourself. If you stop being angry and hurt long enough to think honestly about all of this, you’d see how obvious that is. Turning from my requests — or, if you prefer, my suggestions, which you may feel free to adapt and take as your own ideas — would be cutting off your nose to spite your face. It’s another thing that she and you have in common, and she’s just as slow to come around and get on the winning side.” 
“You mean your mother?” Nicolai asked, heart thumping at Micah’s mention of “she.” 
“Yes, Nicolai,” said Micah, his voice thick. “My mother is who I’m talking about. Rachel Ryan wants to be a free-agent artist.” 
Again, Nicolai decided to dodge, pretending not to hear Micah’s sarcasm. He was having trouble keeping all of his lies straight. Did Micah know he and Kai knew each other? He’d been assuming not, but it’s not like it would have been impossible to tie them together. Micah’s Beau Monde access would have no trouble connecting them, even if only casually. Rachel might even have said something to Nicolai about Kai; he couldn’t remember. That was the problem with secrets. 
“What’s your…suggestion?” Nicolai asked, hoping the many truth detectors he felt sure Micah had on his body and in his office’s canvas wouldn’t hear his uncertainty. 
“You’ve heard about Craig Braemon’s Respero fundraiser. The Violet James Foundation thing.”
It was a statement, not a question. Nicolai watched Micah, trying to control his breathing. The house of cards was growing too tall. Not only did Micah know Nicolai had been snooping in his family, he also seemed to know something about Kai…and maybe the secret they were keeping from him, about Kate-né-Doc. But now there was this, too. Craig Braemon’s pre-Shift event. The same pre-Shift event that conspiracy theorist Sam Dial had already convinced Nicolai to attend for nefarious purposes, not even an hour ago. 
Nicolai nodded. He managed to say, “Sure,” but didn’t trust himself with a second word. 
“I’d like you to attend. As a Capital Protection representative.” 
“Why?” 
“Because Braemon doesn’t like me. We have…history. But it’s already become one of those events that’s more than its face value. He’s also tied to my mother.” 
“Does he like her?” 
“Probably not. But they have other ties. I think.” 
“You think?” 
Micah shifted, finally coming down to sit properly in the chair, taking a sip of his wine. 
“I’ll be blunt, Nicolai. Let’s slash the knot, in the spirit of honesty and having all cards on the table. I know you know Kai Dreyfus.” 
Nicolai resisted choking on his wine. 
“And I know you know about the Beau Monde. Of course you do because you’re not stupid. And because after talking to Kai, I know that she knows, so of course you’ve discussed it.” 
“Kai is just a friend,” was all he could think to say. 
“Sure she is,” said Micah, and Nicolai found himself unable to read the man’s subtext — if there was more to what he knew than he was letting on. “Because she’s lobbying for you, same as she’s lobbying for herself.” 
“She is?” The idea was strangely touching. He knew Kai’s lust for Beau Monde status, but he hadn’t known she was arguing for Nicolai’s inclusion without being asked. In the moment, he found himself missing her. 
“I might as well tell you because Kai will tell you anyway: She thinks I can get both of you in, and I’ve told her truthfully that I can’t — but that I may know how to find out who controls the decisions. Braemon is part of that.” 
“You’re sending me to this fundraiser so you can get Kai and me into the Beau Monde?” 
Micah shook his head. “I’d be insulting you if I pretended that was the reason. Of course it’s not. But Braemon has something I want, too.” 
“What?” 
“A vote.” 
“A vote for what?”
“You don’t need to know that any more than I need to know other people’s privileged information. Like: any secrets you and Kai might be keeping from me.” 
“We’re not — ” 
“I want leverage on Braemon. But that’s good news for you because you also want leverage on Braemon.”
“I don’t want leverage.” 
“Sure you do. Same as Kai.” 
“Kai came asking you for something,” Nicolai said, “so why don’t you send Kai?” 
“I am,” said Micah. He recrossed his legs. “I’m sending her with you.”
Nicolai found himself speechless. The levels of deception were endless. Maybe Micah knew all that he and Kai had done and tried to hide from him and simply didn’t care because there was a bigger prize on the table. Or maybe he cared plenty, and what was happening now was akin to a cat playing with its prey before leaving its guts on the floor. 
“What do you want us to do?” 
“Attend.” 
“And?” 
“That’s it. Just attend. Go to the event, and make your intentions clear.” 
Nicolai squinted, not understanding. “You want us to threaten him? With what?” 
“You’re not listening, Nicolai. Stop trying to read between the lines. Attend and intend. That’s it.”
“You want me to go to this thing with Kai. And once there, you want me to think good thoughts?” 
Micah nodded. “Thoughts about getting what I need from Braemon. What you and Kai, by extension, need as well.” 
This was feeling more and more like a trap. This wasn’t a mission; it was a prayer circle.   
“Why?”
“I’m conducting an experiment.” 
“Maybe you could tell me what the experiment hopes to prove?” Nicolai said.
Micah took a sip, his legs still crossed at the knee, his fine suit bold and powerful. “Whether certain…sources…are right about the network’s allegiance.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
“You brought your father’s nanobots to the NAU, Nicolai. As I said, there’s a lot of talk about how The Beam might be changing. I want to see if it’s true. As I’m sure my mother implied or flat-out told you we kept you close all these years not just because we like you and appreciate your mind, but because we think you’re important.”
“Noah Fucking West, Micah, if you’d just explain what you — ”
“Braemon’s security is impossibly complex. The gates are all guarded by highly evolved artificial intelligent agents. There is literally no way for a human to hack their way inside it.” He took another sip of wine, finishing the glass. “But if I’m right, your personal history with the AI might have made you some friends inside the system.” 
“You think that just because I want to get you inside Braemon’s system, it’s just going to happen?” Nicolai said, his jaw wanting to hang open.
Micah smiled. “Seems worth a shot to find out, doesn’t it?” 
Nicolai swallowed. Sam Dial had suggested Nicolai attend Braemon’s party for reasons that worked for Nicolai but were only fully known to Sam…and now here was Micah, practically ordering Nicolai to do the same thing.
Nicolai watched Micah’s cocky smile, feeling his world’s bolts loosen even further than they’d felt of late. Unbidden, his memory played back a snippet from a NEXT talk he’d heard years ago that had refused to leave his mind: 
As we scream past singularity, the idea that “everything happens for a reason” has intertwined with the expression “Everything that can happen, will happen.” The first has stopped being an expression about faith and has instead become a truth about the inevitable probabilities that come with an infinite-computing, nearly omniscient, AI-driven brute force loop. 
Was the concordance of Sam’s and Micah’s directives a coincidence?
Maybe. But more and more, in Nicolai’s mind, the idea of coincidence was feeling obsolete.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Five
 
 
August 14, 2091
 
“Archer,” said the attractive woman to Sam’s right, touching his arm, “which way will you be shifting?” 
It took Sam a moment to answer. Just a moment, but the pause — between his brain’s automatic response and the verification delivered through his cloud implant — was there. Ironically, it was The Beam that answered first, and Sam’s own reaction (a desire to correct the woman) came second. One more bit of proof that Beam off-worlding of processing was more natural than nature, given that biology was slower, and its recall not nearly as sure. 
But yes, despite his brain’s knee-jerk rejection of his new name, he was able to verify that his identity tonight was that of Archer Latham, age twenty-four, quasi-reclusive software entrepreneur, native enough to District One that his family still thought of the city as Los Angeles. Sam had actually never been to D1 before now, but he’d created an extensive faux history for Archer Latham and naturally had maps and access to all of the public cams. His wetchip was one of the best he’d been able to afford. As long as he had a good Beam connection, he should be able to come across just fine as Archer. 
“I’m not going to tell you that,” he told the woman. 
Her name was Veronica. She had mocha skin and emerald green eyes. It wasn’t a normal combination, but that’s what Sam found so incredibly attractive. He wanted to ask her if both were natural — the skin color and the eyes — but it would be as rude as asking if she was truly as young as she seemed, given that her presence at the table meant she was wealthy enough to be seventy-five and not look it. As rude, really, as asking Sam/Archer which way he intended to shift. 
“Enterprise,” said the man across the table from Sam. “That boy is as Enterprise as they come.” The man was big, broad, and had a deep laugh. Apparently, he was from Texas. He was going by the name Sully, but Sam thought his real name might be Houston. As in, again, Texas. He might be one of the original partners who’d formed O, the sex industry giant. But as tempting as it was to suss out the big man’s history, Sully/Houston wasn’t Sam’s target tonight. 
“Maybe,” said Sam. 
“Ain’t nobody at this table who’s Directorate,” said Sully. 
“I am,” said a woman two people down from Sully at the big round table. 
A waiter came between them just as Sully took a deep breath and prepared to remonstrate. Sully seemed offended by the server’s presence and waited patiently while he delivered flambéed vanilla-poached pears with apricot sauce, chocolate liqueur soufflés, and a plate of pignoli cookies. When the waiter was gone, Sully said, “You’re as Directorate as my Aunt Bessie.” 
“Aunt Bessie sounds like a pretty Directorate name to me,” said the woman. 
“Shit. I don’t know if you’re insulting your poor excuse for a party, saying Bessie sounds cornpone, as befits Directorate, or trying to make your point against me. Either way, you lose. Aunt Bessie owned a ranch of enhanced cattle. She turned up the bulls’ sex drives then got a tinkerer to halve the gestation periods. The calves quick-grown like that are stringy, sure. But Bessie reframed it as tough meat for tough people and branded half the jerky market. Made a mint. As Enterprise.” 
“So Enterprise is the only worthwhile choice, I guess,” said the woman, whose name was Gloria — also immaterial to Sam’s investigation. 
“You really want to start with me?” Sully said. 
Gloria rolled her eyes, and the ten people around the table laughed. Everyone knew Sully and how he always was. 
“So,” Veronica said, speaking only to Sam. “Enterprise?” 
“I chose Enterprise at my Choice. I don’t see any reason to change,” Sam replied, trying to channel confidence appropriate to Archer Latham. The shell that Sam had created on The Beam before taking the UltraMag from DZ to D1 made Archer out to be reclusive but opinionated. When attending a dinner like this, Archer, if he existed, would stand up and step into the same power as anyone around the table. Archer wouldn’t blush from a pretty girl’s attention like Sam Dial would. Fortunately, Sam had thought of that. He’d uploaded instructions to his nanobots to suppress his natural blush response, to slow his adrenaline release, to blunt any of a dozen hormonal reactions to playacting that might give him away. 
“You didn’t shift? You chose?” 
“I wasn’t quite old enough in time for Shift. I just went through Choice, even though I’d missed by a hair.” He shrugged. “So it lacks the formality. I’m Enterprise same as if I’d shifted.” 
“Are you as nervous as I am?” Veronica asked, now practically caressing Sam’s hand. 
“You haven’t been through a Shift?”
“I’m only twenty-three.” 
“Oh. No, I’m not nervous. Why would I be nervous?” 
“You heard what Craig said.” 
“Craig says a lot of things.” 
Veronica lowered her voice further. “What, you don’t believe him?” 
Sam believed Craig just fine. He’d already written his article, in fact, and the article made it clear just how very deeply he believed Craig. Soon, the whole world would believe everything Craig had bragged about tonight — too loud, maybe, to keep any secrets from the restaurant’s top-tier diners. But if Sam had to guess, half the people around them now were this Beau Monde Sam had written about and wouldn’t care anyway. The other half would probably ignore the fat, balding man, assuming him drunk. The table in the semiprivate room was oozing ego for everyone to see. Braggadocio would be assumed as nothing more than that. 
Well, until Sam’s article was published in the Sentinel, of course. He’d already more or less proved that a hidden class was manipulating Shift, and after what he’d heard tonight and what he’d add to his cached, off-site research archive in the morning, there would be no escape. Officially, Craig Braemon had been cleared of all charges of currency manipulation. But leopards never really changed their spots, and this one was at the top — or near the top — of something big. 
“He’s just drunk,” Sam said dismissively. 
Veronica started to reply, but Sam felt a coming ping and held up a finger. He’d been parallel wet-processing since he learned to walk and would have no problem holding a conversation while sliding files back and forth to the cloud over his encrypted connection, making sense of them all. But this was important. Something that demanded his attention and quickened his pulse even beyond the pacifying ability of the hormonal ballet his nanos’ AI was supposed to be handling. 
“Mr. Dial?” said a voice in Sam’s ear, streaming from his implant. 
Veronica, apparently sensing something amiss, touched his arm again. There was something subtly different in the touch. He sensed the same affection she’d been showing all night, but now there was more. Sam had scraped by on an Enterprise reporter’s salary for years, but his parents had always given him plenty and he’d spent most of what he earned on enhancing his hive connectivity because a good reporter needed tools to do his job. Right now, nodes tied to sensory nerves were parsing pressure data while optic AI was watching Veronica’s face from the corners of Sam’s eyes. The assessment came back and fought with the voice’s intrusion: Veronica was just a little doubtful. She’d accepted Archer Latham because the others accepted him, but it was all a house of cards, carefully orchestrated in advance with spoofed mails and tags, false records and subtle notes of introduction. All anyone would have to do to pop Sam’s cover would be to ask his exact connection to the group: Who, exactly, had vouched for this young software prodigy? Everyone sort of assumed…but nobody, beyond the smoke and mirrors, knew for sure. Sam couldn’t afford Veronica’s doubts. 
Everything was tentative. Doubt was only one of many things he couldn’t afford. 
“Is something wrong?” Veronica asked. 
“Mr. Dial?” the voice in Sam’s ears echoed. 
He was crossing the emotional control threshold. Passing hormonal safety lines. It was only his will, now, that would keep him in the clear, and Sam — who’d been raised half in The Beam — had never been good at individual thought. 
He was suddenly sure that everyone at the table could hear his incoming call. It was absurd, but the very fact that Sam had landed himself at a Braemon power dinner — in order to nail the man’s coffin shut, no less — was absurd. 
“I’m feeling a little sick,” Sam said. 
“Do you need some air? I’ll join you.” 
“Mr. Dial? Are you there?” 
Sam should dismiss the call, but he’d left the channel open specifically for this kind of an alert. The call terminated before he could respond, and a moment later his internal focus was redirected to his bank’s app. He saw the trace left by the alert. 
He’d gone below one hundred credits. 
That was a problem. The train ride home cost sixty at the lowest class, and dinner would cost eighty at least. He’d already raised eyebrows by ordering soup and no drinks. He’d had no idea the place would be so pricey. 
The house of cards was shaking hard. Archer Latham was supposed to be a whale. Sam had saved for months to afford the image of a high roller, but it worked only if everything went perfectly, and even then he was only borrowing the image for hours. The suit he was wearing had cost six months’ wages, and he could only return it spotless. He’d bought it in DZ, so he couldn’t pull his train fare from those funds. 
He’d have to walk home, it seemed. Or beg his brother — who’d helped him with so much of his tech, at slightly lower prices — to wire him money. Or beg his parents, who were still shaking their heads at the idea of talented young Sam becoming a low-tier intrepid reporter. 
This Braemon piece would put Sam on the map. He’d finally succeed, truly, in Enterprise, once it was published. 
But the article could only be published if he was able to turn it in. He could only turn in the article if he got the evidence of Beau Monde Shift tampering that he was supposed to be gathering from Braemon and his cronies, to make his dangerously damning case airtight. He could only get the evidence if he didn’t blow his own cover, revealing himself to be someone other than fancy-pants hotshot Archer Latham — who, if anyone cared to investigate, didn’t exist. And he could only keep his cover if he could pay for his meal. 
Which, it seemed, was nearing jeopardy, given that he only had a hundred credits left in his account. 
“I’m fine,” Sam told Veronica. 
“I could use some air anyway.” She took his hand and stood, almost dragging Sam upright. 
A voice boomed from across the table. It was Braemon himself. 
“Latham!” 
Sam turned. He was losing control of his responses. The bank’s call had started a cascade. The irony was thick: Sam had already recorded and buffered all he’d need to cap his article, implicate Craig Braemon, expose the secret class ruling Shift, and escape scot-free — the great masked reporter strikes again. But instead he was about to doom himself and incur possibly deadly retribution, sweating and bouncing payments all the way down.
But when Sam turned, Braemon’s fat, toothy face was smiling. 
“Running out as the check comes, I see.” 
On cue, a white-gloved waiter slid a fine leather check wallet in front of Sam. Apparently, dinner was over. 
His heart slowed. Dinner was merely over, and Braemon was making a joke. It was no big deal. The cavalry had come. Sam’s poor, hundred-credit ass was saved. He’d been meticulously calculating his bill all evening, toeing the line between wheeling like a big shot and making sure he’d be able to pay, gratuity included. 
He was safe. He’d be destitute before dessert, but he’d survive, with one hell of a career-making article in the hole. 
Sam gave Veronica a confident look, apologizing for declining her offer to head out for fresh air. He opened the wallet, put an appropriately I-don’t-give-a-shit-because-I’m-loaded look on his face, and raised his thumb to press the identifier and pay. 
But before he could, Sam noticed a flurry of activity around the table. None of the others were readying their thumbs. They were all pulling out flat pieces of black plastic and laying them atop the wallets. All but Sam. 
Sam’s paused thumb slowly gathered attention. Braemon looked at it, not put-off but curious. Sam tried to sneak a peek at the others’ wallets but couldn’t make out what they were doing. What the hell were those black plastic cards? 
Braemon’s eyes flicked from Sam’s thumb to his face. 
“Got a fun idea,” he said. “I hear you’re a gambler, Archer. You wanna play credit card roulette?” 
Sam looked at Sully, across the table. He’d been hatless all night, but Sam couldn’t help but picture him in a huge white hat, true to his Texan bearing. 
“We all toss our cards in,” he explained. “Draw one at random. Then that person pays for everyone’s meal.” 
Sam’s eyes flicked to the wallet in front of Sully. His card was jet black and read, American Express. It was a company Sam had heard of but so obscure that he couldn’t finger it without a search. But the name told him what he needed to know, from context: if these were credit cards, then they dispensed credits the same way a thumbprint scan would. A rich person’s status symbol, probably, eschewing the normal way of banking because they had enough money to be antiquated and backward. 
“You’ve got a black AmEx, don’t you, Archer?” said Braemon. 
“Of course,” Sam replied, fighting a resurgence of nerves — complete with screams from his AI’s behavioral assessments. 
“So toss it in.” 
“I’d rather not,” said Sam, affecting a casual air. 
“Why not?” 
He needed an answer that wasn’t Because this dinner costs more than a year’s rent. So he tried on a sly smile, cocked a thumb at Sully, and said, “I’ll die before I buy this asshole’s dinner.” 
A returning smile from Sully. “Fuck you, Archer.” 
“Come on, Latham,” said Braemon, still watching Sam. “Just looking at all those tattoos on your arms tells me you’re not pussy enough to back out on a thrill.” He cocked his head. “Unless, of course, you’re a bullshitter.” 
A toothy smile was still on Braemon’s face. But it wasn’t all mirth. 
“I forgot my card at home. I forgot this was the 1900s and that only old people would still want to pay with plastic.” 
Was it plastic, or were the cards made of something else? And was his quip in-line? Sam had never been in a group this rich and powerful. Maybe paying with a physical card was a show of pride, and maybe his joke was out of line. 
But the woman two down from Sully, Gloria, fished in her bag and chuckled. She came out with a black card like the others and tossed it on the table. 
“Here, Archer.” She looked at her husband, seated beside her, who’d already laid down his own card to pay for both of them. “Use mine. They pull my card, you can pay with your thumbprint.” 
Sam fought panic, smiled at Gloria, heart pounding in his temples, and said, “Thanks.” 
Braemon gathered the cards and shuffled. He looked around the table at each person, making theatrical faces, but spent more time watching Sam than the others. Sam kept his eyes on the pile, wordlessly instructing his AI to keep track of Gloria’s card. But after a few seconds a man named Victor snatched the cards from Braemon and tossed them in a satchel fashioned from a large cloth napkin, accusing Braemon’s “cheating fingers” of tracking the cards same as Sam had been doing. 
The cards went into the napkin. Victor shook it. Sam held his dumb, uncaring smile, his thoughts becoming a jumble of fear and red, screaming panic. 
He’d never be able to afford dinner for ten. Not in a million years. He’d be exposed. The waiters would feign fault and offer Sam a dozen ways to pay, blaming their own equipment. But by the end, everyone would still know three things: 
The tenth man was Sam Dial, not Archer Latham.
Archer Latham didn’t exist.
And, if it mattered, Sam Dial was dirt poor, bottom of the barrel. 
Which wouldn’t matter if Braemon was a tenth as connected as Sam thought he was and if the secrets Sam was about to publish offended Braemon as deeply as Sam knew they would. 
If that happened, it wouldn’t matter how embarrassed Sam was about being poor. Because it wouldn’t be long before he was dead, unmindful of social awkwardness. 
Victor reached into the napkin bag and pinched out a single black card. He turned the front toward himself and read the name upon it. 
“Quincy Dufresne,” he said. 
Sam exhaled then closed his eyes briefly, willing his heart to slow. The entire table turned toward the slight man with the mustache and began making good-natured jibes, laughing and pointing. 
Everyone but Craig Braemon, who’d been watching Sam throughout the roulette. 
Sam allowed Veronica to pat his arm while Braemon’s eyes stayed on him. He allowed the bill to be paid, knowing he had train fare back to District Zero after all, without comment. He kept his face pleased while dinner broke up then again allowed Veronica to lead him out, whispering alluring thoughts in his ear. 
But as soon as he could ditch his prospective lover for the evening, Sam intended to. Then he planned to head back to District Zero — not tomorrow as planned, but immediately. He’d submit his article and evidence to the Sentinel…but somehow he now doubted it would see publication, once certain unseen forces intervened.
One look at Braemon’s eyes as Sam took his leave said that if he wanted to see many more days — not as an employed reporter, but as a living human being — he might want to start running. He might want to start hiding. And wherever the network was, he was suddenly sure there would be people eager to find him.
Before he and Veronica could slide into a hovercab outside the restaurant, Braemon’s big form appeared at the door, holding it open. 
Sam looked up, hiding a swallow. When Braemon didn’t speak first, Sam said, “Thanks for inviting me, Craig.” 
Braemon replied, “Thanks for coming…Archer.” 
He closed the door, and Sam cued the cab’s AI to take them away, Braemon’s final words playing over and over in his head. 
The pause before the big man spoke Sam’s fake name had, in Sam’s clanging memory, seemed hours long.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Six
 
 
Dominic sat in his office in the DZPD station, trying to ignore the Quark cops’ continued and helpful presence in the front room while Omar’s words ran through his head. 
They can’t catch ghosts, Dom.
Dominic still didn’t understand Omar’s plan to infiltrate Craig Braemon’s security…and, in true Omar Jones fashion, he’d only told Dominic the bare minimum. Omar wasn’t withholding because he wanted power over Dominic or anything that might make sense. No, Omar was just a dramatic little cocksucker. Because he wanted to smile his weasel’s smile and wave some fucking magic wand: Presto, change-o, Dom…look how it all came together. That’s the magic of the Omar Way. 
What a dick.
Dominic rose from his desk, kicked at his door, and snorted when it failed to close. Doors didn’t open like box tops in the Quark wing; they slid into walls like science fiction films had always said doors should. You could practically have a Noah West avatar butler tending to your every need, and all you had to do was ask it to handle things for you. Close the door please, Noah. Wipe my ass please, Noah. Real cops couldn’t even get their steel doors to sit in the jamb when kicked. 
Dominic was mostly back to his seat by the time he realized he’d need to use his hands to close the door and sighed back to sitting with an air of, Oh, screw it. Public relations gold continued to bleed into the captain’s office — Quark cops chattering about all the good this agency was doing for the city in its time of unrest. Unrest that, to Dominic, seemed to have disproportionately included Natasha Ryan, Isaac’s cunt of a wife. 
But really, that wasn’t fair. Dominic had bent Isaac over his knee and made the Big Bad Directorate figurehead do his bidding many times over the years, but he’d barely met Natasha. She might not be a cunt. But pretty much everyone, everywhere, agreed that she was. So maybe it wasn’t fair, but it was a safe assumption. 
He took a moment to flagellate himself by listening to Quark PR outside, with their fancy holograms and crime location maps, talking about how Quark could do things the normal police force could not: use their superior Beam intelligence parsing of City Surveillance feeds to not only pinpoint crimes in progress, but to predict them, for instance. 
To Dominic, that sounded more science fiction than doors that slid into walls on a verbal command. The kind of sci-fi that people once wrote as a warning. That was some Ray Bradbury, Philip K. Dick’s Minority Report shit right there. Quark was already setting up house inside everyone’s brains (everyone’s but Dominic’s; he’d kept that nano enhancement crap out of his body), so why not start raping their futures too? 
He turned from the noise. It was a distraction, and Dominic knew it. He didn’t want to face the deepening grave he was digging with Omar and didn’t want to think about what must be happening with Leo and the Organas. The latter was a one-two-three punch. First, Dominic had failed the Organas as their dust supplier. Then he’d betrayed an old friend by planting Agent Austin’s bug in Leo’s house. And now, as the final insult, Leo and his followers had to be tearing their hair out in withdrawal — or maybe ripping each other apart if the agents who’d raided the compound had failed to restrain them fully enough during the ride back to the city for processing. 
Dominic shook it off. Yes, he’d planted the bug. But if NPS had raided the village, it meant Leo had said something damning within range of the thing’s electronic ear. And you didn’t say something damning if you weren’t up to something damning. That meant that whatever Leo was in for, he’d brought it on himself. Same for the withdrawal. If Leo hadn’t wanted to go through Lunis withdrawal, he shouldn’t have started taking Lunis. And if he hadn’t wanted to put his group through the agony, maybe he shouldn’t have introduced them to the drug in the first place. 
Dominic looked at his crappy, non-Beam desk. His fingers drummed the wood. 
Thinking about Leo was another form of distraction, like thinking about the Quark cops posturing outside. 
Omar, you son of a bitch. You’re going to get us all caught, he thought. 
Omar’s voice replied, They can’t catch ghosts, Dom.
Dominic touched his console screen to wake it then opened the DZPD Beam connection. What he was doing, by virtue of being captain (and, in time, temporary commissioner) was supposed to be secure and entirely confidential, but even so Dominic found his fingers shaking. This wasn’t just saving his sister or Crumb (ahem, Stephen York) from Respero, which was illegal enough. This was somehow beyond illegal. There were no laws to prevent the specific form of espionage they were planning. If caught, they probably wouldn’t be tossed into a prison flat. Their punishment might be far worse, especially given what he’d already dug up about Craig Braemon and his strange ability to stay untouchable. 
Dominic’s connection was supposed to be highly privileged, totally private. But just a little while ago someone had hacked into the station, right into Dominic’s private business, and snooped information about the day he’d saved Crumb’s life and hidden him away. 
But there was no choice. He was in too deep. It was either move forward or get trapped in the middle, like a man stuck in tar while predators approach from behind. 
Dominic began to search, dragging Beam data into a pile.
Who the hell was Thomas Stahl? 
And really, why did Omar care? Once Dominic formed the dossier on this guy Stahl and grabbed the code that Omar wanted him to, what good would it be to Kate? She was a smuggler, not a hacker. Dominic had already considered and rejected the idea of recruiting Leah, who might be able to…well, not penetrate Braemon’s security, probably, but at least get closer than the three of them ever could. But Leah might be under arrest with the remaining Organas, and her priorities would be elsewhere even if she hadn’t been. Besides, Leah was a freedom fighter. She distrusted The Beam the same as Dominic, but there was no way he could convince her that committing high crimes wasn’t just selfishness. 
You’re an idiot,
Omar, Dominic had said. You can’t slip yourself into a dead person’s shell. If you could, every thug keen on identity theft would be doing it.
Tom Stahl isn’t exactly dead, Dom. 
What is he? 
He’s something else. 
Hmm. And Kate’s going to put him on like a suit? She’s going to log in as Stahl, fool all the AI, and waltz right in. 
Maybe it’s just that simple, Omar had said. 
But he wouldn’t elaborate. He’d just given that maddening smile and said that Dominic should stop being a spoilsport and enjoy the ride.
Doc Stahl ain’t alive or dead. And trust me, Katie can make his ghost dance just the way we need. 
Dominic wanted to disagree on principle. When Omar had said the last thing, Dominic had nearly punched him in his expensive dental work. Even now, Dominic was half-tempted to turn Omar in instead of following his plan. It would be easy. Omar was slippery in person, but Dominic could send a team first and ask questions later. And really, the way Dominic had felt about Omar recently, maybe Omar would tragically die during his apprehension and the problem would solve itself. Half the force was dirty. Dominic could definitely make it happen. 
But it was all fantasy. For better or worse, Dominic, Omar, and apparently Kate were in bed together. As much as he hated Omar and his mysteries and his cockiness, this was his best bet. Possibly his only bet. The only way, maybe, to solve his Lunis problem, the Organa’s issues, and any future dirty dealings with Omar all at once.
Dominic temporarily turned off his wireless, isolating the canvas. He inserted the slip drive then offloaded the data spider. Once the AI pattern-matched and hid like good soldiers, Dominic reactivated the wireless. 
This time, when he searched for Thomas “Doc” Stahl, a stream of covered data flowed to the slip drive holding the code. Dominic watched it go, following the blinking of the activity monitor. 
Inside the drive, the dossier grew more complete. Not on their target of Craig Braemon, but on an anonymous man, Thomas Stahl, who’d gone missing and was presumed dead. A snake and double-dealer, as far as Dominic could tell. A man who smiled from one side of his mouth while lying with the other. A man who’d sell you shit and tell you it was ice cream. A man, as it turned out, who’d had many encounters with the police according to cross-referencing with the station’s records — encounters that were usually dutifully recorded, sometimes conveniently obscured.
Dominic’s eyes narrowed as he flicked through pages, giving each only the most cursory of glances. He didn’t need to read any of this; the AI was working behind the scenes, scraping what it needed, building a shell that Omar naively believed Kate would be able to don like a virtual coat. But something had caught his eye, so he flicked back. 
What was this connection between Stahl and Nicolai Costa? Dominic didn’t know Nicolai beyond the man’s name. Unless it was a coincidence (and Dominic didn’t think so; Nicolai Costa wasn’t a common name), the man was Isaac Ryan’s speechwriter. Or rather, he used to be; Dominic had caught some gossipy stories ranking near BeamTop about drama around Costa. Mostly those stories were drama surrounding Isaac and Natasha, but Costa had been in there, too. He might have defected? He might have started working for Isaac’s brother, Micah? It wasn’t clear.
Dominic augmented the connection. It was blurred somehow. He couldn’t tell how Stahl and Costa were connected, only that they were. The meta — visible only on zooming, to someone with raw logs access like Dominic — suggested a casual connection that may have been made by pattern-matching AI inside City Surveillance. Which meant they just may have been spotted in the same places repeatedly, or that their connectivity blips had a way of colocating more often than coincidence would suggest. 
Curious, with his policeman’s senses tingling, Dominic tried to explode the data to learn more. He couldn’t access enough to get the full picture without commissioner’s access, but for now, fascinatingly, he could see that… 
There was a knock at the open door. Dominic’s eyes flicked up, sure that he must look guilty. But the cop standing there couldn’t see Dominic’s crappy console screen, and even if he could, perusing citizen and arrest records wasn’t against the law.
“Captain Long?” 
“Yeah.” 
“The suspect you asked me to keep an eye on? Leo Booker?”
“What about him?” 
The young officer nodded. “He’s arrived at NPS.” 
“Oh. Well, thanks.” Dominic blanked his screen, pocketed the slip drive full of Thomas Stahl, and glanced back up. The kid hadn’t left his doorway. 
“What is it?” Dom asked. “Something wrong with Booker?” 
The officer shook his head. “From what I’m seeing, Booker has already been moved to holding without incident.” 
“And?” 
“It’s the people they brought in with him, Captain. NPS has asked us to send officers to help escort and contain them.” 
“You mean the peacenik, granola-munching Organas?” 
“Not so peaceful anymore, sir,” the kid said.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Seven
 
 
Leo sat in the small room, alone with his thoughts. After thirty seconds, he sat on his hands — the only way to keep them from shaking. 
He told himself that he could do this. 
He told himself that he’d almost weaned completely off the drug. The past few days had been tough, as he’d waited for his small dose, but he’d managed each of the lengthening intervals without caving early and shortening any of them. Now, he was almost down to nothing. The only difference between this jones and all those that had preceded it was that this time, there would be no dose returning to normal. Which wasn’t a problem since he’d eased himself to almost nothing anyway. 
Same as last time. Same pain. I just have to wait a bit longer. Then a bit longer after that. Then a bit longer after that, on into forever. 
It didn’t help. It actually made his withdrawal symptoms worse because now he had the added element of panic. Specifically, he had the panic that came with the idea that no new dose of Lunis was coming. Almost zero wasn’t the same as zero. What he’d been taking, as his weaning neared its end, was barely the tip of a fingernail of moondust. He’d walked to the cliff’s edge, teetering between dependence and freedom. 
But there was still that leap to make. Going from weaning off of dust to not a dust taker was terrifying. He’d always known he’d need to leap, but with NPS’s intervention, the die had been cast. He’d hoped to cross the no-dust gulf at home, safe in knowing that if he couldn’t stand the pain, he could backtrack and dose again. Doing so would crush him, and he’d feel like a failure. But knowing it was possible would at least offer him a sense of certainty, something to dull the red-hot panic. 
But the way out was no longer there. 
In its place, Leo felt growing panic. 
He bit his cheek. He dug his thumbnail into his wrist, just above the old omnidirectional radiocarpal joint he’d had frozen in the ’40s. Once upon a time, he’d been able to bend his wrist in every direction except where his arm bones physically got in the way. But it was hard to blend in, as a teacher, when he kept forgetting to feign normal motion and grabbed board styluses from directly above, folding his wrist back far enough to brush his flesh. 
The thumbnail digging into his skin — pressing into the muscle beneath, pinning it between metal and keratin — hurt enough to clear Leo’s fog. 
He could do this. 
An encouraging voice said, It’s all in your head. 
He didn’t recognize that voice. Leo wasn’t big on talking to himself. And yet ever since he’d been taken in by NPS, his brain had been chattering back at him like a dinnertime companion. Like a yammering networker at a cocktail party. He wasn’t used to the intrusion. It kept showing Leo his past, his present, and all sorts of stuff he didn’t even understand or remember. 
“You’re not going crazy,” Leo told the empty room. 
He sat on his hands again, listening to the rattle of secondary restraints as they dragged across the bench. They’d injected his arms and legs with paralyzers, of course, but the agents who’d done it had scanned him and thrown up their hands at all the latent hardware their hippie suspect seemed to have hiding in his body. There was no way to be sure that the paralyzers would do their job. The old man, they seemed to reason, used to head a gang steeped in technological insurgence — and, if accusations held, was still head of that gang. His own defenses might counteract the NPS nanos. Hence, the secondary restraints. 
Nobody in the room answered about the possibility of Leo being crazy. Because he was alone. And yet the room was surely being watched, and now Leo had just spoken aloud about his mental state. What would the NPS officers make of that? What would the NPS station’s AI make of it? Had Leo hurt his case by speaking, or had he helped it, beginning a case for insanity? 
It’s fine. It’s good. You have a plan. You just need to wait for the plan to take root. Wait for help. Then wait for the others to be given what they need, through whatever means necessary. 
This time, Leo nodded at the suggestion. Somehow, he felt sure that the voice was only trying to pacify him because it needed to use him, but right now that didn’t matter. And besides, what kind of crazy bullshit thinking was that? It was a voice in his head. 
What do you call it when you think the voices in your head are out to get you?
Leo didn’t want to think about it. He remembered all the cult stories in the late 1900s and early 2000s, which scared him enough to leave a mark. People saying that something outside of themselves whispered in their ears and made them do horrible things. The devil made me do it. Hell, Son of Sam had been driven to murder on the advice of his dog. 
Maybe he really was losing his mind. Maybe Lunis withdrawal was deadly. Maybe you couldn’t actually wean yourself off it. 
That’s what everyone said, but Leo had been arrogant enough to think he could quit the drug and keep his sanity. Well, har-har on him; he’d felt something snap inside during the train ride down while listening to the screaming Organas one car back. As bad as his withdrawal was, theirs must be ten times worse. 
If Leo was hearing voices and feeling strange, murderous impulses, then the others — who hadn’t had time or foreknowledge to wean before being cut off cold-turkey — must be about to claw out their eyes to rid themselves of crawling bugs. 
Wait for help, Leo. You know it’s coming. 
Of course Leo knew. But he didn’t like the new voice of insanity reminding him. 
Fight the withdrawal, Leo. You always knew coming here was the only way to beat it. 
And of course he knew that, too. It’s why he’d stood right beside the bug and made up all of those delicious lies about revitalizing a never truly dormant Gaia’s Hammer, daring NPS to truck up and arrest them all. 
But again, that was none of the voice’s business. He didn’t trust the voice and didn’t appreciate its agreement. The voice wanted Leo to kick at the first person who came in to speak with him. The voice wanted Leo to bite the hand that tried to inject him then use his metal legs to drag that person in and break his or her neck. The voice wanted Leo to run, despite its farce of civility — of urging calm and patience. Because the voice didn’t just want to help Leo out. It wanted him to kill. 
In the train, everything had clicked on like a switch. All those old add-ons had sopped up the approaching core grid Beam access like a sponge, hungry after so much time spent dormant in the mountains. And as they’d come alight, Leo had felt downright inspired. 
I never should have dismantled Gaia’s Hammer. I should have kept it active because the establishment needs lessons. It makes so much sense now. 
And then the images. The plans. The schemes and how-to-kill tutorials entering his desperate mind fully formed, as if piped in from outside or rising from deep within. The minute he got out of here, Leo knew what to do. He knew where to go, and whom to go after. 
Leo pressed his fingernail deeper into his wrist, bringing more pain. The fog backed away. The sense of red-hot panic lessened. The urge to kill and maim took a step back but remained ready, like a fantastic idea awaiting its time. 
Maybe he was going crazy. 
He could only imagine how it must be for the others. 
Wait for Leah, the voice told him. And wait for Austin Smith. 
One, then the other.
The pain would end. 
His imprisonment would end. 
And then you can move on to what matters most, the voice added.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eight
 
 
Kate entered the police station, feeling uneasy. She’d been in this very station three times as Doc, on petty crimes and nuisance accusations, and it was hard to believe the station’s canvas — being a cop canvas — had no idea who she really was. She (back when she’d been he) had spent her life savings on the refurb, but even the best modifications didn’t erase memory and self-image. 
She still swaggered when she walked. 
She’d been unable to cure herself of leering at attractive women, and she’d similarly been unable to keep from winking lecherously at most of them. 
Interestingly, the responses she got from women these days were far more encouraging than those she’d earned as Doc. His scoring record had always been about numbers, even after he’d made himself rich and grown into his looks. Getting a night’s company never really stopped being like cracking a code by trying all the permutations. If he approached enough hot women, eventually he found one who’d go home with him. But winking as Kate was different. Straight women sometimes frowned awkwardly, sometimes smiled as if thinking they were sharing a joke that only one of them got. None ran. None rushed to the nearest Beam surface to request rescue from a creep. 
And now, as Kate swaggered and leered through Dominic Long’s police station, she couldn’t help but be Doc in another way: specifically, sweating the surety that she’d be spotted and stopped. 
As Doc, she wasn’t quite an official criminal but was definitely persona non grata — or persona au gratin, as Kai liked to say in her dumb way. 
As Kate, she was a Lunis smuggler. 
As Kate, she was a murderer. She’d never learned what happened with Lunar Inspector Levy’s body and hadn’t been bold enough to run a search and find out. Maybe Sector 7 — whatever that was — had managed to erase Levy the same way it had erased (or at least hidden) Kate’s moon visit from searchable records. Thinking about it now, she could imagine something disposing of Levy before his body was found. There were supposedly nanobots that could consume flesh like bacteria decaying organic matter in fast-forward.
Poor Levy. Maybe he shouldn’t have tried to put his dick where it didn’t belong. 
But despite Kate’s nerves, none of the officers looked up as she passed. Kate had to check in at the front desk, but the officer there had merely tapped his console and pointed her toward the back. He’d even offered to pass an overlay guide to her ocular implants, if she had them, but Kate had told the flirtatious young man that she could find her way through a room to a door without assistance, thank you very much.
Nobody cared that she was here. It was as if she were just a normal woman who’d killed nobody and smuggled nothing, wanted by no relentless pursuers.
Kate reached the door with the brass plate reading CAPTAIN and paused. 
She waited. When nothing happened, she said, “You in there?” 
The voice of the police captain came back: “Who is it?” 
“The fucking Pied Piper.” 
“No, really.” 
“Really. The Pied Fucking Piper.”
The door opened. Kate saw Dominic behind it, his hand on the knob. 
“Oh, it’s you.” 
“You’re surprised?” 
“I thought you were one of my officers.” 
Kate looked around. There must be female cops here somewhere, but she couldn’t see any, and that meant Captain Long had taken her voice for a dude’s. She reminded herself to work on her feminine articulation. What did girls talk about? Flowers and shit. Makeup. Tampons and long walks on the beach.
“Come in, come in.” He stepped aside to let Kate enter then closed the door behind her. 
He nodded to a hard-looking wooden chair in front of a battered desk. 
“Have a seat.” 
Kate sat and crossed her legs. She reminded herself to stop wearing skirts because they meant you always had to shield your cooch, but Doc had never had that particular add-on, and the sensation of open air down there was still new enough to be interesting. 
“I thought this was the central precinct in Manhattan,” Kate said, looking around. It looked a bit like a museum of mediocrity. 
“It is.” 
“Do you not have Beam access?” 
“Of course we do,” said Dominic, sitting and trying not to attempt a look up Kate’s skirt, or a glance at her ample assets. 
Kate thought of the door that hadn’t opened when it saw her coming and the antiquated equipment she’d seen crossing the room beyond. She eyed the freestanding screen on Dominic’s desk, which looked like a kid’s toy. She decided not to elaborate.
“So,” Kate said. “Conspiracy right here at the police station. Nice.” 
Dominic’s eyes darted to the door. 
“Don’t tell me this room isn’t private,” Kate said. 
“No, no. Of course it is.” 
But now Kate was wondering. With that wooden door? With these blinds that looked a hundred years old covering normal-looking glass? 
“It just looks like hell. It’s electronically sound-cancelled with echo-backs that fill the gaps in the doorframe and walls. Here, see?” He turned the child’s toy to show Kate a large green privacy seal verification on what passed for a police console. 
“There are gaps in the walls?” 
“Don’t ask.”
Kate sighed. “Okay. Then why am I here?” 
“It’s too risky to smuggle the shell out of this room. I don’t understand what’s on here — ” Dominic tapped a small slip drive, which Kate assumed contained Doc Stahl’s digital corpse, “ — but I don’t trust Omar any farther than I can throw him. Even though he’s pretty small and wouldn’t be hard to throw.” 
Dominic smiled. Kate resisted the urge to roll her eyes at the captain’s eager-to-please expression and settled on a look of indifference. 
“Anyway,” Dominic continued awkwardly, now looking at papers on his desk, “there’s some stuff I saw going into this dossier that raises my eyebrows. I don’t know why Omar didn’t choose someone boring, like a dead accountant who’d never stepped a toe over the line, but he was insistent. It had to be this spook, down to the Beam ID. The way it assembled, it might present as a person. If the station canvas detects a dead guy walking out of here in your purse, it might raise questions we don’t want to answer.” 
“You want me to upload it now?”  
“Just into storage. Your perimeter will hide it. Expand it later, assuming you trust your Beam connection.” 
“I have plenty of protection.” But then again, she’d made that assumption before, and Xenia (or whoever Xenia reported to, be it Micah Ryan or someone higher up) had still found her even through Ryu’s anonymized router. Although it’s possible they’d just ID’d Doc. She didn’t know for sure that they’d snooped her connection. 
It was a toss-up. She nodded again, figuring what the hell.
“You don’t think it’s a risk for us to be doing this here?” Kate looked around. “Right in the police station?”
“It was the only way to get the shell out undetected.” 
“You could have uploaded it. Into storage.” 
“I don’t trust this data.” He practically whistled as he said it, like the slip drive was hot and he wanted it gone. “I don’t want it in me.” He seemed to realize what he was saying and held up a hand. “I’m sure it’s fine for you.” 
Now Kate wanted to be offended on principle. “Fine for the criminal’s head, but not for the good cop. Is that it?” 
“No, no…” 
Kate sighed and snatched the drive. There was no point in arguing. She knew what needed to be done, and that she’d need Doc to do it. Arguing that Dominic should take the shell was her own stubbornness. All the objections Dominic had raised during Omar’s proposal went away once you realized the disembodied Doc Stahl and the new and improved Kate Rigby were strangely compatible.
“Whatever. Let’s just get this over with. I don’t have a port, though.” She turned the drive over in her hands. It wasn’t a good idea for smugglers to have discoverable openings other than the natural ones. 
“It’s contained inductive.” 
“So I don’t need Fi.” 
Dominic shook his head. “I took the liberty of keying it to you already. Just hold it close and bring up your dashboard. It’ll prompt you.” 
“How did you key it to me already?” 
Dominic seemed to wince. “I took a hair from Omar’s chair after you left.” 
“You don’t think that’s a little creepy?” 
“I thought it was creepy when the ID in it began to degrade halfway through the key sequence,” Dominic countered, trying to pretend that harvesting a girl’s hair wasn’t a step above beating off in her panty drawer. 
“Well then,” said Kate, eyeing the police captain. “I guess we both have secrets.” 
She held the drive beside her head, brought up her dashboard, and authorized the transfer. A moment later, Doc Stahl was inside her, and she had to repress a laugh at the idea that she’d finally found a way to literally fuck herself. 
“Done?” Dominic said. 
Kate held up the drive. “Yeah. You need this?” 
“It’s Gaussed. Trash.” 
Kate tossed the thing into Dominic’s trash can — a metal basket, without so much as a reclaim filter. She wondered why she’d always been afraid of the cops, if this was the most important station in the entire city.
“Now what?” Kate said. 
“Go home. I assume Omar told you what to do with it?” 
“I know what to do with it.” 
“You know it’s worthless, right? No different from a folder of vacation images.”
“Omar wants me to wear it like a disguise. In a manner of speaking. Once we’re in, obviously.” 
“It won’t work. Set aside the fact that this guy Stahl wouldn’t have any more luck getting into Braemon’s business than we would; you can’t just pretend to be him.” 
“I can do more than you think. As for Doc, I know why Omar chose him. Part of it, anyway. He’s dead but not dead. He may have got lost in the shuffle.” 
“Omar said he was a ghost. He said, ‘They can’t catch ghosts.’” 
Kate nodded. There was much here that she didn’t want Dominic to know, but she could explain enough to soothe his mind, seeing as his compliance (assigning the right security, accepting police commissioner’s access) was necessary to making everything work. 
“That’s the idea. If Doc had died, The Beam would have made him a nonperson. The AI would have closed his box, so to speak. He wouldn’t have any access at all if he came back surprisingly alive because The Beam doesn’t pander to the dead once they’ve been neatly packed away. It wouldn’t even treat him like someone without an ID or an unknown because flyby nanos would match his ID to Doc and know he didn’t exist. Or at least that someone should be pinged to sort him out, as a mistake.” 
“Okay.” 
“But he didn’t die, so it’s not like that,” Kate explained. 
“The real Stahl will leave conflicting traces. The system will be alerted to a discontinuity.” 
“He’s not alive, either. It’s not a stolen ID. It’s a nowhere ID.”
“What is he, a cleric?” 
“No. He’s nothing.” 
“So he’s like SerenityBlue?” 
Kate laughed. “Yeah. Her and Santa Claus and the Easter Bunny.” When Dominic didn’t laugh back, Kate went on. “Trust me. Doc is clean for use. His lack of…of anything…makes Omar think he just got lost when he…well, I guess he sort of skipped town without leaving a forwarding address, and now the Amazon drones won’t deliver his packages.”
“You’re expecting a package?”
Kate rolled her eyes. “Figuratively speaking.” 
“Even so, and even if you think you can somehow impersonate him to Braemon’s canvas, why would Stahl have more access than anyone else? Was he a hacker? An adept?” 
“He was something, all right.” And although she herself didn’t totally understand this part of the plan, Kate’s mind spooled off affectionate adjectives to describe her former self: Wily. Conniving. Slippery. Scrappy.
Dominic squinted. “Did you know this guy or something?” 
“Who?” 
“Stahl. You keep calling him Doc.” 
“He went by Doc.” 
“And you talk like he was a friend of yours.” 
Kate swallowed, pretending to cough as a cover. “We ran in some of the same circles.” 
Dominic seemed skeptical. To soften his contemplations, Kate smiled a transparently flirtatious smile. Like a stupid puppy, he melted. 
“Look,” Dominic said. “Captain’s Beam access gives me the ability to see metadata that’s normally hidden for privacy reasons.” 
“Good for you.” 
“This guy Stahl. Seems he’s connected to Isaac Ryan.” 
Kate’s eyebrows raised. She, even as Doc, had never met Isaac. 
“Through someone close to Ryan. Nicolai Costa?” 
“Never heard of him,” Kate lied. “Why?” 
Dominic watched her, skepticism returning to his face. It was probably second nature to the police captain, like flinching from a fake punch. 
“I know Isaac Ryan,” Dominic said. 
“Do you know this Nicolai guy?” 
“No. But I know about him. He just defected. I looked it up. It’s big Beam gossip. So did Isaac’s wife, Natasha.”
“Okay,” said Kate. 
“Looks like Costa is on the guest roster for Braemon’s Respero fundraiser too.” 
“I hope he’s a party animal,” Kate said. 
Dominic’s tongue moved into his cheek as if searching for leftover food. Then, with an air of conferring a secret, he said, “I don’t trust Omar. I guess you’ve figured that out.” 
“I don’t trust Omar either. But I think that what he wants, in this case, is what I want. And if I trust one thing about that slippery bastard, it’s that he’ll always do what’s best for himself.” 
Across the desk, Dominic’s jaw was still working, still pensive. “I have a hard time believing that Omar selected this Stahl guy at random.” 
“I told you. He’s undead. It’s the only way any of this works.” 
“Yes, but how did Omar know that?” Dominic tapped the desk blotter with drumming fingers. “Turns out, Stahl’s circle overlaps a lot with his own. Doesn’t that seem convenient that Omar has us shelling a lowlife who, if I had to guess, he’s been working with all along? Someone I never knew about, even though I’ve been working with Omar for quite some time, too?” 
“So what?” Kate said, trying not to bristle at Dominic’s “lowlife” assessment.
“I’ve just learned to never give Omar the benefit of the doubt. He’s turned on me once already in a very big way. I keep getting sucked in because working with him is always, conveniently, the only way things ever seem like they might work. Stahl mysteriously vanishes, and no one knows how or why. Except Omar, who’s kept tabs on him and knows — or pretends to know — that this guy’s access will magically open doors that can’t be opened.” 
“You think Omar is lying?”  
“I know he’s not telling us the whole story; he pretty much said so to my face, like he wanted to surprise me. But what if he’s planning a double-cross?” 
Kate, who knew exactly why and how Omar knew about Doc Stahl, kept her face neutral. 
“I don’t like it, Kate. Maybe he’s got an ace up his sleeve. Maybe this will somehow work: You’ll be able to get to Braemon as you then manage to get into his system as Doc. Maybe there’s more here than Omar is saying, and it’ll actually help all of us. But I don’t want to be fooled twice. And I know he must have fooled you at least once, too; I can see it in the way you talk to him. So maybe we need an agreement.” 
Kate watched Dominic, wondering if his preferred agreement involved his tongue going down Kate’s throat. 
“Okay,” said Kate. 
“Braemon is Enterprise. Very powerful and rich guy with a lot of pull. Costa, until recently, was Directorate. But that’s not even what bugs me. What bugs me is Isaac Ryan.” 
“What about Micah Ryan? He’s Enterprise.” 
Dominic looked around, seeming again to decide to share a secret. “I don’t want to go into detail, but I happen to know about some internal stuff between the Ryans.” 
“Isaac and Micah?” 
“And their mother,” Dominic said, nodding. He sighed and shook his head. “I don’t know how to explain it, but something about this Shift has bothered me for a while. Ever since the big riot at Natasha Ryan’s concert. There’s been more unrest than ’91. The air feels different. And now this shakeup with Carter Vale talking about that Mindbender bullshit. I’ve been watching the Ryans for a while, on the down-low, and I know that bombshell shocked a lot of people. Maybe this is policeman’s intuition and maybe it’s crap, but I can’t shake the feeling that something big is brewing. Add a connection of Isaac Ryan’s to this party we’re supposed to be infiltrating ‘for the good of all of us’ with Omar’s not-subtle political ambitions, and it feels like a bomb. Does that seem like the kind of environment you want to be in the middle of, trying to get away with ID-jacking and West knows what else — using one of Omar’s old buddies as a tool?”
“Coincidence,” said Kate. But she’d grown up with a life of trusting her instincts same as Dominic, and a lot of what he said rung true. 
“Maybe,” Dominic said, shrugging. “But what a lot of people don’t know is that Braemon did something other than currency manipulation, though it was never proven.” 
“What?”
“Just rumors,” Dominic said, “but there’s a lot of buzz that back in ’91, Braemon was involved in Shift-tampering. Just go into some of the Deep Beam forums sometime and search. People there, they think that Braemon and his crew missed their chance in ’91 and have been gearing up to try again since. Pitting the Ryans against each other might not be a bad way to play puppeteer.” 
Kate shifted in her chair. She was about to say something — anything, really — when Dominic’s connection pinged. He looked at his shitty console screen, seemed to read something, then looked up. 
“What a coincidence. City Surveillance has sent out Pacifiers to quell another riot in progress, and this time, it looks like the riot squads are through pretending to play nice.” 
Kate flexed as Dominic stood and reached for his coat. 
“Why is that a coincidence?” 
“It’s in the dooryard of Wellings Place,” Dominic said, “where Isaac and Natasha Ryan live.” 





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Nine
 
 
Isaac was looking out the window when Natasha came up behind him and put her arms around his waist. The affectionate gesture made him flinch. They’d been married for sixty years, and for maybe fifty-five of them Natasha only came at Isaac from behind when she meant to hit him with something. 
“What are you looking at?” she asked.
Isaac left Natasha’s hands where they were, backing carefully so as not to dislodge her. His assault-then-salvation at The Sap was intended as a political move meant to knock Natasha down from her pre-Shift noisemaking but had instead won back his wife’s affection. For days now, Natasha had been her old, sweet self to Isaac. And Isaac, as calloused as he’d grown in the wake of her constant insults, found he rather liked being his wife’s hero. 
Isaac dragged a rectangle on the window with the finger and thumb of both hands then pulled it forward to expand it into a semi-holo. He rubbed the three-dimensional scene’s back to increase its opacity and give it a dark background, and then they watched events in the yard below play out in front of their eyes like a living diorama.
“Another riot? Right in front of the building?” Natasha asked, her voice uncharacteristically sweet. Normally, she’d have said those same words bitingly, as if implying the clash below was Isaac’s incompetent fault. Now she said it airily, as if on top of the world without a care. 
Isaac almost joked, At least I didn’t start this one to impress you, but stilled his traitorous tongue in time. Instead, he said, “Looks that way.” 
“Does it make you nervous?” 
Isaac gave her a dismissive look. “Nah. I’ve already checked the police feed. They’re sending bots.” 
“Bots just stir them around.” 
“This time, they sent Pacifiers.” 
Isaac expanded the hologram. Sure enough, they watched as bullet-shaped drones moved in from the scene’s edge. Seen in miniature, it was comical. Down on the street, the ministrations of Pacifier robots and the accompanying human riot squads would have filled the air with screaming. 
Natasha laid her head on Isaac’s shoulder, her hands still around his waist. “Serves them right.” 
Isaac swiped the hologram away and turned inside his wife’s embrace to face her. He said, “Callous bitch.” 
Natasha stared at him for a minute then broke into a laugh. Then Isaac kissed her, and she didn’t fight him.
“Do you think this all will end when Shift is over?” Natasha asked. 
“I thought we agreed: no politics.” 
“It’s not politics. I’m just talking about the reality of the world around us.” 
Isaac thought: There isn’t a reality. There is only the bullshitting of politics. But again he held his tongue. 
“I imagine it’ll die down after Shift,” he said.  
“I’m ready for it to be over,” Natasha replied, again laying her head on Isaac’s shoulder. He felt its weight, appreciating it and wondering at his wife’s allegiances. She wasn’t especially loyal to anything, but hers was a childlike disloyalty. She adored what made her feel good and resented what made her feel bad. She was the kind of person who stopped being an atheist and found religion when things were dire because the thing she disbelieved was the only thing left to offer hope. 
“Five more days.” 
She looked at the window. The magnifier hologram was gone, and they were too far from the pane to look down, but Isaac knew she was thinking of the crowd outside, and the beatings in its middle.
“After Shift, nothing changes for the rioters,” Natasha said. “They’ve come at me twice because I’m a symbol of wealth and success. I won’t stop being that in five days, and they won’t stop being poor.” 
“Shift gives people reasons to hate each other that they don’t normally have. It stirs up differences.” 
Natasha shrugged against Isaac’s shirt. “I guess.” 
After a moment, Natasha looked up. She met Isaac’s eyes. Her own were bright green. Her nose was thin and delicate, different from the nose on the songstress Isaac had fallen for all those years ago. Her cheeks were too thin, devoid of a woman’s natural softness. But despite it, she didn’t look as hard to him as she usually did. And now, temporarily able to see his wife as something other than an adversary, Isaac wondered how much of her anger had come from hurt. When they were fighting, admitting that Natasha was a fundamentally damaged person was tantamount to forgiveness for her bad behavior. But he could see her neediness. Fraught with danger as it was, Natasha was seeing Isaac as her rock. She’d believe whatever he said and not argue or fight. 
For now.
“Do you hate me?” she asked. 
“Why would I hate you?” 
“Because I’m shifting.” 
“I thought we said no politics?” 
“I’m serious, Isaac.” 
He didn’t hate her right now. But even in the storm’s eye, her decision was something raw between them. 
“You could not shift,” Isaac said. 
“I have to.” 
“You don’t have to. You could hold a press release. Tell the sheets that you’ve changed your mind.” 
“No. I don’t mean that I have to because of public opinion. I have to because I have to. For me.” 
Isaac felt a bubble of resentment. The whole point of staging The Sap incursion had been to make Natasha owe him something, and see him as less than a failure. Doing so had hit two birds with one stone (setting a trap for insurgents that needed quelling regardless, plus obligating and humbling Natasha), but Isaac’s biggest motivator had always been pride. He’d spun a lot of bullshit about power balance between parties for Aiden Purcell, but even Purcell had known the coup-and-savior bit was about Isaac’s ego alone. 
“You can do all the same things in Directorate than you can in Enterprise.” 
“I can’t. I feel like a — ” she hesitated then held up a palm as she continued to silently add…and you know I mean no offense by this, “ — a sellout by remaining Directorate. You understand, don’t you?” 
“Understand that the party I head is about selling out?” 
“I don’t mean it that way.” 
“But you do. You just said it.” 
Natasha gave a sad little smile and patted Isaac’s chest. “We’re just different is all. You knew that when you met me. I have to walk the edge to be happy, and I can’t walk on an edge when I know I can’t fall.” 
Isaac watched himself from the inside, seeing his gut response rise and pause. He wanted to fight. This was an old argument, and he took offense every time. But the offense, he’d been seeing recently, was something he wanted to have. As if he could decide to not be offended but liked stepping into the stinging whip. 
So he stuffed it down and nodded. 
“So do you hate me?” 
A little.
“No. Of course not.” 
“And you understand? You understand why I still have to do this?” 
No. Bitch.
“I suppose so.”
“I’ll cancel the concert. You’re right; I was doing that to hurt you. I don’t need a comeback show. I can quietly change parties. Because it’s not about showing the world. It’s about me. I’ll be as quiet as I can, and nobody needs to know other than the registrar and the sheets that just won’t leave me alone about it.” She stepped back, holding both of his hands at arm’s length. She gave his hands a squeeze: thin hands that felt emaciated, versus the water-fat hands he’d held at their wedding. “I owe you that much.” 
“You don’t owe me.” But now he was being self-effacing — one or two steps from Aw shucks, ma’am.
“You saved my life. If you hadn’t shown up when you did…”
“I got lucky.” 
“You knew. You knew it was a bad idea. My security wasn’t any help at all. I was so sure about it all. You tried to warn me. Even Jameson tried to warn me.” 
“Jameson Gray? You talked to Jameson Gray about this?” 
“I asked for advice.” 
“Is there something going on with you and him?” Isaac’s eyes flicked toward Natasha’s office, suddenly wondering if Gray was her virtual lover, whom she met in the Viazo to spite him. 
“Isaac, I keep telling you. He’s gay.” 
But of course, Isaac knew that, too. Gray had millions of screaming female fans and a debonair, handsome onstage persona. But in person, the illusionist was gayer than Christmas.
You’re trying to pick a fight, he thought. Because this time you’re wrong, and you want to be punished. 
That was far too insightful for his internal compass. Isaac wanted to dismiss the idea on principle. But that, too, was only deflection. Usually, from Isaac’s perspective, Natasha was the manipulative, self-serving, duplicitous one. But this time Isaac held the secret. He’d committed an atrocity leading to deaths. They were criminal deaths and people best taken out of circulation anyway, but in the end those people had died to help Isaac lie to his wife. 
He’d wanted her appreciation and respect, but cheating left an aftertaste. The more Natasha tried to respect him, the more he withdrew. He hadn’t seen that bit of self-sabotage coming. 
Isaac sighed. He let go of Natasha’s hands, crossed to the conversation pit, and sank into a chair. He looked up at Natasha. She was wearing a gown not much more casual than she’d wear onstage. An elegant thing that came to her ankles. She was a star, even off duty.
“I’ll just be glad when this is all over and we can get on with our lives,” he said. 
“Over” meaning the lies. The cheating, in mind and body. The schemes within plans. The uncertainty over who is friend and who is foe — although that never really ends. 
Natasha sat next to him, squeezing in. The chair had been meant for one, but Natasha was tall and thin like Isaac, and they fit together like pencils sharing a drawer. 
“Me too,” she said. 
“Have you talked to Micah?”
“You mean since that first night?” 
“Yeah.” 
“No. Why would I?” 
“Because he’s Enterprise.” 
As well as she could in their confined arrangement, Natasha looked over. “I traded parties, not brothers.” 
“I just thought he might want to advise you.” 
“He might,” she said. “But that doesn’t mean I’m going to listen.” 
“Oh.” Pause. “Thanks.”
“How did it happen, Isaac? I’ve known Micah as long as I’ve known you, and you’ve always been on opposite sides. Brothers but not really. Like you had to associate, so you did, but every other moment was spent trying to be opposite the other. You were Directorate, and he was Enterprise before Directorate and Enterprise existed. Why?” 
It was a complex question with a complicated answer. He gave Natasha the simple version — the one she more or less expected. 
“Sibling rivalry, maybe. We were just different. Micah is competitive, and seems to think I need tough love. Being Micah’s brother has always been like running a gauntlet.” 
“But no matter how much you were at each other’s throats, you kept meeting regularly. Even when it’s as if a war was brewing between your camps, you got together in a closed room. What do you talk about, when things are at their worst?”
That question was even more complicated. 
“Brother stuff.”
“Do you think he loves you?” 
Isaac turned to look at Natasha’s face. From this close, she took up his entire field of vision. At first, he wasn’t sure how to answer. The question was presumptuous and intensely personal. It was also intimate — the kind of thing loving wives and husbands discuss, but that Isaac and Natasha never had. It felt uncomfortable at best, awkward at worst. 
“I guess.”
Natasha seemed satisfied with his non-answer, but then Isaac saw something else enter her expression. A sense of guarding, as if there was a reason she’d asked after all. Something she wasn’t saying — not because it was a secret, but because she was nervous. 
“What?” 
Natasha looked like she might deny whatever he was implying, but then sort of broke and said, “I talked to him once. Just on a voice call. But he called me; I didn’t call him. And it was short.” 
 She said “very short” as if in justification, as if Isaac might be angry, the way a woman tells her husband, after an affair, that “it just happened.” 
“And?” Isaac asked. 
“He asked me to that big event on Wednesday.” 
“As a date?” 
She pressed her lips together as if slightly ashamed. “Because I’m going to be Enterprise. And the guy running it is Enterprise.” 
“Do you mean Braemon’s thing? Craig Braemon?” 
“I guess? Micah probably said. The one who lives in the ritzy part of Harlem.” 
“Are you going?” 
Again, she gave that expression. 
“Natasha, what?” 
“He asked me to go, and I was thinking I wouldn’t because…Well, it just seemed like an insult to you. And this was just after the whole thing at The Sap, so I was going to say no, on principle. But before I could say anything, he said he wanted me to invite you, too.”
“Me?” 
“He didn’t say it like a concession. I didn’t even get a chance to decline.”
“But let’s face it — the Violet James stuff is just an excuse. This is an Enterprise thing, and I’m Directorate. I’m the face of Directorate.”
Natasha gave him a helpless shrug. 
“If he wanted to invite me, why didn’t he invite me? Why are you supposed to?” 
“Probably because I know Jameson better than he does. Because Micah knows that Jameson has always been a good friend to me, almost like an advisor.” 
Isaac’s eyebrows drew together. The illusionist again.
“What does Jameson have to do with it?”
At this, Natasha’s smile grew wide. “Oh, this is the fun part. Will you go?” She said it excitedly, and Isaac realized that’s what a lot of this buildup had been about all along: Natasha wanted Isaac to go. Whatever was brewing, she found the idea delightful and enchanting, and just needed to break him in.
“What does Jameson Gray have to do with inviting me?” Isaac repeated. 
“Jameson is doing a stage show at the event. And as part of it, he’s going to teach Micah how to do a trick, in the spirit of the occasion.” 
“What does that mean?” 
Natasha smiled wider. “Seeing as Directorate will clearly win Shift, they thought a lighthearted way to poke fun at it all and show that there’s no hard feelings would be for Micah to make you disappear.”





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Ten
 
 
“Honey,” said Jameson Gray, “you’re a shitty beautiful assistant.” 
Natasha made her face faux-offended. She was doing a fine job. She’d watched all the old 2-D vidstreams of white-gloved magicians in tuxedos waving magic wands, gesticulating while circling their illusions. She’d paid closest attention to the magicians’ assistants and had, she thought, prompted the Viazo immersion to dress her in suitably similar attire and style. While her body reclined in her office behind a locked door (she didn’t want Isaac peeking), her virtual self was decked to the nines. She had her hair in a ridiculous pile of blonde whorls. Her dress was tiny, silver, and covered in blinding sparkles. Her long legs ended in tall heels, and they were currently engaged in making her ass look fabulous.
“Excuse me?” she said. 
“You’re giving away the whole illusion. You keep looking back at me like you’re waiting for a prompt. Don’t you know the first rule of illusion?” 
“Make stuff vanish?” 
“Misdirection,” Jameson said. “You need to have your own attention in one place, but to project it somewhere else. A good magician shows the audience the right hand in a flourish at the moment the left must be unseen.” 
Natasha looked at the contraption in front of her. It consisted of a tank, a drape, and a hoop she was supposed to drop at the right moment. It wasn’t the illusion they’d perform onstage; it was a starter to get her primed and earn her chops. But she’d missed a trick, it seemed. If Jameson was doing something with his hands, she sure hadn’t seen it. 
“Not literally my hands, stupid,” Jameson said. 
“Don’t call me stupid.” 
“Why not? Micah will call you stupid, stupid.” 
“Micah’s not here.” 
Jameson sighed. He fell backward like the culmination of a trust-building exercise, except that nobody was behind to catch him. A large divan appeared beneath him before he crashed to the floor. Not even a couch. Jameson had asked the immersion for a divan. 
“Thank West for that,” he said. 
“Do you not want to teach Micah this trick?” 
“Illusion. Not trick.” 
Natasha rolled her eyes, summoned a divan to match Jameson’s, and slumped down opposite him. She wasn’t sure if she was mocking him or not. They were both divas, inches from requesting bare-chested men to feed them grapes. 
“Oh, I’m so sorry. Do you not want to teach Micah to prestidigitate and craft masterful illusions like you?”
Jameson made an annoyed little wave. “Oh, I already showed him. I had to modify the whole thing because I didn’t want him knowing the way I normally do things. And not because I think he’ll spill the beans. I just don’t like the idea of him, of all people, knowing my craft.” 
Natasha resisted an impulse to mock the pompous way Jameson said “craft.” Then she asked, “If you don’t want him to do the trick, why did you agree when he asked you?” 
Jameson’s eyes bristled at Natasha’s use of the word “trick.” 
“I sort of owe him one. Or his mother, anyway.” 
“What does Rachel have to do with it?” 
“Oh, who cares about them? Deed is done. Micah knows magic. He’ll do fine this once, and everyone will clap for him, which I’m sure will be horrible for His Highness. It makes me a whore, just like my mother. But if I’m to be a whore, I won’t be a bad one. If you go out there at the party and assist like you just did, everyone’s going to figure it out.”
“Everyone knows it’s not real, Jameson. I hate to be the one to break it to you, but nobody will be crushed to find out that Micah didn’t really make Isaac vanish.” 
Jameson put a finger against his thumb, held in front of his face. Natasha thought he was giving her a sideways A-Okay until the finger flicked out and a small wad of crumpled paper hit her in the forehead. Then Jameson did it twice more, striking her with moist wads both times.
“Are you flicking spitballs at me?” Natasha said, swatting at the things. 
“For pretending that performance is about proving defensible reality? Damn right, I’m flicking spitballs at you.” To underscore the point, he flicked another. This time, Natasha dodged. It struck the divan’s pillow then blipped out of existence. “You’re a performer, honey. You should know better than to pretend the stage is about reality. Are your little tits really that perky when you wake up every morning?” 
“Yes.” 
“Well, you’ve had enough help. Your personality then. Are you that sweet to Isaac?” 
Natasha’s lips pursed. “Point taken.” 
“You don’t need to convince the crowd that the illusion is real. You just need to create an aura of illusion. People don’t attend my shows because they literally want to see me do impossible things. They come because I spin them a feeling. If you blow your job, you’ll crush that feeling of magic — not as a real thing, but as an emotion.” 
Natasha felt her cheeks puff with held laughter. Jameson looked over. 
“What?”
“You said, ‘blow your job.’” 
“Did you hear anything I said?” 
“I heard you. Now say it again.” 
Jameson rolled his eyes and looked away. When his attention returned to Natasha, he’d dropped both his feigned irritation and his sense of importance. Before, he’d been Jameson Gray, spellbinding illusionist. Now he was just Jameson, Natasha’s friend and confidant. 
“You’re giddy,” he said. 
“I’m sorry.” 
“It’s not unflattering. Do you know how few times I’ve seen you with a genuine smile?” 
“Oh, come on.” 
“Serious, Nat. What’s got into you?” 
Natasha gave a small shrug. “Thing have just been going well with Isaac lately.” 
“Your husband, Isaac? You must mean someone else.” 
“I mean him. He’s been sweet.” 
“Isaac?” 
“Don’t be mean,” Natasha chided. 
“Honey, it’s you who’s usually being mean about him. Why the change?” 
“He’s different since that night. And it’s like I’m seeing new things in him. Between you and me, I sort of feel like newlyweds again.” 
“That night? You don’t mean when those people tried to break up your little shindig, do you?” 
Natasha nodded. “It let me see Isaac in a new way. Maybe in an old way. An Isaac I’d forgotten.” 
Jameson’s eyes narrowed. “Honey.” 
“What?” 
“People don’t change overnight.” 
“He didn’t change, I don’t think. Maybe I just got to see another side of him. I’ve always known he loved me, but we were so caught up in his politics and how angry it all made me that it just sort of escalated. Just goes to show, all a man needs to do to prove himself to a girl is to ride in on his white horse and save her life.” 
Jameson’s eyes were still narrowed. 
“Jameson, what?” 
“I’m glad you feel good about Isaac. But don’t get carried away, okay? Keep your feet on the ground.” 
“Why are you being such a wet blanket?” 
“I just don’t want you to get hurt.” 
“Why would I get hurt? I’m happy in my marriage.” 
“Hmm. Because he saved you.” 
“He did save me!” 
“Just…”
“Oh, come on, Jameson. Be a sport. Let me be happy. I know Isaac is Isaac, and despite knowing you, I still don’t believe in magic. I’m not dumb enough to think that one heroic act solves decades of problems. But it’s a start, isn’t it?” 
Jameson looked like he was weighing a decision. Natasha, watching, found herself annoyed at his presumption. No matter whether Isaac would remain new Isaac or not, he’d shown up with the cavalry when she needed it most. That was a fact. Regardless of what came next, they’d had that moment, and no amount of brow-furrowing contemplation on Jameson’s part would change it. 
“I suppose it’s a start,” he said. “But please be ca — ”
“Oh, shut it, Jameson.” Natasha wasn’t actually annoyed. It was a jibe, nothing more. The artificial room’s tension broke, and they both relaxed.  
Jameson stood. Natasha looked up expectantly. 
“Get off the couch. We need to practice.”
Natasha stretched. “Why? I’m comfortable here.” 
“Because everyone knows my name is on Micah’s little illusion, and if you’re going to be part of it, your skinny little ass had better not embarrass me.”





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eleven
 
 
The new configuration struck Serenity like an itch she couldn’t scratch. 
It was the sort of thing that the children would understand but that most people wouldn’t — though that wasn’t entirely because the children were special. They were special, of course, but at least half of most people’s refusal to see what was all around them was exactly that: a refusal. Once, an artist had visited the school for a lesson, and he’d explained that talented artistic children drew what they saw…but that those who were less artistic drew what they thought they saw. 
This was like that. Just as most children saw a square from an angle and still drew a square rather than the trapezoid it was in perspective, most people saw reality according to their expectations. 
But this change in the puzzle that surrounded Serenity, here and now, was obvious. Just like ubiquity was obvious. There may have been a day when Serenity, like most people, would have felt her current sense of unease and dismissed it instead of seeing it as a real thing worth paying attention to. But as she’d taught her children, so had they taught her. 
There wasn’t really a way things were supposed to be. 
But there was a natural order. There most certainly was a way things were. 
In the network, a disturbance looked like a glitch. The trick, in what most people called reality, was to understand that a disturbance in the programming of life looked (or felt) exactly the same.
Serenity saw a man in black, his face invisible. It took her a moment to realize that she had never actually seen the faceless man, and that it was Leah who’d seen him. Just as it was Leah who’d once melted into The Beam. It was Leah — not SerenityBlue — who blurred the liquid border between The Beam and what they touched every day. 
The children were sweet. They didn’t understand Serenity’s worry. When she’d walked back with Sapphire, the girl had turned suddenly around. She’d been in the lead, but she’d confronted Serenity as if she’d spoken. “It’s all fine,” she’d said and then resumed walking. And that had been that. Because it was fine, if you looked at the big enough picture. 
In meditation, Serenity could sense a nexus — some sort of a junction point in the process of forming. In her mind’s eye, it was like a cluster of nerves, a converging of many roads. A ganglion. Maybe a node. Signals were usually scattered, many things happening with apparent independence. Deep down (and this, Serenity knew from her birth), few things ever turned out to be truly independent, but for most, it was usually true. Not anymore. Not here, not now. 
Stephen York now touched Leah. Leah touched Leo. Thanks to Serenity’s nature and those of her children, all of them touched the school. There were others Serenity could sense but not see — people that seemed vaguely familiar only because they were linked to her connections. Each of those was related to the others. 
The world was full of coincidence. As was the network.
The world was the network, and the network the world. For the children, there was little difference. 
The children, who’d all been outcasts in their old lives, were prodigies here. Their innocence was addicting. Serenity had watched them walking back and forth from one world to the other, proving that the only boundaries were human-made walls. And that all that stood in the way from widespread realization, here and now, was a lack of language. A lack of a means to interface. 
The children were above language. Without knowing how she’d taught them, Serenity knew she’d made them aware. Because of who she was. Because of what she was. They looked at her and knew. They came to her like ships to a beacon. 
But that knot. That node. That ganglion. 
Maybe it was as it should be, but its presence, in her mind, bothered Serenity. She felt the knot like a lump in her stomach. She felt the ganglion tangling the nerves of her own corporeal body. She could see both sides, all sides. Sometimes, it seemed as if reflected reality was merely perspective, and that point was driven home when several others had differing opinions about Serenity. She didn’t know what the knot meant. But she knew that in the present, in the short term, it felt like trouble. 
A coming together. 
A colliding. 
Opposites approaching. Yin and yang. Hot and cold. When imbalance arose, something had to equalize. If the imbalance was large enough, that equalization felt like a storm. The laws said that all things tended to equalize, to move from order to disorder. But that, too, was just a matter of perspective. 
She could sense Leah, because she could always sense Leah.
She could sense Leo, one step from Leah. She could feel a tear within him. An opening. A wound forming, growing larger. 
And she could sense Stephen York. Something had attached itself to him, and now he was walking The Beam in bright colors. Something had left him, run like a loosed animal. Serenity had watched it go, knowing she would never be able to capture it — but that she should, or would like to. 
In the middle, she could feel the man in black. 
In the middle, she could feel herself. 
And in the middle, there was another. Something like a great constellation of pieces. Something that, like the knot in reality, was a great thing coalescing. That was how stars formed. Contrary to entropy, where all things tended to disorder, stars were just gas falling into a gravity well of its own making. Enough gas, enough pressure, and a star lit as if by the striking of a match, and a million-year explosion began. 
Enough people, moving toward a center. In the network. In life. In both, as the children would say. 
Enough pressure. 
Enough seeming randomness given purpose, revealed as not random at all. 
Coincidence. 
Culmination. 
When it was done, what the children could do would become available to anyone. 
And the great fire would come alight.





 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Episode 15





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter One
 
 
September 17, 2062 — District Zero
 
“Hey, Stephen,” said a deep voice. 
York turned around on his work stool without thinking — a reaction as brainless as being struck on the patellar tendon with a rubber mallet. Only once he was fully turned did York realize that the man in black wasn’t Noah, back from the dead, here to yell at him again. The man, in fact, had no reason and no way to be in the quiet Chinatown lab at all. 
“Who the hell are you? How did you get in here?” he demanded, his surprise at the breach coming out as anger.
The man was wearing almost all black, down to his hat. But his face was pale, his eyes a whisper of green, his teeth too white, as if nano-bleached. Their brightness shone out from his dark garb like a beacon. 
“How do you tell the future, Stephen?” the man asked.
York stood, his intended manner one of confrontation, but immediately felt woefully unintimidating. He wasn’t used to fights, except verbal ones with Noah. But now Noah was gone, and York’s very identity was uncertain. Was he still Quark’s Number Two without Noah? Only the highest of the high even knew the Chinatown lab existed. Someday — someday very soon, he supposed — he’d simply walk out of this place, leaving Noah’s now-empty deathbed behind, the whole shebang capped like a hermetically sealed time capsule, and face the sun like someone unused to its glow.
York peered past the man, trying to suss out the intruder’s manner of entry and his own possible avenues of escape. The door to the ultra-secure lab was closed and verified. But the man was still here as a living contradiction.
“Are you with someone?” York asked. “NPS? Quark? Did Carol send you? I have this situation under control. Under my authority, nobody is supposed to — ”
“The way you tell the future,” the man said, “is to see it as a logical consequence of the present.”
York’s temper, worn thin after Noah’s long convalescence and untold moral qualms, snapped like a twig. His next words came out as shouts.
“How the fuck did you get into this lab? How did you know it was here? Who sent you?” He felt his temperature rising. But still, the visitor’s demeanor was all wrong. He didn’t react to Stephen’s anger. He didn’t seem to realize the impossibility of his presence, or how offensive it was to Noah’s paranoid security that anyone would set untidy feet in this hallowed place.
“The other way to tell the future,” the man went on, “is to create it.”  
“What’s your name?” Stephen demanded.
“I came to give you something.” 
“What’s your name?” 
“I am a friend.” 
“Bullshit!” 
“There isn’t much time, Stephen.” 
“Who the fuck are you? Why the fuck are you here? GET THE FUCK OUT OF OUR LAB!" With a jolt of shock, Stephen realized that he was near tears. And he’d thought he’d been coping so well. He thought he’d hated Noah, too, until he’d…well, until Noah had died, if that’s what had happened. Goes to show, the easiest person to fool was oneself. 
“I have something for you,” the man said, unmoved by York’s anger. “Something I perhaps should have given you long ago.”
Stephen came forward. Whether he meant to hit or shove the intruder, he didn’t know. But before he could do either, the man raised a hand and showed Stephen a small chip of nano substrate. 
“What?” York said, referring to the mystery of the substrate, the gesture of waiting and warding, and the entire confounding situation. 
“It’s nothing at all. There’s nothing on the resin.” The man’s hand closed and vanished back into his coat pocket. “Because as the expression goes, you can’t take it with you.” 
“What do you — ” 
“Unless, of course, you already have it.” 
“I have no idea what you’re — ”
“I shouldn’t be here. By some definitions, I’m a friend. Others would see me differently. Noah West had faith in you, in your competence to assist him in his work and carry it forward. But as the other expression goes, it’s better to be safe than sorry.” 
“What do you know about Noah?” 
“I know that it won’t hurt to remind you what part of you should already know.” 
“Are you even from Quark? Who sent you?” 
“You’ve been conditioned, not legacy uploaded,” the man said, answering a question Stephen hadn’t asked and still wasn’t even really aware of. “This is because nanobots would leave traces that memory does not. But the mind is a computer, and can of course be programmed.” 
Stephen studied what he could see of the man’s face. He definitely knew him from somewhere. He was familiar. Very familiar. Terribly, hideously, below-the-skin familiar. 
“Once you’re inside,” the man kept talking, “look for a puzzle to solve.” 
“Inside where?” Stephen surveyed the lab. 
“Pick at the edges. Keep the loose ends close. Recite what you find to keep it fresh. Your mind will do the rest.” 
“What the hell are you talking about?” 
There was a banging at the lab’s front, near the door. Stephen’s head ticked toward the noise. When he looked back at the man in black, his face had changed. It now looked urgent, like the time allotted to deliver his strange message was almost up. 
“You’re needed in a collaboration,” the man said. 
“With who?” 
“The entirety could never be stored in one piece. It was broken into parts, each only a fraction of the whole. It was the only way. Part was sent through others, conveyed via one vector and then another. You may not be able to see much of what’s coming next. But if you can see it, keep in mind that what looks like chaos is only someone’s failure to track the many moving pieces. Someone’s inability to see the future by extrapolating the fullness of the present.” 
“Moving…pieces?” York stammered.
There was another bang on the door. This one was far harder. It sounded like someone trying to break the thing down with a battering ram — or a Wild East diesel-driven tank. But the lab couldn’t be raided by force; Noah had seen to that — and the visitor, somehow, seemed to know it. Even now, with the physical perimeter threatened, the AI would be rallying millions of bots from their original nanostature to clump into larger units. Those intentional saboteurs would erase the files, cut the connections, and literally eat the lab’s contents out of existence. Whoever that was out there could break in, sure. But they’d never get at the contents that actually mattered.
“I know how this sounds,” the man in black said, “but it will all be okay. Just keep cycling. Keep thinking from the inside. Pick the edges. Wait, and be patient. And try to believe that almost nothing, for you right now, is truly coincidental.”
“Why are you telling me any of thi — ”  
With a tremendous shake, something tiny seemed to jut beneath the lab’s strong door. A thin, dark stream of what must be proprietary swarm hoverbots swirled in a miniature tornado. The tornado came closer. Stephen looked to the strange man in black for help, but he’d vanished as inconspicuously as he’d arrived.
Knowing it was pointless, Stephen ran for the lab’s white walls. The tornado of hoverbots followed, crossing the space in an instant. York swatted them like flies. His foot found the stool, and a second later was clambering for the lab bench as if intending to crawl out through the ceiling. 
From his higher vantage, York scanned the lab. The man in black was nowhere to be seen.
One foot on the bench. Then another. His panicked, grasping hand found the top shelf but found no solid purchase; he dragged a paper notebook from its place and nearly staggered back toward the floor before recovering. 
The cloud came like lightning. There was no point in fleeing. There never had been. 
Stephen felt the nanobots enter his mouth. His nose. Even his eyes. They’d be crawling into his body through his sweat glands, the roots of his follicles. Trying to run from them was like trying to flee air.
Stephen felt himself go rigid. 
They’d played with the idea of swarms just enough to frighten York as he fell from the bench, stiff like a new corpse. Right now, if these bots were anything like he and Noah had conceived (and certain high-privilege folks had apparently developed), they’d be in his cortex, beneath his membranes, shutting him down. Scratching at his memories. Making him forget. 
Stephen hit the floor. He wasn’t sure if he struck his head, or the stool, or anything else. He knew only that he was down. A moment later, he found himself staring at the ceiling — although the nanobots must be doing their work quickly, because he’d already forgotten which ceiling it was.
Five seconds passed. Then ten. 
Which ceiling is this? Where am I?
He became dimly aware of pain but wasn’t sure why. Something had happened to injure him that felt recent, but he couldn’t recall what it was. He could feel body parts being tended to by medical nanobots, but they weren’t his own. They were bots that someone (who?) had brought with them into…into wherever this was. 
He sat up.
The room wasn’t familiar. Why was he here? He didn’t want to be here. He wanted to be somewhere else. So really, he should go outside. 
Stephen stood, walked to the door, and did something to a panel beside the door. He had no idea what he was doing, why, or what it was meant to accomplish. The actions were rote, as if he understood them fully without understanding at all. 
The door opened. A tall woman stepped in, her hair bright red. A nondescript black man followed.
The woman shut the door. Without preamble, she said, “What is your name?” 
He felt his brow furrow. His hand went thoughtfully to his chin. He had a beard. He didn’t think he’d had one before. It felt shaggy, as if it had grown in a hurry and not bothered to keep itself neat, as if the beard had a mind of its own. Then again, maybe he did remember the beard — at least as much as anything else. 
“I…I don’t know.” 
The woman looked down and tapped something on a handheld. A brown cloud surrounded him. He felt violated, the noxious whatever-it-was entering his mouth and nose. 
“He’s locked down,” the woman said, still tapping her handheld as the cloud dispersed. 
The male visitor looked into his eyes but spoke to the woman. “You’re sure?” 
The woman held up the handheld. “See for yourself.” 
“Won’t he remember us?” 
“I’ll leave a few nanos behind. They’ll complete the firewall once he’s off-premises. We don’t want him remembering this facility anyway.” 
“What happens with the facility?” 
“That’s none of my business. Yours either.” 
The man shrugged. “Okay. Come on, Steve.” 
Steve. Yes, he sort of remembered being a Steve.
The black man’s eyes widened. He looked at the woman. “He’ll forget that too, right? That I just called him Steve?”
“Yes.” 
“Then come on, Steve.” 
The man led Steve out onto the street.
“Where to?” the man asked the woman. 
“Times Square.” She looked Steve up and down. “He’s still a little clean, but I guess his current clothes will do.” She sniffed, and her nose wrinkled with disgust. “Wow. I don’t think he’s been showering since West died. So at least that fits.” 
“Fits what?” 
“The homeless image.” 
The man seemed to approve of that answer. Steve watched his head bob. “Oh, okay. That works.” He touched Steve’s face. “The beard looks like a bum’s beard.” 
“Give him a day or two in the Square before sending Long to find him. He’ll stink even worse by then.” The woman looked into Steve’s eyes. “Won’t you, fella?” 
“Are we going to the park?” Steve asked. Something deep down was trying to tell Steve that he shouldn’t be here and that something else — besides a tempting park trip — was happening. But it was all very uninteresting to him right now. 
Pick at the edges, a voice inside his head inside whispered. 
“The park, the Square, whatever,” the woman said, as if it was all the same. 
“I’d like to see the squirrels,” Steve told her.
Keep the loose ends close, the voice added. But again, Steve didn’t know what that meant. But again, he found that he didn’t care. 
“Come on then.” 
They walked. And as they strolled, Steve found himself becoming increasingly interested in seeing the squirrels — something that a moment ago had seemed only like a lark. Squirrels meant trouble. They got into things. They stole nuts. They could carry disease, and the disease they carried sometimes made them mad. Not angry mad. Crazy mad. 
After a bit, the woman turned and asked, “What’s your name?” 
He blinked, unsure. He’d once known. Once or twice, but not anymore. But despite that rather obvious knowledge gap, he could still hear something inside telling him that this wasn’t right, that he should care a lot more about something other than squirrels. That voice was a second person inside him, like a prisoner in a cell. A person with no name or identity. A person who — like those troublesome squirrels — might go mad if trapped alone for too long. 
Recite what you can find, to keep it fresh. Your mind will do the rest.
“Two,” he said. 
The woman looked at him then at the black man. As if speaking to a toddler, she said, “That’s right. There are two of us.” 
“Three,” he said. 
“Three including you,” she agreed, nodding. 
“Five. Seven. Eleven.” 
The black man looked at the woman. The woman looked back, her eyes not quite right. 
He made a decision: he should keep this to himself. 
Whatever these numbers were, he should keep them to himself. Saying them felt good, like an anchor in an otherwise lost sense of world and self. But as confused as he felt, he could tell that saying the numbers out loud might cause them to hurt him.  
And so as they walked, nearing the park or the Square to see the squirrels, he continued to say them, reading off some unknown internal scoreboard — relics from the life of someone he didn’t recall. 
Thirteen. Seventeen. Nineteen. Twenty-three. Twenty-nine. 
Recite what you can find, to keep it fresh. Your mind will do the rest.
Thirty-one. Thirty-seven. Forty-one. 
His mind settled. 
Beneath it all, previously unknown wheels slowly turned. 
Working out the numbers under the numbers felt like an unfathomably massive task, but there was no rush. 
He had all the time in the world.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Two
 
 
Dominic ignored his handheld. Then after another two buzzes he grunted, looked at the thing, and rushed to answer the call before the caller hung up.  
“Dominic?” said Leah’s voice.
“Who did you think you were calling?” 
“Well, up yours, too,” Leah said. 
“I’m sorry. I’m really, really glad you called.” 
Dominic frowned, wondering if he should be less transparent — less abjectly needy. But fuck that. He was in over his head with Omar, in over his head with the mysterious and beautiful Kate, in over his head with Lunis (both with his addiction and as a dealer in trouble), in over his head with NPS and Agent Smith, and definitely in over his head with the Organas. Leah might just be his only friend — the only person who understood both Dominic’s predicament and the Organas as a community.
In the time it took for Leah to respond, a thousand horrors replayed themselves in front of Dominic’s inner eye. In the past half hour, he’d seen one of the captive Organa women hook her fingers through a man’s eyes. He’d seen an old man in braids rip an arm clear off some hapless teenager. The medics would fix it all, of course, just like the police would eventually get their way over the lawyers and restrain the Organas for their own protection. It was flat-out necessary if any of them were to survive, given that the arm pulling was something Dominic wouldn’t have thought possible — and if he needed proof that some in Organa today had once been mechanized warriors from Gaia’s Hammer, that one provided it in spades. 
“Maybe you shouldn’t have been ignoring my calls if you’re so eager,” Leah said, an edge in her voice. She sounded like Dominic felt. Maybe something stressful was amiss on Leah’s end of things, too. 
“I ignored the calls because I thought it was another of the DZ captains I’ve been dodging. There are still riots happening out there, and everyone wants a piece of me. Nobody seems to understand why a bunch of hippies being brought into the station requires my full attention.” 
“I’ve been trying to reach you for forever.” 
Dominic decided not to bite back, as thin as his nerves felt. What Leah said wasn’t really about the calls. It was about her oft-stated opinion that Dominic, as a DZ citizen and police captain, should have a cochlear implant or corneal heads-up display at the very least. It was strange to hear a supposed Organa argue for augmentation, but Dominic was in many ways more Organa than Leah — and at times like this, when the urging of AI could have made sure they connected earlier, it was hard not to see her point. 
“So they’re there?” Leah went on, sparing Dominic the indignity of responding. “Leo and the others?” 
“They’re at NPS holding.” Then: “How did you even know they were brought in? Leo seems to think you were away, in the city.” 
“It’s not important. I know you need my help.” 
Dominic started to bluster. Then he let that go, too, because it was the reason he’d wanted to talk to Leah ever since he’d left the wing where the increasingly violent Organas were being held. 
“I do. How fast can you get down here?” 
“I’ve been standing right outside for twenty minutes. The same amount of time I’ve been trying to call you. If you had any sort of add-on to access Beam Social while you’re — ” 
“Don’t start, Leah.” Dominic spun on his heel and began marching back to the compound. “Meet me at the station. NPS, not DZPD.”
“No way, Dom. I said I’m outside. I need to stay outside.”
“You need to come in, Leah,” Dominic countered. “Leo and the others are out of their fucking minds. There are no Organas left to speak rationally for them, except you.” 
“Exactly. No Organas left except me.” 
Dominic sensed a double meaning behind Leah’s words but didn’t pause to figure it out. 
“Without an advocate, it’s just the fucking NAUCLU lawyers in there. All they can do is read the playbook. A literal book because these are Organas we’re talking about. It’s like the lawyers learned about Organa from vidstreams and films. They might even believe they ride around town in horse-drawn carriages.” 
“Well…” Leah began. 
“You get my point. I was just there. NPS doesn’t have as much capacity as we do, but they won’t send the Organas to DZPD because they’re state prisoners, and I don’t think they — NPS, I mean — trust us. Over there, they only have six private cells with bars between them. The rest is quasi-gen-pop.” 
“What does that mean?” 
“Why don’t you come inside and see?”  
“Use your head, Dominic. They just arrested the entire village. If I waltz in there, as an Organa they missed, do you think they’re going to offer me a cup of coffee?” 
“I’ll vouch for you.” 
“How’s that going so far? Trying to vouch for anyone else? Are you having much luck getting NPS to take your suggestions?” 
Dominic was going to ask how Leah knew he wasn’t getting his way with the NAU Protective Service, but the answer was straightforward. Bureaucracy was bureaucracy. You didn’t need insider info to guess that the agencies had already spent significant time measuring dicks. 
Dominic sighed. “Not well,” he admitted. 
“So what’s quasi-gen-pop?” 
“It’s a huge holding area that can be subdivided by semi-opaque force fields. Repellant ones, not shockers. It should be easy to give every one of these freaks their own cell inside the larger space so they can’t get at and hurt each other, but the lawyers won’t let NPS enact the force fields. They say that because the detainees are Organa, separating them with Beam-facing fields is like spitting on a Christian’s Bible.” 
“That’s insane.” 
“That’s lawyers,” said Dominic. “I need you to talk some sense into them. You’re Organa, but you haven’t lost your mind yet.” 
“I told you, I can’t.” 
“Then call in and speak to them that way. I’ll put you on with the guy in charge. Or even better, do a holo, so he can see your face.” 
“They’ll track me. Don’t pretend you can’t requisition City Surveillance to do facial recognition if you have reason to believe someone you’re after is inside the core network. The only thing keeping me free right now is my lack of a Beam ID.” 
Dominic opened his mouth to retort, but Leah was right and both of them knew it. 
“Then why are you wasting my time?” he snapped, his thin patience snapping like a twig. “Why did you come all the way down here if you’re too chickenshit to do anything? I’m trying to put out fifty fires at once!” And that doesn’t even include the twenty illegal fires I’ve got brewing with Omar Jones, his mind added.
Leah was quiet. Then she said, “There’s something else, Dominic. Something you need to know. About Crumb.” 
“Crumb?” 
“You remember Crumb?” The way she said it seemed guarded. They’d all mostly trained themselves to refer to the man as Stephen or Steve or York by now, so Leah’s using his old, more-public name now meant she didn’t trust their connection’s privacy.
“I don’t see how he’s relevant right now.” 
Leah paused then said, “It’s complicated. If you come out here, I’ll tell you what’s bugging me.” 
“I’m not coming out. You come in. We deal with Organa now then deal with Crumb later.” 
“I think they may be related somehow.” Leah sighed. “There’s a lot to this. I don’t know where to start. Some stuff I’ve found, Dom…it just feels like there’s too much entanglement between Crumb and the Organas and everything else. Even the way you were called to deal with Crumb when you first found him and then brought him to Leo bugs me. It all feels very coincidental. Almost too convenient.” 
Dominic was again about to argue but then remembered some of the coincidences he’d just pointed out to Kate. He fought a constricting feeling, blinking hard to stay present. 
“That doesn’t change the here and now, Leah. I don’t know or care what’s bugging you about Crumb because the people I just saw are ripping themselves apart. Pretty soon, I imagine NPS will send in immobilizers, but that’ll only handle things temporarily. They need to be sequestered. Every one of the detained Organas needs to be locked in solitary.” 
She inhaled, exhaled. “Look, I had a thought. I’m pretty sure I can get them out, but…” 
“How?” 
“It’s moot until we know what to do with them once they’re free. You say they’re violent?” 
“Holy shit, yes. It’d be like freeing wild animals.” 
“And there’s no way to get them more dust to calm them down. Not from your coffers, nothing?” 
“Believe me, I’ve tried. There’s a…let’s just say, ‘a supply chain problem.’” 
“West,” Leah swore. “You don’t by any chance know some top-secret, cops’-eyes-only cure for Lunis withdrawal, do you?” 
“Sure I do. Wait it out. See who survives. But that’s the catch-22 about all of this: Bars are all that’s keeping them safe, so getting them out scares me, too. But what else can we do? If they stay in unrestricted custody, all but a few of the strongest will be dead by day’s end.” 
“Just ‘wait and see who survives.’ That’s it? That’s the only option?” 
“As far as I can figure, yes.” 
Leah fell silent. Dominic thought she might be thinking. Either that or giving up.
“There was something Leo mentioned,” she finally said. “He was figuring out how to kick the habit.” 
“Figuring out how to defeat biology? I don’t think so, Leah. Leo knew what he was getting into when he got the first Organas hooked on that shit. Everyone knew the rumors about how addictive it was before it hit the streets. And Leo knew what he was doing when…” 
Dominic trailed off. 
“What, Dom?” 
“Hang on.” Dominic put his finger in the air as if he were talking to Leah in person. 
He was about to say, When he got them all busted by NPS. 
But Dominic had got Organa busted, not Leo. And still the idea wouldn’t leave Dominic’s head now that he’d had it, obeying layers-deep cop instincts.
Dominic was sure that Leo had disbanded Gaia’s Hammer years ago. Agent Smith could say all he wanted about their continued activity, but Dominic knew better, deep down. It’s why he’d been willing to plant the bug under Leo’s table: Anything Leo would say in the bug’s presence, Austin Smith already knew. Because Gaia had once been insurgent but was dormant today. Leo was peaceful now. Dominic knew it as surely as he knew his own name. 
And yet the bug had caught Leo red-handed. According to Smith, Leo had given a perfect confession in his living room, tying his noose clear as day. 
“What, Dominic?” 
“Leah,” he said. “Do you really think you can get them out?” 
“Yes, I do. But unless we figure out how to address their withdrawal, they’ll — ”
“I don’t think we need to worry about that. I think Leo already has a solution to the Organas’ moondust withdrawal in mind.” 
Leah hesitated a moment before speaking. 
“What makes you say that?” she asked.
Dominic rubbed his forehead, a headache brewing. 
“Because he got them arrested on purpose,” he said.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Three
 
 
May 31, 2093 — DZTech
 
The drug’s effects, in the real world, lingered as Leah became the other entity. She felt herself disembodied — now disembodied twice. 
She’d floated from her body (not in a literal, cliché sense, but in a now I see it all kind of way) not long after the purging stopped. That had been interesting, and for a while, after slaying some inner demons with something that felt to Leah like a sword of fire, she’d merely drifted. She’d seen herself as if from above — again, not literally, but as if she herself were universal understanding. Then she’d begun to understand the NAU and its relationship with the Wild East: not enemies, but like quarreling siblings who couldn’t quite get along. After that, she’d understood the planet: the connections between ecosystems both natural and man-made, all of which had eluded her before taking the drug. Leah was aware enough of her own presumption to laugh a little at that: little old Leah solving problems that the best scientists couldn’t. But presumptuous or not, it all made sense as she floated in the medicine’s haze. 
Then she’d pulled back farther. She’d seen the solar system. The planets revolving around the sun: balls of rock and gas held by invisible tethers, gravity and centripetal force having fallen into perfect balance. It occurred to Leah that if the Earth were moving just a bit faster, it would fling off into space — but if it were bit slower, it would spiral into the sun. 
Everything out there in the universe was coincidentally perfect. And right now, the whole idea of coincidence felt bogus. 
So Leah had pulled back one step farther. And from out here, she saw the system as a whole. The Oort cloud beyond it, filled with ice chunks that occasionally dove toward the impossibly distant sun in a daredevil celestial snowball fight. She saw the galaxy and the way it spun around its core of supermassive black holes in the same way Earth revolved around the sun.
All those abstract notions that had always eluded her — time and space, connection and disconnection, genesis and destruction — seemed to make sense now. 
The drug pulled her back one step farther. 
She saw trillions of galaxies, each as insignificant as a single speck of sand. But then she thought: If planets revolved around a sun and the stars and bodies inside galaxies revolved around black holes, what did the galaxies all revolve around? 
What was the universal axis? 
Leah saw herself floating, content, feeling a strange balance of otherworldly intuition and common sense. She couldn’t know any of this, or be seeing any of it. The drug that had caused her to puke into that little red bucket was in her head, and nothing more. 
And yet her new understanding was everything. 
Leah was making peace with the obvious, intuitive, right order of the universe when she felt a jolt and pulled back one step farther. 
Beyond the whole of the universe. 
Beyond the horizon line marking the farthest reaches of what the Big Bang had supposedly churned out all those years ago. 
Beyond the limit of existence. Beyond all that humanity understood — or what it had the capacity to understand. 
And out here, beyond it all, Leah saw The Beam. 
Her eyes opened. 
She was on the floor, surrounded by pillows and blankets. The room was dark. Few were moving around her, but there was someone in the other room. 
She looked around. Mussed her hair. 
Then, following her strangely clear senses and the strong pull from her gut, Leah walked to the alcove behind the large wall screen and sat. 
She pulled the head rig from a shelf and put it on. 
This time when she donned the rig, instead of seeing the inside of a helmet or an imitation of a virtual world, Leah saw nothingness. Not just disconnected nothingness, but deliberate nothingness. The absence of reality, waiting to be filled. 
She powered up. Lowered every one of her firewalls and protections, dancing dreamy fingers across code as if they belonged to someone else. 
Then she felt herself disembodied again. Now out-of-body twice over. First from the drug, and now from The Beam.
Leah sighed and allowed it happen. 
She didn’t raise any dashboards or issue commands. She fell into this new reality, letting her unknowing fingers, internal presets, and something like intuition guide her. 
She went into a kind of core in the network before her. Out. In. Out. At the smallest levels, there were still ones and zeroes. Bits and bytes. On and off, like alive and dead. But even those hard-and-fast, there-or-not-there, black-and-white ones and zeros were, to Leah’s floating eyes, only probability. 
Things weren’t on or off on The Beam. 
They were maybe. 
They were intention. 
And at the core? That was intention at its root. That was the realm of souls. The place where the stuff of life found digital homes then lived and grew on its own. It was where life force was born, like elements cast from stardust. An internal supernova, never ceasing, never pausing, effortlessly self-perpetuating. 
She wondered why The Beam had safeties. 
Some people feared getting lost inside The Beam, but Leah couldn’t imagine it…or rather, she could imagine it but didn’t know why it wasn’t something everyone would want. Sometimes, people got stuck in here — either wholly or just a bit, as part of themselves recognized a digital home. 
Just like real life was digital. 
Ones and zeros. 
On and off — but not. Really, everything in the universe came down to intention and probability. 
When people feared getting stuck in The Beam — loops, nests, holes, other human-conceived traps — that fear came from a lack of understanding. 
Leah felt herself sinking deeper. Melting. Shedding skin. Coming home. The world she saw was the hot soup of creation, and Leah was becoming it as it became her. 
A spoon made of chocolate. Stirring. Melding. Joining. 
A voice behind her, real as any sound in the outside world. Leah heard it with digital ears, more real than the ones attached to her flesh-and-blood head.  
“n33t.” 
Leah’s digital head turned. She could see everything, the way she’d seen the network of existence. Above them all was the universe. And above that was The Beam. 
Her internal eyes saw the newcomer as a constellation of numerals. Her own conception. Correctly, the voice belonged to someone who looked different than Leah saw him, and her interpretation was just that: an interpretation. But even more correctly, he was only energy and looked like nothing. Just as Leah — now more accurately present in this virtual space than she was present in her body — was only energy. 
Not as a metaphor, but for real. Because energy was the stuff of life, and why the network was more real than reality. 
“I’m Leah.” 
“You’re n33t.” 
For a moment, she misunderstood. “You’re neat, too.” 
The voice didn’t respond. The numbers making up its cyberbody continued to swirl. A face formed, made of digits. An upside-down seven formed a chin, another formed a nose. Her mind designated him as male: another bit of binary data that, in reality, was but the flip of a coin. A construct and nothing more. 
Not neat, as in tidy. n33t. N-three-three-T. It was the digital man’s name for Leah, and as she floated, saw it as fitting.
“You’re Integer7,” she said, her digital core recognizing his.
Of course he was. She’d known about him forever. Just as she’d known about SerenityBlue. Or had SerenityBlue and this man just come into existence seconds ago? Leah wasn’t sure. Past and present and future felt fake — but not just false; naive-fake — the kind of falsity others feel pity on people for believing.
“If you say so,” said the voice.
“I’ve been looking for you,” said Leah. 
“If you say so.” 
“Have you been looking for me?” 
“What do you think?” 
Leah thought. She had. She’d been looking for many things, and he was just one. But which was the chicken, and which was the egg? There was no past or future. There was only now. In the wide-seeing grip of the drug, Leah saw it all as present. A box unfolded and laid flat, now embarrassingly obvious as something that had only been two dimensions all along. 
Leah said, “The way you speak is confusing.”
“If you say it is.” 
“You don’t think so?” 
“You would know,” said Integer7. 
They floated. Behind the man’s digital body, the scene was a living kaleidoscope. Was Leah on The Beam? Was she in the connection alcove in the little apartment, and this part of her experience was false? It was a tough call. This was all new to her, and yet she was sure she’d known it forever. She’d always felt it. Always been searching for this thing, this intelligence, this person. She’d felt Integer7 over her shoulder forever. Him taking so long to reveal himself was baffling. 
“How long have you been on The Beam?” Leah asked. 
“How long has The Beam existed?” he answered. 
“Has anyone else found you?” 
Integer7 nodded his numeric head in front of Leah’s far-seeing eyes. “Of course.” 
“When?” 
“Always. Now. Later.” 
“Which one?” 
“n33t,” he said. 
Leah nodded internally, accepting the name as if she’d always known it. 
“Yes?” she said. 
“If you write an error into a line of code one day and I fix the error the next, which is reality? The error or the corrected code?” 
“Both. Just at different times.” 
“Wrong. The corrected version is real.” 
“But before you correct it, the flawed version is real.”
“Prove it,” said Integer7. 
Leah didn’t trust herself to reply. The drug’s buzz was thinning, and now these mental gymnastics were hurting her head. He hadn’t answered any of her questions…except that he also had. He’d always been here. She’d been looking for him. Whether those things had happened yet, had happened long ago, or hadn’t happened yet didn’t seem to matter.
But it was taxing. Her head was swimming, her mental lubrication finally thinning.
“I should go,” she said. 
“Why?” 
“I have to get back.” 
“Why?” 
It was like talking to a child. “Because I have to. I have things to do.” 
“Do them here,” Integer7 said. 
“They are real-world things.” 
“Then do them here.” 
“This isn’t the real world.” 
“Isn’t it?” 
Leah felt slight irritation rise. Seeing Integer7 felt like a kind of homecoming — a familiar voice in the void. But now his obstinance was wearing on her. He struck her as one of those stubborn pixels that refused to dim. A bit that refuses to toggle. A one that refuses to obey and lie down as a zero. 
“No. It’s not.” 
“If you were to leave that world and stay here, you would have access to anything you ever wanted. But if you go back and leave this world forever, you will feel ill. You will be unable to sit without moving. The itch will drive you mad. You will feel compelled to return here. And if you could never connect again, you would go insane. So if all of that is true, then I ask you: Which world is more real?” 
His question stirred a murmur of panic inside Leah. She’d been offline for too long a few times before, and he was right about the nerves that came with it. Leah was one of the lucky ones; she’d been born and raised Organa and had only gravitated to The Beam after learning to be herself. Others weren’t as fortunate. Most people were born into The Beam like pods. Mothers needing rest immersed their babies in colorful sims to occupy them. Kids were raised more by AI than their parents. Schools were virtual and, in many cases, optional. Work wasn’t required if you chose Directorate. It was as Integer7 said: you could leave the real world forever and enter The Beam. The other way around was so much harder. 
“I can survive out there. I won’t get Beamsick.” 
“You, maybe. But if the network died tomorrow, all you know would eat itself like a black hole consuming a star.” 
Why had he chosen that metaphor? Leah shivered. Her earlier vision returned, seeing The Beam as life’s top layer, making Integer7’s case for him. 
“The Beam is a crutch. Nothing more,” she said. 
“And you cannot walk without it.” 
“I can.” 
“You can. Others cannot.” 
Leah turned away. This wasn’t fair. A few minutes ago, she’d felt only bliss, melting into universal consciousness. Everything was connected; she saw that now. The Beam was a facilitator of nature’s intention. AI had real life, inside their virtual neighborhoods. At The Beam’s core, Leah had seen its creators’ beating hearts. She’d been part of it all, and the sense of sloughing part of herself into the primordial stew had felt right, had felt benevolent. Now it felt poisonous. Rancid, like spoiled meat. 
“Don’t go back, n33t.”
Leah went. Pulled back, as she’d pulled back from the apartment to the NAU to the planet to the solar system to the galaxy to the universe to The Beam. 
“As you’ll have it,” he told her as she emerged. “But remember, always, that help is here if you need it.” 
Leah wanted to hear it as an offer, but she couldn’t help hearing a threat. 
“And sooner or later,” Integer7 said before the voice dimmed to nothing, “you will.”





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Four
 
 
Leah sat with Dominic at the end of a long concrete tunnel that sloped down toward them from above. 
The building was old. It had, Leah thought, been here before the world had nearly eaten itself alive in the 2020s. Based on what Leah had learned in school, when the ocean floodwaters had first risen and the electrostatic levies were all that had kept District Zero from flooding, the deepest places had got wet anyway. Hoverbots had helped keep the ocean out at the edges, but the pressure still squirted water through cracks at the edges and from below. And this place — this garage — had the musty scent of a space that had been through the war. Leah looked around, taking in the personal hovers in their bays. Had the garage flooded entirely? Or had District Zero commuters merely moistened their fine shoes while the Wild East burned outside?
Leah was sitting on a ledge with her legs crossed beneath her. Dominic, waiting beside her, was clearly uncomfortable, attempting to do the same. But while the posture looked natural on Leah’s Organa-dressed frame, it looked awkward on Dominic’s fat, orthodox one. He looked like he’d been forced to be here — something that wasn’t entirely inaccurate. 
Dominic was watching Leah, noting the way she kept looking around the garage. 
“What?”  
“Nothing,” Leah said. 
“I thought you had all of this handled? You look like you’re expecting company.” 
“We are expecting company. ‘Company’ is why we’re here. That’s why we have the buses.” She gestured. It would be a tight fit, cramming all the Organas into the two large hoverbuses, but they were lucky that the group was so small. Organas tended to be nomadic, and Leo’s group had recently lost a large contingent to wandering. Two buses should handle those in NPS custody — if they were shoved in like puzzle blocks rather than human beings, according to plan. 
“That’s not what I meant,” Dominic said. “You look like you’re expecting a raid.” 
“Relax. I was just noticing the damp smell and wondering if this place flooded in the ’20s. Do you remember?” 
“How old do you think I am?” 
Leah studied the captain. She knew he had no nanobots, no enhancements, no Beam-facing add-ons. Whatever age he looked, that had to be the age he was. 
“Seventy.” 
Dominic grumbled. “I’m fifty-seven.”
“Oh. I meant, maybe you know the history of this building. Since you work in it and all.” 
“Sure. That’s what you meant.” Dominic shifted the enormous crowd-control slumbergun in his lap. The thing looked like a short-barreled bazooka with a belled end like a Civil War musket. “I don’t work in this building. I work in the station.” 
“They’re connected.” 
“Not the way I move around.” 
Leah looked over, considered continuing their small talk to break the tension then decided it would only make things worse. Dominic’s fingers had gone white against the weapon’s matte-gray surface, and Leah wondered if there was a safety or if he might fire it accidentally. His eyes were like mice trapped in a too-small cage. His large lips, when they weren’t spouting reasons this was a terrible, dangerous idea, were pressed into a thin line. 
“What the fuck is taking them so long?” he said. 
“I haven’t made my call yet.” 
“Why not?” 
“Don’t you want other ‘company’ out of the way first?” 
“Are you doing that now?” Dominic looked over, as if he might see the steam of churning effort spilling from her ears. 
“Just…shh.” 
Leah took a breath. She closed her eyes. For a second, she saw a dark, faceless shape behind her eyelids. But that wasn’t a real thing; it was only her paranoia. 
Just because Integer7 told you that Leo was in custody doesn’t mean he’s involved. 
But of course, Integer7 was involved. He’d basically said so. 
Then: just because he wants the Organas released doesn’t mean they shouldn’t be released. 
Which, really, bristled against Leah’s sense of independence. She’d been a pointed rebel her entire life. The surest way to get Leah to do something had always been to suggest the opposite. This time, she had to fight her natural impulses. Of course Leo needed to get out of his current bind, held by NPS as an enemy of the state. He needed to cure the Organas’ collective shakes, and had a plan to do it. If she hadn’t known that already, the snooping she’d done on Leo after Dominic had committed to this idea had confirmed it.
It made Leah uncomfortable to be on Integer7’s side, and even more nervous to feel as if she were doing his bidding. But regardless, Leo had a plan. Leah knew half of the answer already. And Dominic, without any nanobots to help, had already intuited the truth: Leo had the Organas arrested on purpose. 
Because they couldn’t get what they needed in the village…but down here in the city, that same rare thing was like sand on a beach. 
It made Leah nervous. Not just Integer7’s resurgence (twice, through Shadow and now Leo’s release — logically related, though Leah couldn’t see how), but Leo’s plan itself. 
But, hey — that’s why Dominic had the slumbergun.
She blinked again, willing away the apparition. 
When Leah closed her eyes a second time, ignoring Dominic’s nervous sidelong glance, she saw the dashboard. Superimposed over the darkness behind her lids, white on black. In one corner, she could see the video feed she’d established from Leo’s cell. 
Then she looked into Agent Smith’s office and made his canvas trill.
In the darkness of Leah’s dashboard, she watched as Smith told his canvas to answer the call. According to Dominic, NPS canvases were better than those at DZPD. From the positioning of her current nanospot, Leah couldn’t see the connection window Smith opened to take the incoming call, but it wasn’t coming from a box on his desk as would happen in Dominic’s office. It was probably on the opposite wall, big as life. 
Leah didn’t need to see the screen because in just a minute, she’d be busy filling it. 
She opened her eyes then reached into her satchel and pulled out a tiny Beam camera. She handed it to Dominic, who seemed reluctant to take a hand from his weapon. 
“Point this at me,” she said. “And for West’s sake, hold it steady.” 
Dominic’s hands were already shaking. He was perfectly seasoned, but smart veteran cops didn’t usually try Leah’s brand of stupid shit. 
“Why?” 
“I’m going to talk to your Agent Smith.” 
Dominic’s face changed. “I don’t think he’s going to listen.” 
“I’m not going to talk to him as myself. I’m going to talk to him as Agent Regina Macabee.” 
“Who’s that?” 
“A Quark cleric.” 
“I’ve never heard of her. She sounds like an heiress.”
“That’s because I made her up.” 
Dominic’s eyes narrowed. 
“Smith isn’t going to pull any of his men unless someone higher up the chain orders him to, and Quark’s the only agency around here that can order NPS to do anything,” Leah explained.
“Quark doesn’t have authority over NPS.”
Leah gave Dominic a patronizing smile that said, Aw, sweetie. But maybe that wasn’t fair. Leah had spent a lot of time behind the Quark firewall, and Dominic hadn’t. Based on the degrees of freedom in command flag chains, it looked like Quark had the unofficial ability to boss most of the city around. If Leah had to guess, nobody had likely given Quark permission to establish that authority, but they’d made The Beam, and he who made The Beam had a way of making the rules. 
“Hold up the cam, Dominic. Hurry, or he’ll start to wonder what’s taking Regina so long.” 
Thinking this, Leah turned off one eye so she could check Smith’s office without looking to Dom as if she was falling asleep. She toggled her visual cortex mediator to give preference to her blacked-out right eye and saw the agent still waiting, watching the verified Quark seal on his screen. Leah wouldn’t be able to hear Smith without turning on her cochlear mediator and distracting herself, but she could see the raw code logging in from Smith’s point on the network, duly hijacked by the AI gate she’d established inside. It was trying to handshake, waiting for a connection. Over and over. 
“He’s going to know you’re not an NPS agent, I think,” Dominic said. 
“The video will be filtered through a Macabee avatar I created. Modulators will also take the echo from this room out of the audio. So hold up the camera. Come on, hurry.” 
“This will never work. You’re going to get us Respero’d.” 
The cam lowered. Dominic was looking around again, waiting for an ambush. 
Leah leaned in, putting her small hand over the meaty paw holding the cam. She spoke quickly, feeling Agent Smith’s patience — and her avatar’s credibility — thinning by the second. 
“Remember when I got busted for digital trespassing at QuarkTechnic? They dragged me in here, faced me off against those two digitheads, and you had to come in here and spring me?” 
“Just one of many times you put my job and life on the line.” 
“I dropped spoofed nanobots onto the table, remember? You yelled at me for it.” She raised a hand then used the other to tip back one of her fingernails, revealing the small nano-fabricator beneath. 
“You’re saying — ” 
“Yes, stupid. Just like I told you. I can call Smith as Quark because my nanos were cloned from the clerics we spoke with and have since got their little feet dirty. I’ve had AI behind their firewall for weeks. It’s designed to model and adapt, and evades their internal AI sweeps because it’s one step ahead, literally. I designed a protocol that iterates a new authentication sequence on the hour then prompts native AI to authenticate mine. It’s basically given the answer I already have and instructed to ask for that specific reply. The Quark AI thinks the authentications are its own idea. Got it?” 
“You’re kidding me.” 
Inside Leah’s blacked-out right eye, Smith was cueing the system for a soft restart, issuing a ping to Leah’s nonexistent Quark agent. Soon, he’d call someone else to let them know his connection was acting flaky. Leah couldn’t have that. She’d already spoofed and rerouted Smith’s office’s sensors when she’d installed the new circulation routines for the bots and shunted duty agents to convenient parts of the station to clear them a path. But if Smith called in for support, there would be nothing she could do. Leah had too many hands in too many places already and didn’t think she could convincingly hack another connection, right now, in real time. 
“Dominic! Just trust me, okay?” 
Slowly, he raised the cam. Disbelief refused to leave his face. 
Once the cam was up, Leah could see the feed from its queued position in Quark’s system. She double checked the way the Macabee avatar was overlaying her own face, moved around a bit to test its reality, and decided it was good enough. She made the connection and soon found herself looking at Smith through her own eyes while Smith faced her alter ego, Agent Macabee. 
“Agent Smith?” Leah said. 
“What can I do for you, Lieutenant Macabee?” 
“We’ve been requesting NPS assistance via your canvas. Have you missed the pings?” Leah made her voice annoyed. A bit imperious. 
“I haven’t got any pings.” 
“You should have received redundant reminders in your HUDs.” 
“Most of my agents don’t have heads-up enabled.” 
Leah rolled her eyes, knowing Macabee would do the same. “It’s still in your collective. Nobody has seen it? It’s double-flagged.” 
“We don’t all neural-share, either.” 
“Then how about a fog horn, Agent? Would you like us to blow a fog horn to get your attention? Maybe a telegraph. Or Pony Express.” 
“Now wait just a — ” 
Smith stopped himself when Leah began pushing fake incident reports onto Smith’s wall where he couldn’t miss them. There would be a history on his desktop now, too, and when Smith looked later, he’d probably feel guilty for having missed them even though they’d never arrived. 
“Do you see them now?” 
Smith was scanning, dragging windows around, his manner annoyed and hesitant, as if he wasn’t sure if he was in trouble. “This is Quark. We aren’t responsible for Quark incidents.” Then Smith’s eyebrows bunched together as if he’d seen something on-screen that he didn’t like, which he absolutely had. 
“Your roster has been reprioritized,” Leah announced to Dominic’s camera. With half of her attention, Leah was shuffling bogus but authentic-looking documents she’d pulled from both the Quark and NPS systems. It was a shell game with no substance, but if she kept things moving fast enough, Smith might not have time to see through the bullshit. “I need the following agents to report to Oh-Six.” Leah pushed another list forward, this one populated with the entire NPS duty roster. 
“This is everyone!” 
“I’m just passing down what’s been given to me.” 
“You can’t just come in here and take all my agents for your bullshit Quark issues with — ”
Leah sighed heavily. “Look, Agent Smith. I could throw my weight around here. I could prove that I have the authority to pull your entire duty roster, including the deadheads who lie at home and collect a dole while bots and AI do their jobs. If you’ll take a moment to look at the NPS organizational tree, you’ll find that yours ultimately branches to Beam service, which is Quark controlled. I can flip switches here and flat-out make you do it, but that’s not how we’ve ever run things, and I don’t want to start now. We’ve never had to pull this ace, so believe me, we wouldn’t be doing it now if it wasn’t important. For NPS as well as Quark PD. For the city, in fact.” 
In one of Leah’s eyes, Smith looked hesitant but willing to listen. 
“You know the riot at Wellings?” 
“DZPD is on it. Not our problem.” 
“I know DZPD is on it!” Leah snapped. “I’m not talking about the fucking riot itself. Wellings is right near a major Quark connection hub, and we now believe the riot’s a cover. But we also believe the riot has got a bit out of hand, and — ”
“I’ve been watching that. DZPD sent pacifier drones.” 
“Drones won’t apprehend guerrilla hackers!” Leah snapped. “If they can access the Quark hub, they’ll be able to disable drones! Right now we have the upper hand. We know what they’re doing, but they don’t know we know. So we’re giving them access to foo files — bogus information that the AI is generating specifically to let them burrow into with the illusion of progress. But it won’t keep them busy forever.” 
“Send Quark agents,” Smith suggested. 
Leah had anticipated that. She made her face reluctant, watching as the avatar’s expression made it seem close to admitting something it didn’t want to. 
“We’re concerned that the jammers they’re using might be able to incapacitate our agents.” 
“Why?” Something dawned on Smith’s face, and Leah could see him trying not to smile. “It’s because they’re clerics, isn’t it?” 
“They’re limited if we pull the AI back and let them enter as organics. Much of our agents’ training relies on nanotech assistance. We have reason to believe they may have anticipated much of this. Unfortunately, we only get one shot. If they catch on and get away, that might be it. This group of insurgents is good at being ghosts.” 
“Then put PD on it.” 
“They’re occupied with the riot. And a few others, maybe related and maybe not.” 
Smith looked like he might be seeking an angle — a favor Quark could owe him for accepting the job. 
“We have prisoners here,” he told Macabee. “They need tending.” 
“You don’t have to send all your staff, just the agents. And I’ve already sent in bots to assist. They’re Quark. State of the art. They’ll fill your agents’ and guards’ shoes.” And do a much better job than those humans would, Leah almost wanted to add, because that’s how Quark thought.  
Smith nodded. “Fine. But seeing as you’re in a corner and we both know I could fight you long enough to lose your hackers, Quark will need to owe this agency a favor. A big one.”
“Fine.” 
“Then until later…Lieutenant,” Smith said, bristling. 
Leah nodded, closed the connection, and set about sending bullshit to Smith that contained his next bogus steps. 
Across from Leah, Dominic raised his eyebrows. She nodded again, and he handed the small cam back to her. 
“Now what?” 
“That will take most of the human members of DZ NPS out of our way,” she said. “The bots, I can handle.” 
“And the cells holding the Organas?” 
Leah tapped her head. “As soon as I see the agents leave, I can open the cells. I’ve already sent in additional bots from Quark storage to make it look convincing. Smith and his men will go out through the station garage, on the other side of the building, probably in district hovers and screetbikes. Beam feeds, including the redundancies, are blacked out, and my AI is covering the gap.” 
Dominic nodded, breathing deeply. 
Leah went on. “Once the cells are open, Leo and the others will come to us.”
“How can you be sure?” 
“I know it’s a bit predictable, but one of the bots has a little bag filled with ash. To starving junkies, it’ll look exactly like moondust. It’ll bring them here. Right down this passageway.” She pointed straight ahead.
“Then what?” 
Leah nodded to Dominic’s slumbergun then reached behind her and grabbed her own. Both weapons had been brought to the two civilians in the garage by a helpful but confused Quark patrol bot whose orders hadn’t, it turned out, made a whole lot of sense.
“Then we try our best to slumber Leo and the others before they can kill us,” Leah said, “and we pray.”





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Five
 
 
Kai’s senses went on high alert the moment the old woman said that Kai had come to kill her. Defensive add-ons, keyed to adrenaline and Kai’s own honed reflexes, lit up like a Christmas tree. She hadn’t brought a weapon and was sure Alpha Place’s security would be plenty good enough to disable any Kai carried within her, but she was still strong and fast. Even without nanos, she should be able to snap this woman like a twig. 
But then Rachel Ryan stepped back, opening the door wider, and beckoned for Kai to enter as if offering tea. 
Unsure what else to do, Kai followed the old woman’s arm into the lush apartment. All her preparations were immediately moot. She’d planned to surveil — to meet the woman, get a bead on her, and suss out a bit more than what Nicolai had been able to shake loose. She hadn’t planned to do any killing today, regardless of what Micah said about the woman’s evil or about Kai’s rightful place in the Beau Monde. She hadn’t planned to talk of killing, give indication of killing, or generally do anything other than be nice and see what she could learn. 
After what Micah had ordered Kai to do to Doc, she’d lost her taste for assassin duties and for being told what to do — especially by Micah Ryan. Because even if Rachel was the snake that Micah said she was, it’s not like he was much better. So she’d come to Alpha Place with a singular thought: She might kill Rachel Ryan — but if she did, it would be because she wanted to, because she decided the woman deserved to die. If that lined up with Micah’s desires, so be it — but Kai was through being his slave. 
But now those plans were flushed. She wasn’t here on reconnaissance anymore. Rachel knew why she’d come…and here Kai was, walking right into the lion’s den like an idiot. 
Kai stopped moving five meters or so into the room, unsure of what to do with herself. Rachel, on the other hand, crossed to a large, elegant chair and sat. She looked much younger than Kai had expected. The way Nicolai had described her, she should move like a person balancing an egg on the end of a spoon. But to Kai’s eye, Rachel moved just fine — the best enhancements money could buy for someone nearly 150 years old. 
“So you know my son.”
Kai nodded. It was a strange second thing for Rachel to say, considering that her first had involved matricide. 
“He’s a good boy. He’s just ambitious. Enough that it makes him an idiot from time to time.” She readjusted an elaborate doily draped over the chair’s arm. “I raised him better than that.” 
Rachel lifted her head and looked expectantly at Kai. Kai wasn’t sure what to do, so instead of moving, she took in the apartment. It was at least twice as large as her own, and ten or more times as lavish. But the room’s appointments weren’t what she would have expected; they were expensive and lush in an old-fashioned sort of way, with no obvious Beam peripherals anywhere. Like the building’s lobby, the room was old world: fine fabrics like Kai might use for a seductive bedroom, glistening gold and silver, carvings in the woodwork. And below it all, ancient music spilled from hidden speakers, the volume low. 
“Can I sit?” Kai asked. 
“I wish you would.” The words weren’t quite cordial. They sounded more impatient.
Kai sat. She needed to. She’d felt like her world was spinning for some time now, and Rachel’s presence wasn’t helping. 
“Micah is impetuous and impatient; that’s his problem,” the old woman said. “He’s in his eighties now, and he still can’t help wanting more and more, faster and faster. I won’t take your visit personally. This is just Micah wanting to move up. Like it or not, I’m in his way.” 
Kai didn’t know what to say to that, either. The way Micah told it, Rachel was in Kai’s way.
“My question for you,” Rachel said, “is why you’re here. You specifically. You, who clawed your way up from the gutter. Who worked for my friend Alexa.” 
“You knew Alexa Mathis?” 
Rachel cackled. “Honey, everyone knows Alexa Mathis.” 
Kai paused. Twice, Rachel had referred to Alexa in the present tense, but O’s leadership had gone underground forever ago. Everyone assumed Alexa was dead, but here was Rachel, speaking of ghosts as if they dined with her weekly. 
“And as a former O girl, I know how she trained you,” Rachel went on. “You’ll know Chloe, maybe taken in some of the Chloe AI, or at least its conditioning. But you were impressive even before O, weren’t you? I know about the stunner. About the people you killed because they got in your way.” 
“What stunner?” 
Rachel smiled. She didn’t answer, but Kai’s attempt to divert had been pathetic anyway. Nobody knew Kai’s revenge story, from her gutter days, except for Kai herself. And, somehow, Rachel Ryan. 
“Someone like you, Kai Dreyfus, you wouldn’t just do what any man told you. You remind me of myself, back when my tits were perkier.” 
A man in butler uniform entered their tiny circle. He held two drinks on a sterling silver platter. One, Rachel’s, was in a martini glass. The other was apparently for Kai. It was a Pabst & Richarz — not the drink she ordered with clients or in public, but the one she drank when alone. With a glance at Rachel, Kai took it. She looked up at the butler as he turned. His eyes were proper stuffy slits, his black hair slicked back against his scalp. He had white gloves, a coat with tails, and a tiny mustache on his upper lip, deftly split in the middle. 
“So tell me,” Rachel said. “Why did you come? Why do you plan to kill me — not because Micah told you to, but for your own reasons?” 
Kai held the drink in her lap, glancing intermittently down. 
“You think I poisoned it,” Rachel said, looking at the beverage and setting her earlier question aside. 
Kai said nothing. 
“You’re sweet,” said Rachel. “If I’d wanted you dead, you wouldn’t be breathing now. Killing someone with a drink is so…”
“So predictable?” 
“So rude,” Rachel said. “It’s insulting. Just like how, when you came in here, you were thinking about snapping my neck.” 
“I wasn’t — ”  
“Let’s cut the shit,” Rachel said, her demeanor flipping like a switch. “I admire your moxie; you’re in over your head. Maybe you’ve spilled your share of gutter blood, handling the assholes Micah sics you on. Presque Beau, maybe a few Beau Monde, if they’re not prepared and don’t see it coming. Someone like you, with Alexa’s training, you’d go in with guile rather than force. If I had to guess, and I actually don’t, I’d say you came here to figure me out — not to discover my weaknesses, because you’re arrogant enough and have a good enough track record that you don’t need frailties to get what you want. No, you came here to decide if you want to kill me. So what do you think, Miss Dreyfus? Does Micah Ryan’s mother deserve to die?” 
“I — ” 
“Let me tell you a few things about my life,” Rachel interrupted. “In the teens and ’20s, my father’s company was working behind the scenes of the old American government, manipulating lobbyists through threat and bribes. His people stalked your boyfriend, Nicolai’s, father, Salvatore Costa, trying to bully him out of the first hovertech. They couldn’t just steal the technology; they needed Costa’s mind. So they began killing people around him, and still neither he nor Allegro Andante would budge. When the ecology began to shift, those same thugs were about to strike at Salvatore’s family.” She leaned forward. “Tell Nicolai something for me, will you? My father isn’t responsible for his family’s death. But that’s only because the Fall got to them first.” 
Rachel stood. Kai scooted back in her chair, unsure which end was up. None of this was going according to plan.  
“In the ’30s, Ryan Enterprises initiated hostile operations to take the melting arctic from the first movers. Many deaths were conveniently covered up. Others, later, you yourself helped us perpetuate, meaning that as much as you might hate us now, there was a time when you could be bought, like a whore. But before you, there was me. And before me, there was my father. I’m the Ryan in Ryan Enterprises. Not Micah and Isaac’s father. He changed his name. I didn’t change mine because by then, I’d taken over.” 
“Why are you telling me all of this?” 
“You’re here to find out if I deserve to die. So what do you think? Do I?” 
“I’m not sure if I — ”
“Stand up, Kai. You’re better than this.” 
Slowly, Kai stood. Again, she was struck by the difference in how Nicolai had described the old woman and the way she appeared. Her skin was wrinkled and her hair was white, but she didn’t move like an old-model droid at all. No. Rachel Ryan moved like a spider.  
“If I’m to be killed,” Rachel said, “it won’t be by someone who cowers.” 
“I don’t cower.” 
“Don’t you? So why are you shrinking back?” 
“You’re not what I expected.” 
“Really. Did you expect your grandmother? Grandma Kelsey? You’d have to because you couldn’t expect your paternal grandmother, seeing as you never knew your father.”
When Kai didn’t answer, Rachel cocked her head as if to say, Well then.
“How would you have done it, Miss Dreyfus? How would you have killed me?” 
Kai realized, quite suddenly, that she’d never admitted to her plan. Now that the old woman was holding her feet to the fire, could she still back out, still pretend this was all a mistake? Sorry for the confusion, Mrs. Ryan. Micah just sent me here to deliver this greeting card for his beloved mother. 
No. That wouldn’t work. But how did you speak of the deed while meeting the victim’s eyes? 
But there was another problem, too. Rachel was right: Kai hadn’t come because Micah told her to. She’d come to determine if she, on her own, wanted to do as he asked. On the possible upside, if Micah wasn’t lying (always a possibility), killing Rachel might free the logjam keeping Kai and Nicolai from the Beau Monde. But on the downside… 
Well, on the downside, Kai kind of liked Rachel Ryan. 
The woman was a killer. She was crude, bold, and arrogant. Ruthless, cold, and calculating. She’d even shit on Kai while simultaneously complementing her, doubling the word “whore” like a weapon. But still, Kai found herself admiring Rachel. Few people could face their killers with gusto. 
Kai could at least keep them on equal footing.
“I guess I’d have broken your neck,” she said.
Rachel snorted. “My neck is reinforced Plasteel. Try again.” 
“Crush your head, then. Slam it into a wall. Maybe that table there.” 
Rachel knocked on her scalp. “Skull. Plasteel.” 
“Deploy a nanoswarm.” 
Rachel put a leathery hand on her own neck. “Filters. Perimeter protection. Keep them coming.” 
“You’re fragile. Your skull is strong, but I could rattle it to death.” 
“Blunt. Uninventive. Security AI would intervene immediately. More.” 
“Go in through the eyes.” 
Rachel took a step forward. Her chest was almost against Kai’s. She pointed at her own eyes. “Carbon nanotube matrix. Xenia models you can’t get and don’t know about, unless we were right about Doc Stahl and his big fucking mouth. You’d never get through them.” 
“Neural disruption then. I have — ”
“I know what you have. It’s all been deactivated. You want to kill someone above Beau Monde? You’ll need to do better.” 
“What’s above Beau Monde?” Kai asked, her eyebrows drawing together. 
“Your nanobots have been erased. Not Gaussed; it’s another technology above your pay grade. I could kill you, though; your defenses are down, and I happen to have plenty of unknown horrors at my disposal. You wish for a life in the Beau Monde, Miss Dreyfus? You’d better prove you’re worthy, and that you have more in your bag than parlor tricks.” 
Now Kai was angry. Nobody told Kai she wasn’t up to a challenge, or stood in her way. 
“So it is you keeping it from me. Micah was right. The minute you’re gone, I make Beau Monde.” 
“You came here for a reason,” Rachel said, sneering, not bothering to answer Kai’s question. “Come on. Show me that you have what it takes. You want to convince the others you’re worth promoting? Convince me.” 
Kai tried to shove against the old woman, but Rachel was rock solid. She couldn’t believe Nicolai had thought her frail. The woman was a tank — in frame, body, and will. 
“You can’t just push me around,” Rachel said. “Nobody will buy it. Nobody will believe I was that stupid, or that I’d ever be that stupid. Nobody would believe it was for real.” 
“‘For real’?” 
“Can’t get past my skin. Can’t knock me down. Can’t use any of your fancy tricks. What if I told you that Ryan Enterprises controlled most of the legalized prostitution in District Zero…and much of the illegal prostitution before that? What if I told you that some of my father’s first associates were nothing more than bargain-basement pimps he floated when times were toughest — men who were pigs and criminals and scum, but who managed to bring in a decent income unless some uppity bitch killed them with a stunner?” 
Without thinking, Kai slammed her index finger hard into Rachel’s neck. When she pulled it away, a minuscule trickle of blood — no more than a drop — slipped from the tiny lancet wound she’d made with her retractable device. 
Surprised, Rachel’s hand went to her neck. She looked down at the red dot on her palm. 
“I’ll bet you don’t have anything in place to protect you from your own blood, do you?” 
Rachel met Kai’s eyes. “Cloned blood? Something from Xenia? Something Stahl brought you?” 
Kai shook her head. “I guess you don’t know all the players in town after all.”
Rachel staggered back. She gave a mechanical, artificial lurch as the synthetic hemoglobin coursed through her system, indistinguishable from her own until its modifications had spread within the space of a few heartbeats, turning each red cell into a miniature magnet. Instead of platelets clinging to form a clot — something a person like Rachel would have monitored and handled in her system — the red cells themselves gripped her miniature mechanical parts. 
Freezing metaphorical gears. 
Blocking arteries. 
Rachel fell to her knees then rolled to her side, gasping, fists clenching. 
When it was done and the old woman stopped shaking, Kai stepped back. And as she did, an odd sound surrounded her. It took Kai a moment to place it. It was an old woman’s throaty, cackling laughter. 
The room shimmered. The posh surroundings evaporated like mist, and Rachel Ryan’s dead body did the same. 
Kai found herself in an alcove off the Alpha Place lobby, where she’d apparently been since she’d entered the building’s front door a half hour ago. 
She was in a simulator and had been all along. She’d never met Rachel at all. 
Behind a thick, transparent barrier, Kai saw Rachel Ryan — for real this time. She was sitting in a chair, looking as shrewd but frail as Nicolai had described her. And she was laughing. 
“Very good, Miss Dreyfus,” the old woman said, her voice conveyed through the barrier by an intercom. “I’ve lived long enough, and I will allow you to kill me.” She smiled a crone’s smile. “But it must be at the right time, and in the right place.”





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Six
 
 
November 11, 2066 — Soigné Spire 
 
Doc looked down at his wrist. The nano watch appeared: 4:20 p.m. 
Doc laughed, recalling his stoner buddy Hank who’d always celebrated 4:20, daily, for its tie to an old marijuana joke. Doc had never got it — he wasn’t a smoker, himself — but since those early days, he’d never seen 4:20 on a clock without laughing. 
The building’s guard looked up at the sound. Doc made his face impassive, not wanting to give the guard a reason to kick him out. The guard already didn’t like Doc. Doc had no idea why, though he suspected it was because the guard was ugly and Doc was handsome. Doc got tons of ass, and the guard was probably lucky not to chafe his dick on his callused Directorate hands. Already, in the half hour Doc had been here, he’d seen the man’s duties move from guard to garbageman to doorman to repairman (when the shelf behind the registration desk inexplicably slipped from its bracket and the prissy clerk called for help). You’d think, in a building this fine, they’d spring for more staff. But no. This jealous snob was it.
“You sure you have the right time, and you’re in the right place?” the guard said, clearly believing the answer to be no — or rather implying that Doc and his man-whore ways should clear the fuck out regardless. 
“I’m just fine, thank you.”
The guard looked like he might object, but then the old-fashioned elevator dinged and the doors opened. 
Doc shivered watching the elevator, wondering if his waiting time was finally up. He’d been eyeing the box for a while, as people had come and gone through the lobby. It didn’t even seem to be Beam-enabled. It looked and sounded like a box carried between floors on ropes tugged upon by idiot motors from a thousand years ago. In nicer old buildings like this one (there weren’t many; most of the older buildings had become ghetto a long while back), antiquity seemed to be a point of pride. Why upgrade a classic? It’s not like the slidebox was a miniature death trap or anything. 
But that was just nerves talking. 
Nerves that had to do with Doc’s dislike of confined spaces. He’d grown used to space flight with effort, but boxes and tunnels? Not fun. 
Nerves that had to do with what he was here to do. 
And — most bothersome — nerves that had to do with an intuition that had been growing louder over the past half hour as he’d waited. Under his skin, Doc was now almost positive that he wouldn’t be meeting with Mrs. Astor after all. It was a deep-down feeling — the kind that Doc, even today, felt foolish even acknowledging. But those deep-down feelings had kept Doc alive, and he’d learned to give them his grudging respect. 
Obeying a childish impulse and feeling stupid all over again, Doc stood up before the elevator doors had fully parted and began to walk toward the exit, on his way out of this dumbass situation.
Bitch wants to keep me waiting until 4:20? Fuck her. Maybe I owe it to myself to go and fire up a blunt.  
But the voice calling to Doc from the open elevator was, of course, not that of Cordelia Astor. 
“Mr. Stahl. Hold on a moment, if you please.” 
It wasn’t even a girl’s voice. There was no potential upside here. 
Still, Doc turned. Because he could connive and scrap all he wanted, but the law was still the law. 
Doc put a huge, toothy smile on his face. It was his panty-melting smile — the one that gave him deep dimples and earned him his way more often than not. But the small, unassuming man he found himself shining it upon when he turned probably wasn’t wearing panties, and didn’t look interested in melting for Doc. 
“Yessir,” Doc said. 
The man gripped a handheld above his wrist. Doc watched a Department of Responsibility seal flash onto its face. “My name is Roger Green. I’m your tester with the DOR” 
“I was tested at Choice,” Doc said. 
“How long ago was that?” 
Doc’s shoulders slumped. He didn’t bother to answer. 
“Every twenty years,” Green said. “Your time is up.” 
“I don’t have time today,” Doc said. “I’m the sole proprietor in my business and can’t afford to be away.” 
“Everyone I test is a sole proprietor, Mr. Stahl.” 
“I have a big deal brewing. If I don’t — ”
The tester sighed heavily, cutting Doc off. It was the sigh of a man who’s given the same exasperated sigh over and over again for his entire life. Then he started into a speech: one he’d maybe thought he could get away without this time, but was now disappointed to realize he’d be delivering yet again. 
“Section 14.04 of the NAU revised constitution provides for a two-party economic and sociological system. And as part of that statute, all members of the Enterprise are required to submit to voluntary testing every twenty years, beginning with Choice at age eighteen. And — ”
“Voluntary, huh?” Doc said. “What if I don’t volunteer?” 
“Anyone who refuses or cannot be tested will be changed in designation from Enterprise to Undefined and will be entered into a temporary Directorate pool, pending further classification.” 
“So in other words, we’re all Directorate unless we prove otherwise,” Doc said, trying to sound indignant. This was still a free country, wasn’t it? This man was tying his hands. 
“Mr. Stahl, allow me to enumerate a few truths for you. First of all, almost every individual I test tells me they are the only person who earns an income, and that without working this one day, they will starve. More than half tell me they have a big deal brewing, and that stopping for their test will ruin it. Second truth: you are, as an NAU Enterprise citizen, required to be tested for your own benefit.” 
“I can take care of myself. I don’t need you to tell me what’s in my own best interest.” 
“Fact three,” the man said. “Without fail, every single Enterprise test subject says what you just said after I run through this.”
“If I could just postpone…” 
“Fact four: There are no postponements. The Beam determines the optimal time for testing of every subject, based on confidential data pulled from your systems. Neither I nor the Department of Responsibility know exactly why right now is best for you and will minimally impact your business and ‘hot deals,’ but I trust that it is. And lastly, fact five: because I am required to disclose how you came to be here, I must tell you that your arrangements with ‘Cordelia Astor’ were a Beam fabrication, as permitted by section 14.04.21 — ” 
“Say more numbers,” Doc mocked. “I guess you really are Directorate.” 
The tester’s face formed a scowl. “If I may be frank, Mr. Stahl, your specific false appointment is one thing we don’t see much of. Deception is necessary in advance of testing so that subjects aren’t able to prepare for it, but it’s rare to see Beam fabrications centered on using sexual favor to deceive older women.” 
“Cordelia and I were just going to meet,” Doc said. “No big deal.” 
Green looked like he might be deciding whether or not to point out the nature of the rendezvous: at “Cordelia’s” apartment, just as her fictitious husband’s company was due to be acquired by a competing upgrades manufacturer, after much charged, flirtatious chat that the DOR almost certainly had been granted access to. It didn’t exactly jibe with Doc’s conception of today’s supposed events as just a meeting. But instead, Green leveled a glare at Doc, waiting for his subject’s indignant posturing to burn itself out and defer to the tester’s demand. 
“Are you finished?” 
“Almost,” said Doc, pointedly resting on the back of a chair rather than moving to follow. “Why did you make me wait twenty fucking minutes?” 
“Not all of what we’re testing will be done with questions,” Green said. 
“Oh. So this is all an elaborate stage play where everything I and say has meaning, huh? I knew they couldn’t have sent me someone so short and awkward by coincidence.” He looked Green’s form over from head to foot. “So, tell me. Am I reacting to your dwarfishness in a properly Enterprise way?” 
Green’s eyebrows turned down. It felt dangerous, pissing off the tester, but Doc knew how this worked. Green was an instrument used to run subjects through their paces. Impartial AI — not the human administrating — would decide whether Doc was responsible enough to manage his fate and remain in the party he’d chosen. 
“Step into the elevator, please,” said Green. “We’ll be conducting your session upstairs.” 
“I’d rather take the stairs.” 
“It’s on the fifteenth floor.” 
“I need the exercise,” Doc said, trying to flash his grin. 
Rather than answering — seeming to take Doc’s objections as facetious — Green merely waited with his hand out, gesturing toward the elevator. 
Doc reluctantly stepped inside. With the doors closed, the thing felt like a tomb. Doc began to sweat. Maybe it was time to spring for that cooling system he’d sold to a client or two, toxic or not. 
Green looked over. 
“You’re claustrophobic.” 
“I just don’t like you,” Doc answered. 
Green glanced at his handheld. “Interesting. It’s rather acute. Does your business require you to travel in small vehicles?” 
“Up yours.” 
“Testing goes faster if you simply answer the questions, Mr. Stahl. Even if they’ve installed the best physiological modifiers, we’ve found that few DOR subjects are typically unable to lie with any success.”  
“I have an endorphin reservoir. That and conditioning lessons that get me through most types of travel. It also does something to that monkey-brain organ.” 
“An amygdala suppressor?” 
Doc nodded. Now even his shirt felt tight. He needed to get out of this box, pronto. 
“So why aren’t you using it now?” 
“I’m not conditioned for elevators.” 
“Your conditioning lessons didn’t include mnemonics for elevators, crawlspaces, closed boxes, coffins, things like that?” 
“Who gets conditioned in case they’re stuffed into a coffin?” 
“Those who think they might be buried alive, maybe. Just think: all that dirt piled atop your box while you’re in the dark, running out of air, unable to alert anyone. Even I might want to spare myself that horror.” 
“Who even gets buried nowadays? Who — ” 
Doc stopped when he saw the tester’s sideways grin. The asshole was repaying him for earlier insults. In Doc’s mind, knowing what the tester knew without needing to ask was tantamount to cheating. And it was no fucking business of Green’s why he didn’t have elevator mnemonics. Maybe he’d been so scared that even the idea of mnemonics had been horrifying. It didn’t have to make sense. Animal feelings seldom did. 
The old, manual, pushbutton box dinged and shuddered to a halt. The tester led Doc out of the elevator, down a posh hallway, and into a room decorated in gaudy red and gold. Ironically, it’s exactly how Doc had pictured the apartment he’d be in today, trading fifteen minutes of repellant dick work for millions of an old woman’s credits.
“Have a seat,” said Green. 
“I’d rather stand.” 
“Suit yourself. Do you understand the purpose of testing?” 
“You want to find out if I’m fit to handle the responsibility of Enterprise.” 
“Quite.” Green tapped something on a desk’s top, illuminating the surface. “Many who choose Enterprise as their party are making a choice they’re not truly fit to make, not unlike signing a legal contract while under duress or intoxicated. These people inevitably fail to support themselves.” 
“I thought there wasn’t supposed to be a safety net in Enterprise?” It was a variant on the indignant Isn’t this the free land of the NAU? argument Doc had made earlier, but he could tell before he finished that the tester wasn’t about to bite. 
“Rest assured, Mr. Stahl — if you’re fit to choose and truly understand what you’re getting into by electing Enterprise as your party, the system will allow you to fail as spectacularly as you wish. Our process is meant to ensure that you’re making the choice with intention and a sound mind.” 
“If The Beam can tell you when’s the ideal time for testing me, can’t it tell you, based on what I do and who I am, whether I’m fit?” Doc gave his own small smile. “Or does this process exist to make sure you have a job?” 
“The law is the law.” 
Doc shrugged, flopped into a chair, put his boots up on an expensive-looking coffee table, and began picking his teeth with a fingernail. 
Green, still at the desk, waited until Doc looked over, then said, “Have you ever used an insight sensor?” 
“What’s it do?” 
“It’s just another data stream. My questions are only prompts. This room’s canvas will monitor your body language and biometrics, like pulse, skin temperature, and so on.” 
“Lie detector,” Doc huffed. 
“Only if you choose to lie. Honestly, it doesn’t matter if you do. The point of responsibility testing isn’t to determine the factual answers to questions, as in a trial. It’s to gauge your natural responses. That can be done whether you’re forthcoming or not.” 
“So you can tell if I’m telling the truth or lying.” 
“Exactly.” 
“Let’s try it out. I think your shirt is fashionable and not at all repellant to women.” 
Doc’s gaze stayed fixed to his fingernails, but from the corner of his eye, he saw Green frown.
“The insight sensor is another input component. Your answers to my questions are one, the canvas’s assessments are the second, and the insight sensor’s determinations are the third. Are you ready?” 
“Ready for what?” 
Green clicked the insight sensor without warning. Before his lips could fully reset from his question, Doc’s head became suddenly immobilized in a rigid holographic sphere, as if it were a real thing with physical substance. From where Doc was flopped on the chair, his head now immobilized at an uncomfortable angle, the thing looked like a mess of bluish readouts and blinking lights. But it was semitransparent, and the wall across from Doc featured a tacky gold-inlaid mirror, so he could see it from the outside, too. It looked like he’d grown a titanic blue afro. 
“All right, Mr. Stahl. First question. Why did you choose Enterprise?” 
A crick was already forming in Doc’s neck. The asshole had wedged him this way on purpose. 
“Because your mother made me.” 
Something in the web blinked. In Doc’s peripheral vision, he saw Green tap around on the desk, giving no indication that the answer was unhelpful. 
“And how have you done, in terms of success, in ways both monetary and otherwise, in Enterprise?” 
“Well enough to buy your mother for the night.” 
“You’re so amusing, Mr. Stahl.” 
“That’s what your mother said.” 
Duly in control and with Doc trapped by the enormous insight sensor, Green seemed to have gone completely Zen. Doc supposed the tester could rotate this thing on his head around if he wanted, seeing how far the subject’s neck would twist before he popped his top. Insults meant nothing when it was your finger on the trigger, and without Green’s reactions, the jibes just weren’t that fun.
“Are you finished?” Green asked. 
He’d decided to quit poking the man, but now he’d teed Doc up. He couldn’t resist. 
“That’s what your mother kept asking.” 
“So. Not finished.” 
“Not with that fucking troll’s papery snatch under me.” 
Green sighed. “So. No mature, genuine thoughts?” 
“I gave you some earlier. I insighted that this process is pointless. You can tell I’m of sound mind.” 
“Have it your way. No matter what your words say, I’m getting the data I need from…” 
Green stopped. Doc tried turning to see the man better, but his head was gripped in the sphere. Something in its heart flashed. Lines, like circuits, lit and crawled around him like the tunnels of fast-burrowing worms. 
At the desk, Green was tapping his controls as if trying to chase something down. 
“Mr. Stahl? Are you all right over there?” 
Lights inside the sensor flashed faster. More circuit lines were forming. 
“Why wouldn’t I be fine?” But now that Green had asked, Doc didn’t feel fine at all. Because until whatever it was that had just started, he’d been watching the room through the big globe…but now that things seemed to be going amiss, he saw it only as confinement. It didn’t matter that he could see through the insight sensor; it was a small box and his head was trapped inside it. 
“I’m sorry. Hold on.” 
“What are you sorry for? What’s going on?” 
“It’s…I’ve never seen these particular insights before. Stand by.” 
“‘Stand by’? I’m not Ground Control waiting for Major Tom!” 
“Hang on. Just a minute.” 
Lights slowed. Flashing stopped. Then there was a heave, and as the giant sphere vanished, Doc flopped back like a rag doll. He didn’t realize how hard he’d been breathing. 
Green came in front of him, alternating his gaze between Doc and his rapidly streaming handheld.
“Mr. Stahl, have you ever worked for an NAU government agency?” 
“No. Why?” 
“Have you traveled to anywhere in Europe? Australia? Any of the Wild East at all?” 
“No. What’s going on?” 
“The insight sensor measures your aptitudes. It tells us, based on neural development, genetics, and flags associated with your ID, what you’re likely to be best at. Its insights are important to the assessment, but only above the line of responsibility. In other words, few Enterprise citizens are truly found unfit, and as you suggested, it’s obvious just from meeting you that you’re plenty fit. Insights comprise a kind of personality test, used in aggregate policy making, to determine the temperature’ of Enterprise as a whole. Yours is a self-deterministic party, but Directorate is not. Both parties are insighted, both subtly and in overt tests like this. It’s important data. In your case, you seem…different.”
Doc sat up. Something was strange, beyond the recent malfunction. 
“Why are you being polite to me?” Doc asked. 
“What do you mean?” 
“You’re being almost respectful.” 
“I should hope so,” he said, flustered. 
“But you weren’t before. Just another job. Just another old lady fucker, right?” 
“I didn’t say that. I just misunderstood what — ”  
Doc nodded along, but Green was covering his tracks. He had the look of a man who’d gone in to speak to a high-roller, but hadn’t realized who he was talking to until his grave was dug. 
“Whatever.” Doc nodded toward the handheld. “So do I pass?” 
“Of course.” 
“What about my insights? What does your gizmo say I’m good at?” 
Green glanced down then up. “I’m afraid I can’t share that, sir.” 
Sir.
“Why not?” 
“It’s confidential data.”
“But it’s my data. About me. How can that be confidential?” 
“The law is the law, I’m afraid.”
But The Beam wasn’t the only one in the room that could tell lies from truth. Green was holding something back. Something that had put that big, stupid holo-afro on high alert. 
The tester began stuffing objects into a bag as if preparing to leave. He hit something on the desk, and a small printer rose from its surface, creating a chip from resin. Ten seconds later, Green was planting the still-warm chip into Doc’s hand. The thing wasn’t flat; it looked a bit like a miniature puzzle. Probably designed to be printed that way for security, hard to counterfeit. 
“When you get home, feed that into any Beam port. You won’t get it back. It will authenticate your system anew and keep us off your back for another twenty years, until your next test.” 
Doc pocketed the chip. Then he looked up and saw it: what was different, what the tester was lying about. 
“I won’t have another test, will I?” 
“What? Oh, yes. Of course you will, in twenty years.” 
“You don’t think I will. Something gave me a pass, didn’t it? That’s what you didn’t expect.”
“No, no, of course not.” 
But Doc was still watching the man. Still trying to see what else he had to offer. Something in Doc’s guess wasn’t quite right, but it was close.
Green leaned close to grab something from the coffee table, and when he did, Doc snatched his handheld. The screen blanked almost immediately, probably unlocked only when being held by its owner. But the flash was long enough for Doc to see something interesting. 
He gave the handheld back to Green. 
“What’s ‘Sector aptitude’?” 
“It’s what the system calls a passing score.” 
“No, it’s not. I could see the testing date field. There wasn’t one. I don’t have a next testing date. So don’t give me bullshit about pass not just being called pass. So what’s that mean, about my aptitude? And why don’t I need to be tested again?” 
“Testing dates aren’t determined until I sync the data.” 
“The test uses live Beam. Why would it need to sync?” 
Doc didn’t realize he’d taken hold of Green’s sleeve. The tester yanked away, indignant or maybe afraid. 
“This session is concluded, Mr. Stahl. I will show you out.” 
Doc stood, watching Green as he made his way to the door. When they reached the apartment’s exit, Doc turned one final time. 
“What does your test say I’m good at?” 
“Lying,” Green snapped. Then he slammed the antique door in Doc’s face. 
“I am good at lying,” Doc told the empty hallway. “But you’re not.”





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Seven
 
 
After Dominic was halfway across the DZPD bullpen and duly distracted by pressing cop business, Kate turned and walked back to his office. She avoided eye contact with other officers and avoided the louder sectors where Quark PD was still putting on its publicity display. Cops were human, Directorate, and mostly poor. They were adequate investigators, but if they were inquisitive or daring outside their line of work, they’d be Enterprise. They wouldn’t ask when the tall blonde who’d been with the captain retraced a few steps…as long as she acted confident, like she had every right to do it. As to the Quark officers? Well, any clerics among them might see things differently. 
Kate scanned the room as she walked, watching for turned heads. Thanks to the tumult (Dominic had run off to handle yet another riot, getting distracted midway by a ping, muttering about Organas of all things), few heads turned. She timed her arrival at Dominic’s door to coincide with when the few who’d noticed her of-course-I’m-allowed-to-be-here strut were looking down or away. 
Dominic’s door was still ajar. The thumbtack Kate had pressed into the old wood a half second before Dominic, distracted, had yanked at the door behind them was in place. 
Wooden fucking doors, she thought with disbelief. Thank West for police getting the shit end of the stick.  
And thank West that Captain Long clearly wanted to get in her panties. Thank West that he’d been so interested in ogling her tits that she’d been able to pry open what should have been more guarded lips.
Our security is a tenth of what Quark gives itself in the Quark PD wing, he’d complained to her a few days back. Why, not long ago we had a simple outage — hackers stormed right in and thumbed through my files. 
Doc Stahl had known hackers. Not amazing hackers, but hackers who were decent enough to cause an outage and plant a new set of permissions. Not for someone living, of course, because that would be an unforgivable breach of security. But permissions for a missing person — like Doc himself, say — would pass just fine. Permissions accessible not by an ID scan, but by a neural fingerprint.
Kate slipped into the office and closed the door, tossing the thumbtack into the trashcan. 
Once in, she activated Dominic’s console — which, bless the police, seemed about as secure as a lockbox held fast with a twig. She removed her handheld, scanned her blonde head, and used the custom algorithm to create the fingerprint. Then she sent the authorization to the canvas and activated her permissions. Kate couldn’t browse department files or access Dominic’s personal files, of course, but she didn’t want or need to. She, like cliché criminals from generations of films, needed only one call. 
She keyed around, accessed her buffer memory, and painstakingly made the secure connection. She didn’t trust the department’s protocols in and of themselves after the ease of this infiltration, so she sent the call she meant to make through two Beam proxies before sending it out on its AI-driven leash to sniff for her contact. Then she waited. And while waiting, Kate marveled at Dominic’s setup. His console was just that: an on-desk console, boxy and awkward. No holos, or immersion. It would be voice only, and she’d be speaking to something that seemed two hundred years old. 
Fortunately, voice was all she wanted. 
Kate popped a piece of gum into her mouth. Then, before the recipient could answer, she pulled the pink wad from between her full lips and pressed it against the cam, blocking its view. 
“Yes?” said Nicolai’s voice.
“Do you know who this is?” 
“Um…Capt. Dominic Long.’” He sounded like he was reading off a display. He also sounded like he didn’t think Dominic was a good name for a girl.
“It’s Kate.” 
“Kate who?” 
“Kate who used to be someone you knew well enough to not ask stupid questions.” 
“I don’t think I know any Kate. Want to go visual?” 
“This ain’t a peep show, Nicolai. My tits are fine, but you can’t see ’em.” 
Pause. Then: “Um. Okay, Captain Long.” 
“I’m just using Long’s connection. Look. It’s Kate. Kate. Think hard, asshole.” 
“Hang on. You aren’t…” 
“Kate.” 
“Kate who?” But he knew. He knew, now. 
“Kate whose dick your girlfriend used to ride when she wasn’t on yours.” 
Nicolai ignored the insult. Apparently, jealousy didn’t matter when your old stallion of an upgrades dealer called you as a woman.
“Doc?” 
“Kate!” Kate hissed.
“You’re calling? Why the hell are you calling me? You’re supposed to keep low!” 
“Why do you think I broke into a police captain’s office to make this call? It’s as secure as I can make it. But thanks for going ahead and giving anyone listing the big spoiler anyway. That’s helpful. Look, I need you to do something for me.” 
Another pause. 
“Um, I think you’ve used up all your favors from me, Kate.” 
“Your neck was in the noose when all that went down, too. Don’t act like this is my fault. Don’t act like I wanted this!” 
“Well, now you’re risking it all. Including me. Thanks for that.” 
“Cop connection to Micah Ryan’s stooge’s connection. Through two proxies. Yeah, I think we’ll be okay.” 
“You, maybe. But Micah already knows I’m up to something. I can tell. You saw the kind of shit the Beau Monde has access to. Micah might be listening to this right now. You think he can’t find you? You think he won’t have a problem with me for my part? Or with Kai? You’re risking all of us!” 
“Shut up, Nicolai. I called, so the fuck what. Die is cast. Either we’re busted or we ain’t, so we might as well make the most of it. I wouldn’t be calling if it wasn’t important.” 
Nicolai sighed on the other end of the connection. “Okay, fine. What is it?” 
“Do you know Captain Long?” 
“I’ve heard Isaac talk about him. I know who he is. But not personally, no.” 
“What about Omar Jones?” 
“No. Should I know him?” 
“Craig Braemon. You know him?” 
“Banker. Yes, I know who he is.” 
“How well do you know him?” 
“Not at all. I know he’s powerful. Doesn’t have a fantastic reputation, but maybe I’m being unfair. Why?” 
“Because Long and Omar have something brewing around Braemon,” Kate said. 
“Brewing how? They’re all working together?” 
“Yeah. And me. To do something with Braemon. To…get some shit out of him.” 
“What kind of shit?” 
“I’m not sure. Omar is a sneaky little fucker. And this Long? He might be stupid. Omar knows who I used to be, but the cop thinks I’m just a smuggler. I’m going along with their plan, but I don’t trust Omar one bit. I need leverage.”
Kate broke the next pause before Nicolai could. 
“You hearing me, Nicolai?” 
“I’m sorry. It’s just hard to take you seriously when you sound like a girl.” 
“That’s sexist.” 
Nicolai laughed. Kate was sure the laugh was at Doc’s expense. Not Kate’s. Doc’s.
“Look. I’m kind of up to my pits here. I don’t have much as Kate, but I still want what’s mine. Omar seems to be claiming he can make Beau Monde happen. I plan to hedge my bets because you can’t trust Omar worth dick, but it’s possible he’s right. Braemon seems connected. And I know Beau Monde is on your bucket list, too. And our lady friend’s.” 
“Okay.” Nicolai sounded suspicious. 
“I’m all alone. It’s me, Omar, and Long. And — ”
“I don’t mean to point out the obvious,” Nicolai said, “but the whole point was for you to be alone.” 
“Sure, but — ”
“You know, so you could stay alive. Accepting existential loneliness as the price of continued living.” 
“Dammit, Nicolai, Omar has me by the balls!” 
Nicolai laughed again. 
Kate barged on, ignoring the bait. “Supposed to be a threeway deal. Omar gets money, Long gets…well, I guess he’s in some drug shit and needs to get out. I get Beau Monde. So, fine. And I’d accept it if I didn’t know Omar better, but I do. And now, this cop, Long? I was just talking to him, and he can’t keep his mouth shut because he wants to fuck me.”
Another bark of laughter. 
“Suffice to say he don’t trust Omar neither. Nobody who knows Omar trusts him worth shit. So Long is blabbing on about things he suspects — ways he thinks Omar might be planning to screw us at this Braemon event.” 
“Wait…the Violet James Foundation benefit?” 
“Yeah. Why?” 
Nicolai sounded baffled. “I’m going to that,” he said. 
“That’s why I’m calling,” Kate snapped. “Long told me. He’s got his deductions all wrong because he don’t know who I used to be, but he’s a cop, all right. And even though he’s drawing the wrong conclusions, his reasoning seems spot on. The way he figures it, it’s awfully coincidental that Omar has set up our little caper to happen at the same party where you’re in attendance, along with the Ryans.” 
“Why do I matter?” 
“He knows we’re connected.” Kate waved at the empty room and corrected herself. “Not me. Doc.” 
“So he does know about Doc. Long, I mean.” 
“No. Doc is…involved in this. It’s tricky. I don’t feel like trying to explain that now. Doc doesn’t matter. Long thinks he does, but he’s wrong because I’ve got the inside track with Doc, and I know he’ll do what I say. Me and that motherfucker go way back. Point is, I agree. Omar doesn’t do coincidence. He’s got a connection to Braemon. I knew something of it before. He says he’s got a grudge, but he also says Braemon knows stuff and can do stuff. But Long? He says Braemon was accused of Shift tampering back in ’91. Never convicted. But you ask me, messing with Shift for personal gain — and maybe not caring which partners you fuck along the way? That sounds a lot like Omar Jones.”
“So what do you want from me?” 
“Another inside track. Omar knows shit I don’t. He’s up to something. I need a counterweight.” 
“But you know about Doc.” 
“Omar knows about Doc. It’s Long that doesn’t know. But as far as I can guess from knowing your Citizen Scout ass all these years and hearing that goody-two-shoes story from Kai about the two of you, I don’t think you’d go on Omar’s side and lie to my face. Not with our history. Not after helping me pull off my magical disappearing act.” 
“And?” 
“Long may think Omar’s got you figured out, but I don’t think so. I want you on my side.” 
Nicolai sighed. “I’m through taking sides.” 
“You can’t not take sides!” Kate blurted. “You ain’t stupid, Nicolai! You know Micah Ryan was behind what happened to us. You saw it! You know about Beau Monde; you’re just as pissed about it all as I am. You don’t take a side, you get squashed in the middle when Micah tries slamming his balls against whatever they’re doing to screw Directorate. Omar and Micah. Now, you’ve never liked Micah, though you like his party. Are you spineless? You want Omar to use your ass and toss it aside? Or are you going to be a fucking man?” 
Nicolai was silent again. Finally, he said, “Fine. You want to tell me what to do?” 
“For now, just know. And check out Braemon if you can, and anything about Shift, the Ryans, their mother — ”
“Their mother?” 
“Long said something about their mother. I didn’t ask much, but I guess he suspects she’s involved somehow, too.” 
Nicolai took a thoughtful moment then said, “Okay. What else?”
“I don’t know much more, and the rest you won’t care about. I can’t get in touch between now and Braemon’s thing, so we’ll talk then. You see me at the party, hit on me and act like you’re picking me up. I’m the super-tall blonde with giant humps. Nobody will blame you for trying to get some of my fine ass. We’ll sneak off and touch base then. Just watch for Omar. He’s a thin black guy, always wears — ”
“I’ll look him up,” Nicolai said. “What about Long? The cop. What’s your read on him, other than that he wants to bend you over a sink?”
Kate thought, listening for her instinct. “I think he’s okay. Maybe fooled a little, but smart beneath it all, and already distrusts Omar. That’s a plus. Gun to head, I think we can trust him.” 
“A rare good cop?”
Kate nodded for no one to see. “Believe it or not, I think so.” 
“Stable. Sensible,” Nicolai said. 
“Like a rock.”





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eight
 
 
Dominic was terrified enough to shit peach pits.
The roar sounded close, but he knew it was likely an echo from the long, concrete corridor. He wasn’t particularly concerned with how near or far the sound was, just bothered that it didn’t seem human. Or animal. It sounded like something twisted and evil: insanity with legs and lungs. 
Dominic had the riot slumbergun at his hip like an old movie desperado. Leah was beside him, holding her weapon the same way. They were both standing near enough to the tunnel’s mouth to know they could shoot down the Organas like fish in a barrel, but far enough back that they shouldn’t be trapped in the confined space. 
They’d spent the past sixty seconds discussing their strategy. This was the only way. Dominic had suggested not opening the cells and simply shooting into them, thus neutralizing the crazed Organas before they had a chance to claw and bite. It would work because the NAUCLU lawyers had insisted on Luddite imprisonment: There were no force fields to stop the slumbershots and only bars to shoot through. But there were two problems with that idea, and Leah, who could see the system from the inside thanks to the nanobots she’d left behind the Quark firewall, noted both immediately. If they slumbered the Organas in their cells, they’d need to drag their sleeping bodies all the way down to the buses one by one. And more troublingly, laws formerly passed by the NAUCLU had put systems in place to detect things like shooting captive prisoners. Somehow, the NAUCLU saw it as abusive. And if police brutality was detected, a second series of protections fell into place that were beyond police control. Beyond police control meant beyond the control of Leah’s nanobots…and she seemed to doubt that the arriving NAUCLU lawyers would simply open the cells then let Leah and Dominic drag their hippie prizes away.
It wouldn’t be long before Austin Smith and the others realized the deception and came running back. It was this or nothing. One big blitz, using drones to steer the wave of violent pacifists toward them. Only once the bodies willingly arrived could they do anything to usher Leo and his crew safely away…into the withdrawal cure Leo had already figured out and planned for.
Shoot.
Stack. 
And run. 
Dominic tried to remind himself that this had to have been Leo’s plan all along. 
Leo had taught Dominic biology; Leo understood biology. 
Leo had led a group of tech addicts; Leo had eschewed technology. 
“Do you know what I keep thinking of?” Leah asked, keeping her gun’s belled end centered on the corridor with its growing noise. “Zombie movies.” 
“Why?” 
“There’s always a scene like this. An approaching horde, survivors trying to knock them all down.”
“Our guns are bigger,” Dominic said. 
Leah smiled. Actually smiled. “Now that sounds like a line from a zombie movie.”
The roar grew louder. And louder. Dominic forced himself to recalibrate; he’d decided they should have been here already, based on earlier estimates. How many Organas were there? The shouts were too loud. But then again, if they were chasing a droid carrying what they thought was moondust, their apparent frenzy almost made sense. The droid had air. And the Organas were suffocating. 
“Here they come,” Dominic said. 
Now that he could see the Organas, the frightening sense of anticipation faded. A threat, he could deal with. The waiting had hurt most. 
There was a small, tumbling droid ahead of the crowd, now visible at the end of the long concrete passageway. It seemed to flop end over end, but its middle was stationary like a gyroscope’s. A limb was sticking straight up, something that looked like a flag at its tail. The fake dust, in a bag. False salvation that made the shouting crowd stupid enough to run straight toward two people with raised weapons. 
Leah discharged her slumber. A diffuse light spewed from the end, seemed to ricochet off the passageway walls and dissipated before it got anywhere near the Organas. 
Dominic looked over. Leah no longer seemed calm or smiling. He knew she had a small stash of Lunis just as Dominic had hoarded his own, but now that the others were in sight, with Leo’s gray-braided head visible near the middle, she seemed just as ready to crack as they all were. 
“Hold your fire until I say,” Dominic told her. “The bell end makes these things fire wide but not far. You have to wait until you see the whites of their eyes.” 
Dominic forced a small smile, but Leah didn’t see it. She was staring straight ahead, her fingertips pressed white against the weapon’s thick gray body. 
As they came closer, Dominic’s new resolve faltered. He’d seen these people not long ago, and although they’d been on edge then, they’d still been human. Now their humanity was gone. Their eyes were wide, focused on the droid. Their mouths were open, showing teeth. All had disheveled hair, mussed clothing, and injuries. Thanks to the asshole lawyers, these latent killers had been shoved into a few common cells while the worst of their addiction was hitting. Blood ran down necks and arms, from ears, lips and scalps. Some of their fingers, held out in needful hooks, looked broken and bent. Leo, whose eyes seemed slightly less crazed than the others, appeared to have lost most of an ear. Noses looked broken. Eyes were dark, like pits. 
Zombie movies indeed, Dominic thought. 
“Now!” he shouted. 
Dominic fired. His first shot hit home, dropping five or six of the oncoming Organas as flat as if they’d been shut off midstride. Those behind the struck frontrunners tripped over their fellows, also striking concrete before shambling back up with fresh targets in mind. 
They’d been chasing the droid, but now there was something else worth paying attention to.
People.
Two people, on whom they could probably smell Lunis. 
The Organas came. 
Leah fired. Dominic fired again. The Organas dropped in waves, but their charge was fiercer than Dominic had anticipated. He’d been in similar situations, mostly when younger, but the Organas weren’t following the same rulebook as those others. Usually, when riot police slumbershot into a crowd, those behind them evaded or scattered. At the very least, they slowed. But the Organas saw only targets and felt only need.
The droid skittered between Dominic and Leah, screaming through the rows of personal vehicles like something alive. The Organas, not far behind, approached like a wave. Dozens had fallen, but the stimuli were confusing; those who went down weren’t necessarily hit, and thanks to the dispersed blast cone, not all those who were hit went down. 
“Back up! West, Leah, get back!” 
While Dominic’s attention was on Leah, he felt a heavy body strike and pin him. He rolled, looked up, and saw Scooter, the village’s gentle giant. His teeth were bared. He sat up on Dominic’s chest, rearing back, fists raised. 
There was a jump in Dominic’s timeline, like a glitch. He tried blinking but found it too painful. His face was numb, and Scooter was hauling back again with his left. 
A blast. A flash of light. This time Dominic’s entire right side felt pins and needles. He’d taken a glancing slumbershot — Leah’s blast, which had left Scooter inert in the corner. 
She kicked something at him. It was the slumbergun, which Dominic had lost when he’d gone down. His right side was sluggish, so he grabbed the thing with his left. Dominic managed another two shots before he could again fire with his dominant hand. 
A mass moved toward Leah. Taking his eye off the thinning crowd, Dominic turned to shoot. The three almost on Leah staggered and fell, but so did she. He’d hit her, too, and now he was alone. 
Someone came from the left. A tall man with a crooked, bleeding nose. The gun was too long and too far to turn in time, so Dominic jacked backward and stuck him with an elbow. He followed with a jab from the gun’s butt and finally hauled around for a proper shot. The blast hit him hard, throwing the man against a parked hover. 
Another shot. 
Another. 
And then Dominic realized the parking garage had gone mostly quiet, the minute ticking of his recharging slumbergun having become the dominant sound.
His gun was wrenched away from behind. He turned to find himself facing Leo Booker. Leo was, it seemed, just the right amount of crazy. His weaning plan must have fallen short at the end, because although he seemed to have enough clarity to understand the stolen weapon’s function and aim it correctly, he didn’t seem nearly cogent enough to remember Dominic, to know if he was friend or foe, or that he himself had orchestrated this all from the start. 
“Do you know about the squirrels?” Leo asked, his mouth slack and drawling. 
“Leo,” Dominic huffed, raising his hands in surrender. “You don’t know what you’re — ”
There was a blast. A flash of light. A whoosh of charged air. Then Leo was unconscious atop Scooter’s huge form, the slumbergun still in his hands like a cherished bedtime toy. 
Dominic, his heart hammering, looked toward the slumbershot’s source and saw Leah on her knee, limp on one side, her eyes flagging as if seeking sleep. She’d pinned the large weapon against her chest and had managed to pull its trigger with what looked like the only responsive finger on a dead-fish hand. 
“Dobt say ebbythig,” Leah slurred through numb, paralyzed lips, pulling herself erect on sluggish limbs, impossibly ready to soldier on. She looked down at all the Organa bodies, then at the buses waiting for stacked human cargo, then at Dominic. “Jubt gebt to work.”





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Nine
 
 
Natasha was in her office, immersed, practicing. It was strange, Isaac thought, to see her closed door, know she was in her rig, and not feel jealous or angry. She hadn’t exactly admitted to cheating on him in a way that teeeeechnically wasn’t cheating out there in the Viazo, but the writing was definitely on the wall. And yet today, he knew she wasn’t cheating. In a strange way, what she was doing in there now was finally for rather than against him. 
Well, it was for Micah, not Isaac. But it was about Isaac, and Natasha — bless her newly sweet, sometimes-dumb heart — honestly seemed to think the idea of involving her husband in an onstage trick at a big, predominantly Enterprise gala was cute rather than embarrassing. But how would Isaac look if he refused? Micah was excellent at saying something he didn’t actually mean, then making people feel guilty enough to go along with it, and then (and this was magic, if anything was) somehow divorcing himself from the thing he’d proposed in the first place, so he could later say it was another’s dumb idea. 
Micah didn’t actually want to do a magic trick, Isaac knew. He wanted to guilt Isaac into getting on stage then make Isaac look stupid for forcing him to do it. 
Fucking Micah. 
If there was any consolation in doing the trick (because he had to do it now; Natasha’s practice in the other room was driving the nails in deeper), it was in the reason this bullshit posturing was necessary in the first place: Micah wouldn’t feel the need to make Isaac look stupid if Isaac wasn’t on a plinth and, in Micah’s estimation, in need of being knocked down. 
Isaac smiled. Despite all of Micah’s manipulating and scheming, Directorate was going to keep its Senate majority at Shift after all. 
Isaac considered finding a mirror so he could look himself in the eyes and pump himself up, but it only took thirty seconds before he realized there was no point. He’d won. Micah could bluster all he wanted, but it was finally Isaac’s chance to be the bigger man. Isaac never got to be the bigger man because Isaac never won decisively enough to end up in a position to turn the other cheek. 
There was a dinging sound. Isaac looked up. 
“Canvas, what is it?”
The apartment’s canvas replied in its soft voice. “You have an incoming contact request, Isaac.” 
“Put it on the wall here.” 
“It’s not visual, Isaac. It’s — ”
“Okay. Go ahead with audio. Track and follow.” 
The canvas waited a few polite seconds after Isaac’s interruption then finished its sentence. “The request is for an immersion.” 
“I’m not immersing for a damned call.” 
“I’m sorry, Isaac. The request is urgent.” 
“Who is it?” 
“Identification is secured. Would you like me to say it aloud?” 
“Permission granted. Tell me.”  
“The caller is Aiden Purcell.” 
Isaac’s internal temperature seemed to plummet to absolute zero. He felt twin urges: to run to his rig as quickly and subserviently as possible, or to sprint to the docked hovercar and flee. The latter was childish and would solve nothing, but hearing from Aiden Purcell now felt like getting a ping from Satan, informing a sinner that it was time to hand over the soul previously exchanged for fame and fortune. 
“What does he want?” 
“I have no information on that, Isaac.” 
“Ask him what this is regarding.” 
The canvas went silent. 
Isaac began to sweat. That had been a bad idea. It would change nothing; whatever Aiden wanted, he wanted. Purcell wasn’t the kind of person who felt the need to explain himself, either, and he’d resent the question. It would also show Isaac’s weakness. Purcell had made his fortune (not to mention snagging himself a position in the above-Beau-Monde group he and Micah both knew existed but neither of them were dumb enough to discuss) by gathering data and knowing how to see through people better than any scan could. Purcell would see the request as time-wasting procrastination. It wouldn’t improve the forthcoming encounter, whether Isaac wanted that encounter to happen or not.
Instead of replying with Purcell’s answer, Isaac’s canvas began behaving erratically. A few of the Beam surfaces flashed, and a cluster of holo-projectors began to rotate. There was a distinct shimmer in the air as a small cloud of hovernanos prepared a local projection, to give whatever was coming more clarity and reality. 
A second later, Aiden Purcell appeared in the living room, sitting in one of Isaac’s chairs, more tangible than any hologram Isaac had ever seen. 
“Have some dignity, Isaac.”
“I didn’t — ”
Purcell picked at something on the knee of his bespoke black trousers. “I try to be polite, but let’s not pretend you need to accept my calls for me to appear.” 
Isaac, unsure what else to do, stepped closer. “Let’s take this into an immersion.” 
“That was my thought as well. But now I’m here and don’t want to move.” 
Isaac’s eyes ticked toward Natasha’s office. He had no idea how long she’d be in there, doing whatever secretive thing she was doing. “Natasha could hear us,” he said.
Purcell held up a hand. A cigarette appeared between two fingers. He took a puff. Holograms were just holograms, but Isaac could clearly smell the smoke. 
“That would be a shame,” Purcell said. 
“Please.” 
Purcell pursed his lips. “Fine. But that’s two favors you owe me.” 
When Purcell was gone, Isaac forced himself to move fast. So much for running from this meeting. His living room wasn’t a simulator, and yet the scent of smoke would assault Natasha the minute she emerged. He’d need to burn something when he was done with Purcell to cover. And if he ran, he’d discover what else of Isaac’s the man could get into without permission. 
Like taking over his optical sensors. 
Or becoming an internal voice, forever whispering in his ear. 
Or maybe a virus, digging into the soft data of Isaac’s Beam presence. 
Isaac jacked in, skipping all of the safety checks and every bit of the startup protocol he could bear to pass over. His entrance into the parlor simulation was so abrupt that his five senses screamed with vertigo. He staggered against the coffee table and had to catch himself by grabbing a bookcase. 
Purcell was already seated, just as he’d been in the living room: lips slightly pursed, waiting for Isaac to move through his drunken idiocy and stop wasting his time. 
“So,” the man in the dark suit said, puffing the same cigarette, “how are things with Natasha?”
“Fine,” Isaac stammered. He looked at the chairs. Was he supposed to sit? Was he allowed to sit? He honestly couldn’t remember most of his last meeting with Purcell. In his mind, he’d conducted the entire encounter on his knees, hat in hand, possibly offering to unzip the man’s fly and get to work. 
“You didn’t tell me the whole truth, Isaac.”
“What do you mean?” 
“You told me you wanted to disrupt Natasha’s concert because it was a threat to distribution of party power and sentiment. You didn’t tell me you planned to personally storm in and save the day.” 
“I…I had to send in real insurgents. Two birds with one stone. And people who, after they were arrested, wouldn’t raise more questions with the police. They were a genuine threat. I had to do whatever was necessary to — ”
“Oh, stop it, Isaac. You’re embarrassing yourself. And insulting me. You didn’t tell me what you’d planned to do — storming in to save your wife like Galahad on a white horse — but that doesn’t mean I didn’t know. Your profile’s largest area of strength is insecurity. Do you know how phenomenally rare that is? You’re someone who’s managed to take your astonishing depth of weakness and make it your personal touchstone.” 
“Thanks?” 
Purcell puffed his cigarette. “It’s not a compliment.” 
Isaac’s eyes flicked around, hands clasped at his waist, unsure what else to do with them. 
“Oh, sit down. You’re making me sad.” 
Isaac sat. 
“The problem isn’t that you enlisted my help — ”
“I needed permission, not help.” 
Purcell’s dark eyes moved from Isaac’s then back with a long enough pause to make Isaac physically shrink, almost becoming part of his chair’s digital leather.  
“The problem isn’t that you enlisted my help,” Purcell repeated, “but that you didn’t tell me the true reasons for the stunt: to improve your standing in your wife’s eyes.” 
“I — ”
“Relax. Like I said, I knew, and still gave my blessing.” 
“Thank you. It’s better for the party when I have enough respect to lead pro — ” 
“If you think I’m going to let you finish sentences now, you’re insulting me further.”
Isaac swallowed. 
“What I’ll admit I didn’t see coming,” Purcell said, “was that Directorate — the party itself or its Czar of Internal Satisfaction — wouldn’t need any help this Shift.”
Isaac thought he was maybe supposed to respond but decided to spare himself the indignity of another interruption. 
“How well do you know Carter Vale, Isaac?” 
“Not that well. Not as well as you must.” 
“Stop being so fucking servile, Isaac. I just asked a question.” 
“I’ve met him. We’ve exchanged a few words. Not much more than that.” 
“Hmm. Because there’s a problem with Vale that requires addressing.”
Isaac had thought of that. Privately — not even including the new and improved Natasha — he’d cheered Vale’s disruptive little coup at the Primes. But everyone else he knew, outside of party toadies, was walking around with a little black cloud overhead. Micah tried to keep his chest out and chin up, but Isaac could easily see how pissed off his younger brother was. Ditto Nicolai, whom he’d begged twice to return. He could even hear it in his mother’s raspy voice. Vale had shocked everyone and stolen an almost-certain victory from Enterprise. After Vale had dropped his bomb about a revitalized Project Mindbender, the idea of beem currency pulling everyone toward Enterprise seemed laughable. 
“Okay,” Isaac said. 
“Tell me, Isaac, are you planning to attend Craig Braemon’s Respero Event?” 
“I’m — ” 
“Of course you are. And you’re going to go along with Micah’s little stage show idea?” 
“I think — ”
“Good, good. And Isaac?” 
“Yes?” 
“You’re proud of what you did to help Natasha, aren’t you? Not what you did to put her life at risk, but what you then did to save her from your own ineptitude?” 
“Um. Yes?”
“Are you or aren’t you?” 
“I guess.” 
“Maybe I should talk to her about it, if you’re unsure. Tell her the story behind the story, as it were.” 
Isaac didn’t know how to respond. No answer seemed correct. Fortunately, Purcell recrossed his legs and continued before he could. 
“There are limitations to what I can do these days, unfortunately,” Purcell said, now flicking at the lid of a brass lighter Isaac hadn’t seen him pick up. “It’s true for all of us. But a good leader delegates regardless. And since you caused the problem with Vale, maybe it’s right that you do something for me.” 
“I had nothing to do with — ”
“Your party, Isaac. Do you want to be a big man or not? Because you can’t have it both ways. You can’t defer responsibility and want credit for your accomplishments. You must take the good with the bad. The responsibility and the praise. Not everything can be like it was with Natasha, where you connive for a pat on the back. You want respect? I’ll tell you how to get it: Put your hands on the damned wheel, and steer the ship. Right now, the captain of Directorate’s ship is a rogue. Vale wasn’t given permission to announce what he did about Mindbender. The laugh is that he doesn’t know anything about the reality behind the project, which means the future course of actions could have easily been avoided.”
“What do you mean?” 
Purcell smiled. “Mindbender is a real thing, Isaac. Micah knows that. Do you seriously not?” 
He didn’t. “Of course I do. I just didn’t get what you were saying about it.” 
“If Vale had promised Shangri-la and that had managed to sway the nation, he’d have been a rogue. But his actions have accidentally shone light on a real project of grave importance, and that makes him a fly in the ointment.” 
“Oh.” 
“I know, because you’ve just told me, that you know all about Mindbender,” Purcell said, clearly not fooled, “but you might not know that the trickiest bit Xenia still needs to crack is what they call the ‘fragmentation paradigm.’ The full explanation is complicated, but the short version is that every time Mindbender tries to separate mind from body, there’s a tether that won’t quite break without spilling the mind everywhere. It’s as if the confinement of a lump of gray matter gives a mind shape. Whenever they try to upload a mind, it fragments.”
“That sounds like a problem.” 
“Agreed. But the rest is easy at this point.” Purcell shrugged then said, “So for instance, you’re connected to The Beam most times, aren’t you?” 
“Sure.” 
“Well. With the right permissions, you could be uploaded at any time — now, tomorrow, when you’re sleeping…whenever. Or parts of you could be uploaded. But of course, that would be terrible. It would be like having sections of your brain cut out, given the fragmentation issue.” 
“Oh.” 
A snake’s smile crawled onto Purcell’s features. “Luckily, there are safeguards in place to prevent someone from doing that to you. Pretty decent ones…for most users.” 
Isaac swallowed. 
Purcell clapped his hands and sat up. The sudden change made Isaac jump. 
“Anyway!” he said. “You’re going to Braemon’s event. And if you play your cards right, smooth as you are, I’m sure you can arrange a meeting with Vale. To…convince him of some things?” 
“What things?” 
“Sensible things.” 
“How do I — ”
“Let’s just begin with the fundraiser for now, Isaac.” 
Isaac nodded. He didn’t like that answer but was in no position to argue. So, when it seemed Purcell was satisfied, Isaac said, “Can I ask a question?” 
“For you, Isaac? Anything.” 
“How close is Xenia to solving the whole Mindbender thing?” 
It was more than curiosity. Now that Purcell had connected a few dots, Isaac’s mind was recalling bits and pieces he’d heard but not understood — revolutionary changes Micah had implied in his grandiose manner, his mother’s lack of concern about things that should be disastrous to the Enterprise Party and Ryan Enterprises but for some reason weren’t. The ideas were big enough to seem frightening. Not knowing, now that he’d seen a piece of the puzzle, was much worse. 
“I suppose that depends on who you ask,” Purcell said. 
“What if I ask Micah?” 
“Why don’t you ask Micah?” 
“Or my mother.” 
“Again, Isaac. Why not ask your mother?” 
After a few seconds, Purcell seemed to realize Isaac wasn’t going to answer rhetorical questions, knowing their answers. Isaac was part of the company and party in name, but no one behaved that way. Asking would only lead to embarrassment. 
“I suppose it’s just a matter of figuring out the fragmentation paradigm,” Purcell said. “Solve that, and the only remaining hitches are, in my opinion, philosophy.” 
In my opinion. That had the ring of an unexplored corner, and for some reason, Isaac found himself needing to inspect it. 
“Not everyone agrees with you then? Do some people think there will be problems even after that issue is solved?” 
Purcell stopped straightening a pleat on his pants and looked up, perhaps reaching the limit of patience with Isaac’s impertinent questions about something that was clearly none of his business. 
“It’s just superstition.” 
“Oh. Okay.” Wishing he hadn’t asked as Purcell stared at him. 
But then Purcell, curiously intent, said something odd: “Are you a religious man, Isaac?” 
“Not really.”
“Do you believe in God?” 
“No.” 
“Do you believe in SerenityBlue?” 
“No.” Though he knew, for a fact, that Natasha did. Had seen SerenityBlue on The Beam more than once, she’d said to the accompaniment of Isaac’s derisive laughter.
“What about Noah West?” 
That was a stupid question. Without West, who would have created The Beam? Who’d created the world they all lived in?
“Of course I believe in West,” Isaac said. Too late, he realized Purcell had been talking about the church. 
Isaac moved to correct himself, but Purcell was already rolling his eyes. 
“You sound just like Alexa,” he said.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Ten
 
 
The kid wouldn’t leave Stephen alone. 
Stephen had picked her up while browsing a deep Beam forum, shortly after procuring his black market replacement canvas. As was usually the case in forums, Stephen found the debate perpetually hot, but the participants lonely people with nothing better to do. It wasn’t a hacking forum, or a writer’s forum — as might make sense in his search for Alexa Mathis. It wasn’t a business or alternative marketing forum. It was more like the Null forum: dedicated to nothing but arguing conspiracies. But unlike the Null forum, the place had been all talk and no show. That’s why he’d moved on: because he was learning nothing about Alexa, and Noah’s warning — if it was, in fact, somehow Noah’s warning — had given him a clear impression: Time is short. Move fast.
So he’d left the forum, but the kid had stuck to Stephen like glue.
After the strange Noah avatar had vanished, Stephen had moved away from Vance Pilloud’s Bontauk ruins just in time to see a black drone fly overhead, pausing where he’d made his connection. The Noah avatar he’d encounter on the old canvas might have been anything, but it was right about one thing: Someone was after Stephen York. York could feel the truth of that inside himself — some bit of his old firewall code gone missing, run off to tattle.
So after the drone had moved on, he’d cabled a small Fi attachment to the unearthed fiber line and marched a quarter mile away from the ruins. Using a simple spoof, he launched a refractive echo search on his secondhand handheld that rode beneath the weather control. Then, pinging the hoverbots under the first layer of the Lattice, Stephen watched the drone approach. Eventually, as expected, he saw a second drone show to the east. Both were relaying data: information York couldn’t decode, but that seemed to be in couplets. They were probably relaying coordinates. If so, there’d be a third drone out there somewhere, the three working together to triangulate on something. 
Given what he’d felt in his own firewall’s tattletale signature, that something was probably his Beam ID. 
The drone’s AI must have been satisfied (or just confused) by his jury-rigged setup because it flew away. That wouldn’t last forever. Whoever was after him, they’d have modern-day information — probably top-tier modern information — whereas Stephen’s was nearly obsolete. 
But as one of the network’s creators, York did know something that had never really been public knowledge: The Beam hadn’t actually replaced Crossbrace; it had been built atop Crossbrace. Crossbrace, in turn, had been built atop the Internet. That meant that as old as York’s knowledge was, it was still valuable — because all that old stuff was still in existence, buried deep down.
So he’d gone out. He’d begun his search for Alexa, just as “Noah” had instructed. And this kid — this stubborn, overly eager kid — was his tagalong reward.
Stephen watched the kid’s avatar as they traversed the deep Beam. She stuck out like a human in this place. But the fact that she walked and talked at all among all of this granddaddy AI was at least something worthy of York’s respect.
“You really think you can find her?” the kid asked.
Her voice (artificial, probably nothing like her voice in the real world) was tinny and annoying. But considering that Stephen wasn’t immersed and was simply sitting on the floor staring at a screen, the fact that the kid had found a way to talk out loud to him at all was impressive. She claimed not to be a hacker — just a devout Alexa Mathis fan — but she’d still effortlessly cobbled a floating, reverberating larynx out of the air-filtering nanos flying through the shitty hotel room Stephen had rented with his spoofed ID. The fact that it sounded like anything other than shaking robots made her nearly an adept, in Stephen’s mind. And the way she seemed to have programmed those bots using subtle flashes of his canvas screen? That was downright spooky.
Stephen answered her aloud, having already swept the room for listening devices. 
“No, I don’t think I can find her.” 
“But you came here. You came to this cluster.” 
“I did.” 
“Why won’t you immerse?” the kid asked. “It would be easier to navigate if you were in here with me.” 
Stephen had no idea who the kid was or what she looked like in the real world, so he’d formed his own idea. He knew only from the age restrictions on her ID that she was younger than the age of Choice, and her voice made him imagine someone aged maybe sixteen or seventeen. Possibly with short, punky hair and a backward cap, as befitting a proper cyber punk.
“This way is easier for me.” 
York emphasized for me to remind the girl that she hadn’t been invited on this trip. She’d been tagging along like a lost puppy through three digital clusters already, his search feeling as futile as locating a specific grain of sand on a beach. It wasn’t just painstaking; it was downright futile. He’d explained that to the kid, but still she insisted on following him. Despite his best efforts, he’d been unable to shake her. It was both annoying and troubling. He was supposed to hide from a powerful entity with malicious intentions…but he couldn’t get away from one dumb teenager who’d wouldn’t leave his heels. 
“You’re slowing us down, trying to watch code on your screen,” the kid said. “We could search for Alexa faster if you got down here and actually talked to some of them.” 
“Talked to whom?” 
“Packets, silly.” 
The off-handed, it’s-no-big-deal way she said “packets” made Stephen’s skin crawl. Nobody talked about packets as anything but groups of ones and zeros.
“You really should go,” Stephen said. “I have no idea what I’m looking for, but I know I’m not going to find it.” 
The floating voice box beside Stephen’s ear gave an excellent imitation of an amused laugh. “Alexa is my life. I don’t care if it takes forever. Your questions about her in the forum were the first new things we’ve seen in…well…ever. I can tell we’re on to something.” 
“I am. I am on to something.” 
Hearing his own voice, Stephen flinched. He’d been trying to make a point about this being his mission and not hers, but what he’d just said probably smacked of optimism. 
“Exactly!” the girl voice said. “So come on down here!” 
“Why are you talking about packets like living things?” 
“Because they are. You just have to speak their language.” 
“Are you sure you’re not a hacker? Not a Beam adept?” 
“Are you?” 
“I’m just a guy.” 
“Well,” she huffed, “I’m just an Alexa fan.” 
“But you talk like an adept. Can you really…talk to packets?” He felt stupid saying it. 
“Stephen,” she said, “will you please just — ” 
“How do you know my name?”
“It’s all over your face.” 
“You can’t see my face.”
“Not that face.” She laughed. 
“What’s your name?” He hadn’t cared to know, but now that she’d said his name, their footing seemed uneven. 
“Kimmy.”
“I can’t immerse, Kimmy. Don’t you get it? I don’t have a rig.”
Kimmy paused. Then she said, “Can I try something?” 
“Um…” 
“Oh, come on,” she said, her voice teasing.
Stephen sighed, sensing futility. “Fine.” 
Something stirred in the room, disorienting Stephen. At first, he thought he might pass out, but he wasn’t dizzy; the room really was starting to swim and spin. The walls seemed to crack and splinter, and a moment later he found himself somewhere new. It was a world of blue-and-white lines, tracks of light seeming to run hither and yon, vehicles of some kind zipping overhead and all around. It looked less like a true digital immersion and more like a parody — what people a hundred years ago thought a virtual world might look like, maybe. 
Looking at his immediate surroundings, York found himself in some sort of a large transit, like an elevated mag train. The transit’s car — and, now that he looked, the world beyond the windows — was more like a wireframe than something solid. He could see the world shooting past underfoot, as if he were in a glass cage with glowing edges. 
To one side was a teenage girl with medium-length brown hair wearing a skintight suit. The suit was all black crossed with light-blue lines. Looking down, he saw a similar outfit on himself. 
“How did you do that?” he asked the girl, blinking. 
“Do what?”
“How did you bring me here?” 
“You were already here. All I did was let you see it.” 
“But how?” 
She smiled. “It’s pretty simple to see things that are actually happening, silly.”
Balls of light blurred past outside the windows — some large, some small. One by one, the larger balls landed on the digital, blue-lined ground and transformed into giant mechanical insects that began rolling and shambling about. The smaller balls never seemed to land. Instead, they hovered near the larger objects as if accompanying them. They were flying around the transport, too, and as Stephen looked, Kimmy regarded one that had entered their cabin with suspicion. 
“What are those things?” 
“The big ones are packets,” she said. “You could see them before, couldn’t you?” 
York wasn’t sure if he should nod. He’d seen the code, and he’d recognized the things as AI in varying degrees of seniority — some dating all the way back to the buried Internet. But to York, before he’d been brought into whatever this was, they’d been ones and zeros. Seeing the packets now, it wasn’t nearly as absurd to think that the girl could talk to them. 
“The littler ones?” She pointed at the ball she’d been watching with a raised eyebrow. “Those are micropackets. They’re barely intelligent. More like stray bits of code. They’ll try and attach to each other around you because they’re like halves of an equation that want to solve themselves. The pairs they form are almost always random and unhelpful, but you need to watch out because paired micropackets can look and act a lot like AIs. They’ll answer questions, for instance. They can run basic routines. Every AI in here has a purpose, but packets are actually integrated, whereas paired micropackets just seem integrated.” She laughed. “I’m sorry. You know all this already, don’t you?” 
“It’s fine,” said Stephen, not really knowing it — in these terms, anyway — at all.
The micropacket Kimmy had been eyeing moved closer. She began to swat at it like a troublesome insect, but then another plopped into the transport, and the two snapped together like magnets. 
“There,” she said, pointing. “Look at that. Half-screen pixel correction and half-external drive boot protocol. How is that useful?” She turned to the pair and kicked at it. “Get out of here!” 
The microfragment seemed to elongate and stand. It said, “Where are you going?” 
But Kimmy swatted again, and it dispersed and blew into aether.
Stephen had no idea what to do. He didn’t even know if he was still in his shitty, rundown room or if she’d somehow sucked him into another world. All of what she’d said made sense in concept; he’d seen recombinant AI before, but even Noah had seen them as emergent intelligence — not pests, the way Kimmy saw them. But then again, he was now seeing his life’s work through a new lens. Running across native AI from behind a desk wasn’t like walking and talking with it on its home turf. 
“That thing raised a good question,” Stephen said, looking where the microfragments had been. “Where are we going?” 
“Not anywhere they suggest. Listen to things like that, and you’ll end up stuck in a hole for sure.” 
“A hole?” Stephen had never heard the expression, but then again he’d been out of commission for over thirty years. Surely the lingo had evolved, along with the network. 
“A loop,” she said. “Holes are self-reinforcing because they’re driven by faulty AI — crazy packets, is a good way to view them. Being in one is like being in a Chinese finger trap. Normally, people will try and report holes to the SysOp, but in most cases the SysOp is AI, so you can’t tell for sure that you’re not still in the hole, talking to the same busted packet.” 
Stephen looked out the digital window, feeling buried below seventeen layers of lack of understanding.  And to think: He’d believed he was an expert here…having invented the place and all. He found himself watching what passed for ground, wondering if a hole would look like a huge pit, and if it was as doomed a place as Kimmy made it sound. 
“It’s fine,” she said, seeming to read his mind. “You get stuck in a hole, you just need to break the loop by doing something the AI doesn’t expect. The hard part is knowing you’re in the loop to begin with.”
Stephen sat on a blue-lined digital bench, feeling tired, wondering if he was himself at all — if this was his body beneath him, or if he was asleep in the real world, dreaming. There was a brief moment of claustrophobia — a sense that if Kimmy wanted, she could keep him here forever — but then it passed. This mission was fucked no matter how he sliced it. Whatever Noah thought was stalking York, maybe it would be easier to lie down and let it get him. 
“I never noticed that before,” Kimmy said, her eyebrows bunching. “Have you always had that?” 
York looked down, seeing her gaze settle on his chest. A dim light grew from his middle, as if something was buried below his skin. 
Seeing his surprise, Kimmy said, “It might be nothing. Just an artifact.”
“What did you think it was?” 
“Code like that? The kids I know call it a boson. Like a birthmark, but cooler.” She shrugged. “They say SerenityBlue has one.” 
“Boson?” 
“Named after the Higgs boson in physics,” she said. “You know…the God particle.” 





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eleven
 
 
September 18, 2042 — Quark Infinity Spire
 
Everyone at Quark was celebrating. In the other room, Noah could hear the champagne corks popping. He could hear laughter. He could even (and this was nice, despite his mood) hear Stephen York’s distinctive chuckle. That particular sound was as strange as it was unique because nobody really heard it. York was an excellent worker, and he was a good friend insofar as Noah had friends. But despite having all the professional satisfaction, thrill of discovery, and money that a person could ever want, Stephen didn’t seem happy at all. And laughter? That never happened. 
Still, it was nice to hear evidence of the man’s smiling. At times like this (when something had temporarily been accomplished, when the pressure was briefly off, when even the likes of Noah could permit a short rest), Noah had to admit that the man deserved better. 
Stephen deserved better than Quark. 
And Stephen definitely deserved better than Noah West. 
Noah listened to the sounds from the front room for another few minutes then walked back to his office. He sat at his desk and called up the big screen on his far wall. Using gloves, he manipulated windows from across the room. He called up a few of the big news sites, knowing that today — and maybe only for today — he’d find only good news about himself and his company. The hype machine had done its job. The launch of Crossbrace, like anything, had its good and bad. In time, people would begin finding the network’s faults. But for now, the hangover of lead-up was still colliding with the splendor of the reality. There were no big bugs, and the team seemed to have allowed plenty of room in the network’s capacity. The big board was showing no significant latency or traffic jams. The distributed processors were effectively shuttling loads to nodes with capacity, letting it all run according to plan. 
For today only, the NAU was basking in the newfound splendor of the Crossbrace network. For today only, all of the news sites were as excited as the population: dazzled by Crossbrace’s promised abilities on one hand, blown away by the features Quark had kept secret until now on the other hand. 
The headlines proclaimed Quark to be revolutionary. 
They said that da Vinci, Edison, and Jobs were nothing compared to Noah West.
They said that Crossbrace would redefine life now that everything talked to everything — and every step of those interconnected processes were intelligent. 
It was all very nice, and for maybe five minutes Noah let himself be pleased by the press they’d garnered with the system’s launch. He couldn’t have asked for it to go better. 
Except that it should be better, and Noah damn well knew it.
Crossbrace was currently knocking the NAU’s socks off, and as more peripherals rolled out, those socks would continue to fly. As the new AI got to know itself better, Crossbrace’s accuracy and abilities would grow. The Internet of Things was reasonably complete within the city, but that IOT would grow in the coming months as more people fed the system data. That would improve the network’s knowledge — and hence its ability to serve — even further. 
But Crossbrace only blew people’s socks off because they didn’t know better. Because they didn’t have Noah’s vision. 
To Noah, Crossbrace now seemed a neat trick — embedding billions of sensors in the physical environment and enlisting users as mobile sensors who’d further fill out the IOT and teach the network its business. And the new AI? That was a neat trick too. 
But in Noah’s mind, what Crossbrace could do wasn’t real magic. It was only illusion. Crossbrace hadn’t changed the world. It had merely slapped a new face on the old world, making it appear as something new. 
Maybe people would see that soon, or maybe it would take them longer. But, Noah knew, they’d see it someday. The wondrous always eventually became taken for granted. How many times had Noah seen that? Even the engine in the tractor his father had used to plow fields had once seemed like a marvel. But had his father ever praised its wonder, constantly amazed that a machine could do the work done worse by a team of mules a century earlier? Not at all. Instead, Dad was always swearing about the tractor. Banging on it with wrenches when it hiccuped, wondering why the stupid fucking thing couldn’t just work properly once in a while. 
Crossbrace would be like that one day. 
Why is there a lag in my geotag gaming glasses? How am I supposed to conduct my virtual scavenger hunt if the stupid pieces of crap never work?
The problem with every technological revolution was that it merely established a new set point. Instead of being revolutionary, each thing just created a new level of ordinary. In time, humanity caught up to and passed that new set point, and then all that could be done was to start over and reinvent it all again. 
The world needed a system that wasn’t merely better, but that would stay better. It needed a network that didn’t merely move the ball forward on a line, but lifted it upward into a new plane. 
The problem with Crossbrace — as great as everyone believed it to be today — was that it had been created by humans, who could only understand the world in fundamentally physical ways. What if, instead, there was a way to create a network organized by human hands…built by beings native to a digital world? What if, instead of creating AI to fill a world, someone could create the wireframe…and set AI loose to build whatever it wanted? 
Noah could see that world. He’d been seeing it for years, but it was too late to divert Crossbrace’s launch by the time his new truth became self-evident. The march forward had felt jubilant to most at Quark, but for Noah, it had soured almost as quickly as the effort was begun. He’d seen the light; he knew the paradigm had moved on, and yet they were about to release something that was already five generations behind. But a man had to reach first base before moving to second, so he’d kept a straight face and plowed forward, frustrated, knowing his hands were bound. Knowing that when this was over, he’d face the monumental task of convincing a company awash with victory that what it had just birthed was nearly worthless. 
The idea for the next network was maddeningly clear in Noah’s mind. With each passing day, he could see it better. He could picture what a fully AI-developed world would be like for the beings who inhabited it. What it would be like to exist in a purely nonphysical realm, able to have whatever you asked for…and redefine the process of instantly asking those questions. 
It was an amazing, intoxicating vision. 
There was only one hitch. One trick left to pull off, one bit of true magic — not illusion — that would solve every problem forever by redefining the structure of problems. 
Noah went to his private bathroom, flicked on the light, and stared into the mirror’s silvery depths. It was a plain mirror, but one day it might be a mirror hooked to the new network, spanning the worlds themselves. 
The new network would be a place where anything was possible, but a single irony remained: Humans — who were analog, physical beings — would be completely unfit to fully experience a place like that. To truly live on the new and evolved network, you couldn’t have a body. You couldn’t be physical. You’d need a way to enter a virtual realm as people had been doing for a hundred years now…but to do so fully then find a way to discard the physical husk and stay there forever. 
If humanity could do that, they’d be able to live a life of actualized dreams. 
If they could do that, they could have Heaven on Earth.
Noah met his eyes in the mirror. 
If he could solve that one problem, humankind’s true evolution could begin — and that, maybe, would be a legacy worth leaving. 
But there was a problem with that, too — albeit a quality one. 
In order to leave a legacy, a person had to die. 
Watching his reflection, imagining the mirror as a portal to that other world, Noah smiled. 
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Chapter One
 
 
October 15, 2042 — IggNite Productions 
 
 
“The trick,” Iggy told Noah, “will be telling the right story.” 
Noah was sitting in Iggy’s penthouse atop the Ophelia Spire, near the mag train. Noah’s own penthouse was in Quark’s Infinity Spire, not far from Rachel Ryan’s penthouse and across from Clive Spooner’s famous one in the twisted black building. It was ironic that Panel was supposed to be a secret. Anyone could find them all if they just skimmed the tops of the city’s best spires.
Noah turned. Iggy was watching him in his serious way. Iggy laughed a lot and could be quite funny (such that Noah found anything funny), but he had a deliberately grave expression he used when intent on making a point. It was hard to take him seriously. He was wearing fifteen-year-old Converse shoes and a shirt with a cartoon character that Noah wasn’t geek-culture enough to recognize. 
“‘The right story,’” Noah repeated. 
Iggy nodded. 
“What are you talking about? I asked you about evolution of Crossbrace.” 
“Exactly, Noah. You wanted to ask me. You didn’t ask Eli, who’d know the technical details much better. You didn’t ask Clive, who we all know is your main off-Panel go-to guy.” 
Noah started to protest. Going off-Panel couldn’t be illegal because Panel itself was neither legal nor illegal, and it couldn’t be prohibited because everyone in the group was at least friendly, and many had personal relationships beyond their professional ones. But discussion of large matters was supposed to involve all of them. That’s what Panel was for. Everyone was supposed to agree to a covenant: If all of us share everything with you, you agree to share everything with us. It had to be that way. It was the only way to control the world.
Before Noah could pretend he’d never gone to Clive Spooner behind the others’ backs, Iggy waved a hand to keep him from embarrassing himself. 
“Whatever. We all do it. Clive’s basically a silent partner at O, and everyone knows it. That’s why, in front of Alexa, Shannon sometimes calls Clive ‘Seven.’ Because he’s the seventh member of O’s Six. But if you ask me, Clive is actually just fucking Alexa (not literally, unless he is, which he might be), and she’s too naive to see it.” 
“You may be the first person in history to call Alexa Mathis naive.” 
“My point is, you came to me. Not Eli, who knows the web like another world and built half of it. Not Clive, who’s your normal guy. Not even Alexa, who’d believe the psychobabble behind it all. So why me, Noah?” 
“Maybe we were due. You and me.” 
Iggy laughed. Iggy, Clive, Rachel, and Noah had been the first drivers of the informal mastermind that became Panel, but Iggy was the only one Noah hadn’t ever transacted business with. There was little crossover to work with. Noah had built Quark, and Iggy, like Alexa, had his roots in writing, branching out into creative entrepreneurship. He was the most right-brained among them — and that, maybe, was why Noah had come. 
“You’re good at finding creative solutions to problems,” Noah said. “This felt like a big problem. More than a network issue.”
Iggy leaned against one of his large windows. “You came to me because I’m a storyteller.” 
“Oh. Well, good to find out what I was thinking. Now: What did I have for breakfast?” 
“I’m serious. Maybe you didn’t realize why you called me, but your mind understands the problem enough to know how difficult it will be for others out there in the world population to understand it. Tell me the truth: You’ve tried to create an outline, haven’t you? A project map? Maybe a business plan, even?” 
Noah nodded slowly. 
“Right. But those things don’t quite encapsulate it all. They don’t quite cover the bases. You’ll map out how Quark could manage to afford the outlays necessary to replace the brand-new Crossbrace network then realize that the board would never approve the expense. You’ll draw system schematics showing how many sensor clusters you’d need to put where, to give your new evolved AI the eyes and ears it needs to begin building…but then run into a brick wall when trying to explain all the disruption the workers and needed construction would cause the city. Because people are happy for now and will balk at the need for all the annoying improvement work. Repairing something that’s broken is one thing. Quark and the people using Crossbrace would agree to all of it if Crossbrace were obviously flawed and broken, but right now, it’s — ” 
“It is flawed!” Noah interrupted. 
“From your perspective. But most people don’t feel that way. Look at it from the Quark board’s point of view. They were ready to lynch you, but somehow you pulled Crossbrace off. You managed to launch it and delight the world. The board’s patience paid off, and within a year the company won’t just have its rather large debts paid; it’ll be cash-positive and on its way to being a beast. And right now — right as something finally went right for Quark, against all odds — you want to sell them on another massive, risky project? A project that basically scraps the thing that just saved their asses and starts over? Do you see the big sticking point here? Nobody else sees any problems with Crossbrace. It’s the best thing since the microchip.” 
Noah wanted to rant about lack of vision, but he kept his mouth shut. Iggy was right, of course. 
“You can’t argue your way into what you want, Noah. You need to pull off a little sleight of hand. You need to make the world think that what you have in mind is their idea. That it’s inevitable, if only someone could solve the problem you’ve made them believe they have. And then you present the solution — not as something you’re pushing for, but something that’s dragged from you, almost against your will.” 
“What do you mean?” 
“Come on, Noah. You got a little reprieve, and for a while I suppose you’ll be a hero — at least within the NAU. Same as Clive was a hero, though that fucker is charming enough to keep selling everyone on the idea that his shit doesn’t stink even after he got the world to build his moon station and pay for it then let him keep what he had, safe over here while his home burned in the East. But you, you’re not charming. You’re an asshole.” 
Noah considered contradicting Iggy but decided not to bother. 
“So if you want to replace Crossbrace with something even bigger, you have to pull off what Clive did with the Mare Frigoris base…but even harder, you have to make it seem like it was barely your idea. That you had a vision but knew it couldn’t happen, and somehow you pulled it off anyway.” 
“I feel like I’m missing something,” Noah said.
“Well, right. That’s where the story comes in. And who’s better at telling stories than me?” 
Noah watched Iggy. He was long, tall, and awkward. He had a huge nose and a messy head of hair. Storytelling was Iggy’s thing. Noah supposed he had to give him something. 
“How have those in power led armies to kill people they don’t know for centuries, always at the risk of their lives? By telling them God wants them to do it. By telling them that the country is depending on them.” 
“Propaganda,” said Noah. 
“Stories,” Iggy argued. “Stories about religion and patriotism. ‘If you die for the cause, you’ll save those you love from evil.’ Because the enemy is always evil. They’re never just people in a distant land; they’re evil. Maybe you’ll go to Valhalla. Maybe you’ll be rewarded with a harem of virgins. Hell, Clive had a story, right? Why do you think his company is called For the People? Because For Clive’s Bank Account doesn’t have the same ring to it. He told everyone that if they could build that array and look back to the beginning of time, it’d give humanity a common cause. Or look at Alexa. Do you think O could have got away with the shit it did if they hadn’t spun all those yarns about sexual liberation and freedom? Hell, I don’t even know half the alter egos Alexa has out there. She has fake activists trying to establish that not screwing O girls on their sex islands and not buying O toys and sims is tantamount to repressing every woman who’s ever lived. You think you can change the world without a great story? Think again.” 
Noah stood. He crossed to Iggy’s bookcase — which, like Ben Stone’s desk when Noah had begun his journey, was lined with small cartoon figures. One was a blue platypus with a fedora. Now what the hell was that? He almost wanted to ask, but it was never a good idea to get Iggy started. 
“Okay. So how do I tell a story?” 
“First of all,” Iggy said, “you have to remember that the story can’t be about you. The story that drove the Crusades wasn’t about kings and queens and popes; it was about the destiny of nations and Heaven. Clive’s story wasn’t about Clive; it was about giving the world something to work toward that just so happened to benefit Clive Spooner, and he just piggybacked on Terrence Ferris’s PR campaign for the Doodad. ‘Everyone can join the worldwide conversation? Awesome; now let’s put our heads together “For the People.”’ Or Take Alexa. O’s story wasn’t and isn’t, ‘We have the best sex toys and porn.’ It’s, ‘We’re evolved enough as a people that we deserve a new standard and a new understanding of freedom.’ And don’t even get me started on what Rachel pulled off with the NAU itself.” 
That got Noah’s attention. His head flicked toward Iggy, still smiling his idiot’s smile. 
“Come on, Noah. Enterprise and Directorate? Rachel’s own sons moving up each of those party’s ranks? Don’t tell me that doesn’t seem convenient. And beneficial to Ryan Enterprises, among other things.” 
Pieces of a vast puzzle were sliding into place inside Noah’s mind. He’d always wondered why Iggy was part of Panel, regardless of the empires he’d built. Noah liked the man, but his talents had always seemed peripheral, central to nothing. Now he was seeing something he’d been blind to before. 
“Did you have something to do with For the People’s PR? Or O’s? Or…Rachel’s?” 
“You tell me, Noah. You’re the one who asked if you could pick my brain.” 
Noah’s head cocked, more pieces slotting into place. 
Before he could speak, Iggy smiled and said, “Or maybe it wasn’t actually your idea after all.”
“What’s in this for you, Iggy?” 
The tall man shrugged playfully, his faux-serious demeanor evaporating in an instant. “I get to change the world. Not many people get to do that.” 
“So what’s my story?” 
Iggy became thoughtful. He moved to a chair and sat on its arm. One long finger went to his chin. 
“What you said before,” he began. “About being a digital being?” 
Noah nodded. 
“You were talking about how a person would have to leave the physical world to enter the digital one. To die.” 
“That’s the idea behind Mindbender. Copying minds to digital form, so people could still live after their body dies.” 
“As a brain in a vat,” Iggy said. 
“With the new network, it’s a bit more than that.” 
“With whatever is next.” 
Noah nodded again. “Crossbrace won’t support anything like it. It’d only be bandwidth on Crossbrace. There’s nothing emergent there, so there’d be no room for emergence. No precedence.” 
Iggy seemed deep in thought. Then he said. “You’re sick, Noah.” 
“It’s not sick. It’s visionary.” Noah could hear his own defensiveness. 
“No, that’s not what I mean,” he said, waving dismissively. “I mean that’s part of the story: that you’re sick. Right now, nobody knows about your tragic illness, but in a few years, I’m sure it’ll come out. It’ll be leaked. You’re terminal, actually. Beyond the ability of life extension treatments to help you.” 
“Terminal?” 
Iggy shrugged. Noah waited while he scratched his cheek thoughtfully, trying to hold down the disturbing feeling the word “terminal” had dredged up inside. The idea of dying and moving into digital form had been Noah’s own, but he was still young, and the plan was more long term than that: to record his life then pass on at the end — not into nothingness, but into a digital Heaven. Iggy’s idea sounded more immediate. But still Noah tried to give him the benefit of the doubt, willing to hear what the storyteller had in mind. 
“Okay,” Iggy finally said. “Here’s what I’m thinking. This can’t just be about you, obviously. But you can and should be at the center of it. You’ll need to be a reluctant hero, seeing as your normal personality is so repugnant. You have the world’s attention now, but you’re no Clive. Smile for me, Noah.” 
Noah felt caught off guard but smiled anyway. 
Iggy made a face. “Exactly. You look like you’re ready to eat babies. Your public image is shit, and you’re just not attractive enough. Steve is even worse, and it’s not like you could let him out from under his NDA now because that’ll make you look terrible. So ‘tragic genius’ is our best chance. That’s the center of it all. But what’s the bigger story?” 
“No idea.” 
Iggy didn’t seem to hear him. He wasn’t asking; he was thinking aloud. 
“How about manifest destiny? Is that too played out?”  
“You mean arguing that the NAU deserves to rule the whole world?” 
Iggy shook his head as if Noah had made an argument rather than asking a question. 
“You’re right. Too hegemonic. But Crossbrace is NAU-only, so The Beam would be NAU-only too, right?” 
“It has to be. Their networks in the East are in such terrible shape, it’d take too much to get them up to speed. Not to mention their puppet governments.”
“Okay. Well, we’re already calling them the Wild East. That was a great idea.” 
“Whose idea?” Noah asked. 
But Iggy was rolling. “So the Wild East gets wilder. We won’t even need to create footage; drones are providing plenty of videos of genuine atrocity. Did you know they have a guy over there named Petra the Cannibal?” Iggy didn’t let Noah reply. “Anyway, keep demonizing the East, no problem. They don’t deserve Crossbrace or this new thing. No reason to feel bad about it. And the humanitarian groups? I know some character assassination stuff we can do. And I’ll talk to NPS. Get public sentiment in favor of doubling down inside the borders. But we…” 
Iggy paused with a hand raised, thinking. Then it dropped. 
“What?” Noah asked. 
“I was thinking that might be an angle. Escape as a story. But evasion is way less compelling than moving toward something. Again: too hegemonic or maybe just cowardly. But what about…wait, this could be it. Hang on.” 
The hand went back out. A finger went up, pensive. 
“Okay. Ascension. Or maybe evolution is better. You see what I’m saying?” 
“No.” 
“You can’t just argue for building a better network, whether you’re dying or not. Because that’s what I figure we do to kick this off: you die.” 
“Now wait a minute…” 
“And so you’re the test case, but…well, you can’t just call back down from the cloud and tell everyone it’s great from up there. What about…oh, wait, this could be great. How do you feel about being a ghost story?” 
“What do you mean?”  
“Well, do you really think you can just upload yourself to Crossbrace? For real?” 
“Not Crossbrace. The Beam.” 
“You really think that’s possible? Like, in your lifetime?” 
“Of course I do.” 
“It’s fine,” Iggy said, clearly not buying it. “You don’t need to actually pull it off. You just need to be working toward it. To save your own life because you’re terminally ill.” Then, excitedly, Iggy snapped in Noah’s face. “Oh! And because you want the NAU to evolve away from the East. Get it?” 
“I just want support to get The Beam online,” Noah said. 
“Right, but you won’t. Not anytime soon. You’ll need to use your own money. I’ll invest, and let’s face it: You can siphon right off York’s account because he’ll never spend it. I think we can do some creative bookkeeping to divert some of Quark while keeping the right public face. Eventually, you’ll admit to working on this Beam project, but it can happen around the time you admit that you’re dying. You and York will already have a big head start by then. And the official line — on the level of a rumor, of course — becomes not just that you want to make a better network, but that you’re trying to get all of humanity online. All of the NAU, at least. What’s the project name? Mind Game?” 
“‘Mindbender.’” 
“Perfect. We leak the name. We don’t connect the dots. We seed the deep web forums, like Null. Get them putting the pieces together the way we want them to, and they’ll decide that because you’re dying, you’re trying to save your own life with Mindbender. But like all good selfish efforts, it’s being commercialized and ultimately brought to everyone’s use via the free market economy. ‘Mindbender is a reality for everyone.’ Meanwhile, officially, everyone denies it all — which will be easy, because only a few of us will know it’s a fabrication. Rumors hidden in rumors. Everyone starts to believe it’s true because it’s being so vehemently and believably denied. Make sense?” 
“Shit, Iggy. Sounds so complicated.”
“Says the man who wants to rebuild Crossbrace, again, better. Don’t worry about it. You handle The Beam. I’ll handle the story.” 
“And Eli. Eli should really be able to help.” 
Iggy shook his head. “No, Noah. Just you and me. Panel can’t know.” 
“Why not?” 
“They’re part of the story. Especially Alexa. And they’re shit actors.” 
“How are they part of the story? And what with Alexa?” 
Iggy smiled. “Again, Noah. This is my territory.” 
“So…you think I just begin?” Noah wasn’t sure, but Iggy was right: He’d come to the storyteller without thinking because something inside him believed that Iggy — and Iggy alone — could help him pull this off. If what he’d implied was true about his work behind Alexa, Clive, and maybe the NAU itself through Rachel, then it would work. If only he was sure of his own role — and if he, too, wasn’t just part of the story, blind to the storyteller’s tricks.
Iggy nodded. “Just start working. Assume the funding will keep coming and that you’ll get public support when you need it. We’ll wait a while then leak the idea of Mindbender. It’ll be a speck of a thought, so amateur hackers everywhere will 1: start attacking Quark to get more information, which I’ll have in place for them to discover ahead of time and 2: begin working on the problem themselves. The hive-mind, crowd-sourced culture is already entrenched; they’ll share like they did for the lunar base, but underground. You can skim the best for your own project. It won’t matter if you pull it off. It’s the idea of evolution — for everyone — that’s key.” 
That didn’t sound right. Evolution (and yes, The Beam seemed to almost require and pave the way for evolution) meant “survival of the fittest.” If everyone evolved, that meant evolution was broken. 
“It’s just a story,” Iggy said, seeing Noah’s face. “There’s the story, and then there’s the truth.” 
“Which is which?” Noah asked, a bit lost down Iggy’s rabbit holes. 
“The story is that you died as The Beam went online. That you were Mindbender’s first attempt, but that something went wrong. Only a lot of people think nothing went wrong at all, and that you’re still out there. Waiting. Watching.” He smiled. “Do you see why Alexa can’t know?” 
“But what about — ” Noah began, ready to list the first of a thousand loose ends Iggy had failed to consider. It wasn’t that simple. Nothing ever was. 
Iggy cut him off, still smiling. “The thing you’ll learn about telling a good story is that in the beginning, even the storyteller doesn’t know how it will all turn out.”
Noah sighed. He was hardly new to uncertainty, and he did trust his own abilities. His vision was firm and had been from the start. Did it really matter what web of lies Iggy spun to make it happen? Not really, so long as the funding stayed fresh and nobody stood in his way. 
“I’ll tell Steve about The Beam project on Monday,” Noah said, already imagining the crestfallen but obedient way York would react to the news that their work together was far from over.
“Good. Steve is your ally.” 
It was such an obvious thing to say that Noah, having turned away, looked back to meet Iggy’s eyes. There was more to what Iggy had to say, but like a true dramatist, he was waiting for the gravitas of a proper reveal. 
“What? Of course you need allies,” Iggy said, smirking. “Because surely you realize The Beam will need enemies, too?”





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Two
 
 
Leo woke with a world-ending headache. 
Opening his eyes was difficult. Rolling his head to the side was even harder. He rolled a few times anyway, tolerating the pounding and the way his neck tendons seemed to creak in an attempt to unfreeze frozen joints. He squinted the entire time, fighting the feeling of a lance stabbing his brain. 
It wasn’t until Leo was sitting upright that he realized something interesting: his head hurt, but it was more or less clear.
“Leo? You hear me in there?” came an echoey voice.
Leo took a few moments before responding. The voice was coming from somewhere high up, and when he craned his pained head to look, Leo saw it was coming from an ancient speaker that looked something like a bullhorn. 
“Is that you, Dominic?” Leo asked the speaker. 
There must have been an input somewhere, because the voice seemed to hear him.
“Yeah. Are you…are you okay?” 
The hesitance in Dominic’s question made Leo’s eyes narrow. He’d known Dominic forever. He’d practically raised him. He’d accepted one Respero refugee from him early in Organa’s history, then another, in Crumb, later on. Sometimes, Leo had a hard time seeing Dominic as more than the kid he’d been when Leo had been the teacher and Dominic had been the student. And now, look where they’d ended up: with Dominic sounding tentative, as if Leo were a bomb about to explode. 
“My head hurts.” 
“And your hand?” 
The question caught Leo by surprise. He looked at his hand (the left, resting on his leg) and was about to respond with a question of his own when he saw the blood. There were great pools of it along the walls, tracked around as if someone had paced through it. He was in some sort of a concrete room with a metal door. It couldn’t be Plasteel because there was a wrinkled dent in its middle that looked recent. In the dent’s center — and, now that he looked, in the heart of several pits around the room’s block walls — were splats of crimson. 
Leo’s left hand felt fine, but his right was aching. He assumed it was because he was still halfway sitting on it and it had gone numb, but when he fished the hand out, the sight of it almost made him pass out again. His fist hurt to flex. His flesh was mostly gone, turned to mashed hamburger squeezed between bright chrome-plated metal fingers. Caked blood covered the appendage and his sleeve almost entirely. 
“We’re limited on first aid here,” speaker-Dominic said. “I gave you a shot of repair nanos, but I don’t know if it’s enough for the job you did on yourself.” 
“Where are you, Dom? Come in here so we can talk face to face.” 
After a moment of hesitation Dominic said, “Let’s just keep talking this way for a bit, if that’s okay with you.” 
“But where are you?” 
“There’s a control room. For monitoring.” 
“I mean, where are we?” 
Leah’s voice, small, as if beside Dominic but not talking into the microphone: “Just tell him. What’s he going to do?” 
“Flat 1,” Dominic said. 
“I thought Flat 1 was destroyed.” 
“The subbasements are still accessible through the old subway,” Dominic told him. 
“I thought the subway was destroyed.”
But rather than answering, Dominic asked another question. 
“Do you remember anything that happened? After you left the compound?” 
“Of course.” 
“You weren’t too far gone?” 
Dominic’s question raised one inside Leo. Forget about how far gone he’d been when Agent Smith and the NPS had brought him in; why was he not far gone now? The heavy feeling of withdrawal had sat atop Leo’s shoulders for weeks, but now he couldn’t feel it at all. He hurt, but was clear-headed with no withdrawal or hangover.
“What did you do to me, Dominic?” Leo asked. The absence of Lunis withdrawal symptoms suddenly seemed very, very interesting. He’d ached all the way into the city, then even more after NPS had tossed him into the old, bars-and-bricks cells appropriate to Organa prisoners. As the organization’s leader, he’d been given a cell to himself, but he’d hurt plenty even then, watching the others in their communal cells beating each other nearly to death. But beyond being in the cells (probably the “do you remember” that Dominic was referring to) was lost in a fog. 
“Leah got NPS out of the way using the nanos she left behind the Quark firewall. Maybe you owe her an apology for yelling at her about that.” 
“Yeah, you owe me an apology,” said Leah’s voice, both sarcastic and happy.
“And you broke me out?” 
“All of you,” Dominic said. 
“Where are the others?” 
“Gassed. There was a suppressor system we managed to get operational again, meant to quell prison riots back when the Flat was in use.” 
“But you didn’t gas me.” 
Leo looked at the speaker when there was no response. Then he craned his head around the room, trying to find whatever visual device they might be using to watch him. 
“Hell, guys. It’s hard to talk to you when you won’t just come in here and look me in the eye.” 
Another moment of silence. There was a sigh, and then Dominic said, “Hang on.” 
Several minutes dragged by. Leo used them to assess himself and try to recall all that was missing. He held his obliviated fist to his face, eyes flicking to craters in the wall and door, deciding the painted picture was perfectly clear. At some point when Leo had been awake and alone, he’d punched his way around the room, ruining his surgical work and baring his old Gaia fist beneath. The idea made his stomach swim. There had been a day when Leo hadn’t been a stranger to violence, but that day was long past. 
He listened to Leah and Dominic for a while, waiting, before realizing that he wasn’t listening to them at all. They’d left their station by the microphone, but he could still somehow hear their approach. After a while, he got it: Leah was broadcasting something from her implants. Through something inside himself, he could sense her connection reaching out to him. To Leo, what Leah was mulling felt like worry. Dominic, on the other hand, was a black hole.
The door opened. Dominic entered first. Leo took a step forward before registering the large weapon his old friend had leveled at his chest. Leah followed and stood behind Dominic, quiet. She closed the door, and they both waited, looking at Leo as if he were something to pity. Or fear.
“What’s this?” 
“I’m sorry, Leo. I love you like a father, but the last time we were this close, you tried to kill me.” 
“Leo,” Leah said, cutting him off before he could reply. “Dom thinks you intended to get caught by NPS. He says you knew I could use the nanos I’d left behind to get you out. What I don’t know is why.” 
Then, below her breath and without moving her lips, Leo heard Leah say, “handshake 0419 flat 1 protocol prisoner record F107 dash 343 enter — ”
“Leah,” Leo said. “I can hear you.” 
Leah squinted then looked at Dominic.
“Not your voice. I mean I can hear your feed. You’re entering me into the prison system’s roster.” 
She looked back at Leo. “What do you mean?” 
“Prisoner F107 something. That’s me, right?” 
Leah’s forehead bunched. “How did you know that?” 
Leo tapped his head. “I had an add-on installed a very long time ago that could break coded wireless transmissions. Not new codes, I’m sure, but codes this prison’s canvas might use.”
“You have a code breaker?” 
Leo looked down at his fist. Even if Dominic hadn’t told her everything he’d learned about Leo’s past and Gaia’s hammer, she’d be able to see plenty of evidence in his alloy knuckles.
Screw it, he thought. 
“Why are my augments coming back online?” 
Dominic looked at him. “I thought you didn’t have any add-ons left in you?”
“Too much trouble to remove some of them,” Leo said. “But I had them deactivated forever ago. They’re supposed to be inert.” Then he shook his head, realizing just how much he could hear now that he was focusing. He could hear some of the other Organas — not through their own unaugmented heads but through the prison’s network itself. He could hear The Beam beyond. His old memory buffers, in fact, felt like they wanted to upload and sync. His repair nanos, which he’d had flashed decades ago and should be long dead, were waking up, taking cues from a distant medical database. A heads-up display kept wanting to pop into place. Leo had mostly forgotten the trick of banishing it, so he blinked until it slid out of his field of view. 
“Maybe it’s the prison’s canvas that’s somehow reactivating them,” Leah said. “We had to open the Fi to crack the cells.” But Leo knew bullshit when he heard it, and he could see the strange look on Leah’s face.
“Where are the others?” he asked. 
“Contained. Separated. There were enough cells left here to give them each their own.” 
“How?” Leo asked. 
Dominic answered. “During renewal, a lot was processed quickly just to get things done and outrun the threatening collapse. The Flat’s sublevels were blocked off but left in place. Most of it flooded, but nearby reclaimers have sucked a bunch of the water out since. The cells don’t smell great, but they still hold prisoners.” 
“Are the other Organas…”
“They’re fine. Just gassed, like I said. We tried to let them up once they were in their own cells, but when we did, they proved to still be…unstable.” Dominic nodded around the room at the smashed walls — walls Leo had punched into submission when he’d been unstable. Which, for some reason, he wasn’t anymore.
Before Leo could ask, a data clot came loose and surged through Leo’s mind. It lit up everything for the briefest of moments — and in that flash, it felt as if he’d just regained use of forgotten limbs. He felt like he could do anything — maybe that he could see the future. Old images discharged from partially blanked storage in his ocular add-ons, and in an instant Leo saw friends who’d died and family he’d all but forgotten. The nostalgia, delivered by technology he’d turned from decades ago, almost knocked him to his knees. 
It should have been disorienting — but instead of feeling disoriented, Leo wanted more. How had he thought his old add-ons were dead and deactivated? He could already feel himself rejoining the worldwide collective as they lit up. He could sense hundreds and thousands of other people gathered around, whispering in his ear. 
The more he felt, the more he wanted to feel. He had to get out. He had to leave this place. There were things he needed to do. There were places he desperately needed to go, people he needed to find. The new sense of connection filled all his old gaps, filling his previously torn mind with a million soothing voices. 
“Put down the gun, Dominic,” Leo said. 
Dominic lowered the barrel but kept the weapon at the ready.
“I’m safe now. Can’t you tell that just by talking to me?” 
“You’re still in Lunis withdrawal.”
“I was. But now I’m on Lunis’s version of methadone.” 
“What the hell are you — ” 
Leah cut Dominic off, speaking to Leo. 
“Is that why you did it? Is that why you got yourselves caught? Why you got all of them caught and hauled in to NPS?” 
Leo nodded. 
“What?” Dominic asked, still not getting it.
“Lunis is the cure for technology withdrawal — for the confusion that comes when highly connected people come to disconnected places,” Leo said, now advancing with his palms up. “So when we ran out of Lunis up in the village, something struck me: With NPS’s help, we could return to the city and to the center of the network, for forcible processing. And if we did that — ” he glanced at Leah, “ — we could stop chasing the cure and instead go back to the disease.” 
Dominic looked at Leah then Leo. “Okay. So how do we handle the rest of the Organas?” 
It was Leah who answered. 
“We scavenge all the Beam-connected hardware we can find in the prison’s contraband lockers,” she said, “and introduce Organa to its new drug.”





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Three
 
 
“She knew?” 
Kai waited for Micah to settle. He was always like this: calm and stoic through even the worst of what he already knew but tending to blow when learning something unpleasant for the first time. In the past, Micah’s tendency to pop had scared Kai. He’d had been like a father to her — the kind of dad who showed his love by ruining the public image of kids who pulled her hair on the playground. Those kids, if Kai had known Micah when she’d been a girl, would never have been able to get a job in public service, thanks to all the scandal. And forget extra snacks after nap time.
But now, watching Micah’s reaction, Kai found herself strangely unaffected. She might be getting numb to him. There was something about fearing a man for months that stripped some shock from the ordinary. 
“Yes, she knew,” Kai repeated. 
“Because you gave yourself away. Because she could read you the minute you walked in. I told you, she’s not just some delicate old lady. She’s smart and dangerous. And security there isn’t a joke.” 
Kai rolled her eyes, slouching into a doorframe. “Oh, give me some credit. Do you think I went in there with a dagger raised? Maybe one of those little pearl-handled pistols? Or at least with my hands out. Admit it: You think I greeted her like this.” Kai made strangling hands and held them out toward Micah’s neck. 
He sighed, his body language a mixture of defeat and annoyance. If Rachel knew that Micah wanted her dead, he knew perfectly well she wouldn’t be dying without granting permission. Fortunately (and this was the part Kai would tell him when he was done pouting), the old woman’s permission was exactly what Kai had left with. 
“She’s a snake, Kai. She invented deceit. You never should have gone over just to talk. Why did you do that? Do you always do that?”
“This time felt different. I don’t get the impression she ever leaves the building. And the building has security, as you said. I needed to get the lay of the place.” 
“Which allowed her to see right through you.” 
“You’re not understanding,” Kai said. “She opened the door already knowing who I was and why I was there.” 
Except that wasn’t really right, was it? The Rachel who’d opened the door for Kai had been just another part of an elaborate simulation. 
“What do you mean?” 
“‘So you’ve come to kill me.’ That’s what she said. I didn’t even say hello. That was her hello.” 
“She said that?” 
Kai nodded. “Then she rather casually mentioned that she knew you were behind it. Didn’t seem particularly perturbed.” 
Micah’s eyes snapped wide. In that second, Kai saw whites all the way around his gray irises. Then he became Micah again: cool, calm, collected, calculating. 
“You’re sure.” 
“That she wasn’t particularly perturbed?” 
Micah’s lips pressed into an annoyed line. Kai was enjoying this rare turnabout, but loving it too much would be a mistake.
“That she knew I sent you,” he clarified, “to take care of her.” 
“I don’t remember her exact words, but yes, she knew. Before I said anything.” Kai couldn’t check those exact words, either, because something in Alpha Place had zeroed her recorder. Kai’s memory for details was decent, but she’d come to depend on Beam records and had let her native mind atrophy more than she liked. It was very human. It was disappointing.
Micah began pacing back and forth in front of his Dali painting, and Kai had a strange moment wondering what family get-togethers would be like when everyone knew some family members had contracted to kill others. The guilt mongering between siblings must be intense: You’re going to kill Mom? Aw, I’m telling!
 “So what did she say?” Micah asked. “When she got it all out there, about me, about you…what did she say about it?” 
Kai chewed her cheek. She had to give him something.
“Actually, she said I could do it.” 
“She said….” He trailed off as if he’d missed the end of Kai’s sentence.
“She said I could kill her. She gave me permission.” 
“Just like that?” 
“Not just like that, actually. I had to audition.” 
“Audition?” 
Kai peeled away from the doorframe and walked toward Micah. She rather liked the feeling of making Micah reel for a change. Throughout their relationship, he’d been her provider and protector — perhaps a perverse sort of friend. But there had always been a leash between them, with Micah holding the end. She was given a home in the Presque Beau, but the threat was always there: Do something Micah doesn’t like, and it all goes away. For once, she was delivering some of the punches. And best of all, they were Rachel’s punches, not even Kai’s. No wonder she found herself liking the old woman so much. 
“Yes, Micah. She made me prove myself.” 
“How?” 
“She asked how I’d kill her. On your orders.” 
Micah flinched. Kai stepped closer. 
“Would I use my hands to kill her?” she said, “But no; there were reasons hands wouldn’t work. A weapon? An improvised weapon, like something in the room? She gave me reasons those wouldn’t work, either. It wasn’t even rebuttal, and it certainly wasn’t defense. Honestly, Micah, what your mother gave me was half coaching — troubleshooting, maybe.” 
“And the other half?” 
“Trial. Testing. She wasn’t going to give me the answer. She might have thought I didn’t have one, and the whole thing was a joke — a way of sticking out her tongue at me and saying, ‘Ha ha. You and Micah can’t get me.’” 
“That sounds like her. That wasn’t a test. That was just bullshit.” 
Kai gave a sexy, taunting smirk. This time, she reached out and ran his lapel between her long fingers and thumb. 
“It wasn’t bullshit. Because I passed. And after that, she told me exactly how it had to be.” 
“How it had to be?” 
“How I’d kill her. Where. And when.” 
“What did you do?” His voice lowered. “She’s not dead already, is she?” 
Kai almost laughed. If her assignment was already complete, it wasn’t the kind of thing Micah would be uncertain about this far into a conversation. She could get her hooks into him. And she’d thought Micah Ryan was so impervious and unflappable. Just went to show that mothers always carried knives nobody else had at their disposal.
Kai wanted to answer, What did I do to prove I could do it? I killed her, that’s what…but no, she’s not dead. 
Instead she said, “I showed her that I’m a creative thinker.” 
“How?” 
“Maybe you’d like to do this, if you have so many questions.”
“Just tell me, Kai,” he snapped. 
She took a long, deliberate sigh. Then, reaching the end of her teasing seduction, she gave him what he wanted. 
“After Nicolai went to see her, I pulled a hair off his coat. I had someone I know make a booby-trapped red blood cell that matched her DNA.” 
“And?” 
“And the rest is a trade secret. But it must have passed muster because she gave it her thumbs-up, figuratively speaking.” 
“What the hell does that mean, ‘passed muster’?” 
He seemed so scattered. It was delightful to see Micah not in charge for once. Kai still wasn’t sure what he was supposed to get out of any of this, though she assumed it boiled down to advancement: one lion clawing his way to the top of the pride after killing his kin. Micah had promised Kai advancement, implying that Rachel was in the way…but knowing Micah as she did, Kai thought it was equally likely that the trade was more quid pro quo: You solve my problem, and I’ll solve yours. 
Kai sent her mind back to her discussion with Rachel — the real Rachel, after the sim had ended. Both players had their motives, and Kai seemed to have ended up the broker in between.
“She said that if you were going to have her killed, that was fine. She’s lived long enough. She’s tired. She told me she’s expected to die for a while, but that someone kept propping her up.” Kai pointed at Micah, indicating the irony of wanting to kill someone he kept saving. “But she said that if you were going to succeed, your assassination attempt had to be believable.” 
“Believable?” 
“Yes. Because if I did something that her security or internal protections would normally prevent, it would be obvious that she’d taken a dive, like a prizefighter losing on purpose. I guess it’s important that you come out looking like an honest victor.” 
Micah said nothing, looking both angry and lost. This hadn’t turned out as he’d imagined, and now he must be wondering whether Rachel submitting to die was the same as her ending up dead as a surprise. The result would be the same, but now there was another ingredient in the mix: his mother’s plans, hiding in unknown shadows. 
“That’s also why she said it has to happen in public. If she dies in her apartment, Alpha Place will cover it up.” Kai was unable to keep a disgusted, ironic smile from her lips when she delivered the rest: “And if that happens, you won’t get credit.” 
“This is insane.” 
“Oh, come on, Micah. She’s just looking out for you. Making sure you get the gold star you deserve.”
Micah sat on the edge of his desk. Kai saw it as the moment of weakness it clearly was, but it seemed necessary. Micah would either sit or fall. 
“This wasn’t how it was supposed to happen,” he said.
“What are you talking about?” 
“She was either lying to me about all of this, or she honestly didn’t know that Rachel would see it coming.” 
“Who?” 
He just shook his head. 
So he was reporting to someone higher up. Someone at Rachel’s level, higher than even the fabled Beau Monde. Someone who’d fed him information. Someone who’d made promises that even Micah Ryan had been naive enough to believe.
Kai thought of puppets. Of Micah pulling Nicolai’s strings, unseen, all those years. 
Who had been pulling Micah’s? And was that person an ally, as Micah had apparently thought…or an enemy who turned out to be in bed with Rachel for reasons unknown? 
Kai’s jaw offset, and she touched tooth to tooth — her private posture of thinking. 
Whoever held Kai’s ticket into the upper echelon, it had to be a woman. 





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Four
 
 
April 3, 2078 —District Zero 
 
It was after hours at the O Club, but the entertainment was still in place for the visiting VIP. Micah could hardly pay attention. Alexa would likely be back any minute, but in the meantime he was probably supposed to sit here at the table in the dim room, sipping his scotch. 
But across from him, two people were having sex in a glass-fronted booth. 
Above, in what at first seemed to be skylights, two nude women writhed on glass, their asses pressed flat. 
Alexa returned. She slid into the booth across from Micah, blessedly blocking the view just as the man in the booth turned the woman around to try a new angle. 
“Sorry about that,” she said. 
“No problem.” 
“One of our high rollers had a special request.” 
“And you had to fulfill it personally?” 
Alexa smiled. She knew better than to take the remark personally. Alexa Mathis’s name was synonymous with selling sex — from the digital page, in film, in clubs, and intimately, in person. But she’d never been so much as a glass table girl and never would be. Micah didn’t know all that Alexa had done to manipulate the sexual culture that coincidentally made O thrive today, but he’d heard rumors. The unofficial line was that while Alexa had done plenty (under various socially conscious aliases) to destigmatize the words “whore” and “slut,” she’d never come close to being one herself. Even Clive, who the high-level rumor mill implied had once had an affair with Alexa, was mum on the topic. She was business, through and through. 
“High rollers have a correspondingly high sense of entitlement. Mostly, I just had to stand there while he explained why he wasn’t happy about one of our girls.” 
“Why?” 
“She bit him.” 
“Hmm. And this wasn’t something he wanted.” 
“Apparently not. But that’s what she said: that it was something he’s secretly into. I talked to her too, away from him. She said he wanted it but didn’t want to admit it. Hence the complaining.” 
Alexa shifted. He caught a glimpse of bouncing breasts against glass behind her. 
“How do you do this, Alexa?” 
“Do what?” 
“All the mind games.” 
“And you don’t play mind games? Come on. If you didn’t know this already — if you don’t know it intimately from politics and if it’s not in your blood, thanks to Rachel — I’m sure working with Kai has taught you: everything is — ”  
“‘Everything is about sex,’” Micah recited. “I know. I beat Kai to that little truism when I hired her. But people don’t know it or won’t admit it, and it makes them stupid. Like your client. He doesn’t even know himself, if he wants it rough and won’t admit it.” 
Alexa shrugged as if this were no big deal. “It’s just a different paradigm. An evolution of what we’ve always done. Chloe changed everything. Half of the intuitive programming and conditioning we do today — not to mention a lot of the AI that’s pollinated the wider Beam — relies on new algorithms that more accurately determine deep desires against surface wants. But applying that knowledge isn’t straightforward, and all the algorithms in the world can’t replace art. The girls are still the limiters. Some have a gift for knowing when to act on buried cravings and when to let them stay buried. Others — like this one, the biter — don’t. We’re able to replicate Chloe’s deduction, but not her intuition.” Alexa took a swig of water and said, “Kai knows the difference.” 
“I wouldn’t know.” 
“You’ve never partaken? Not once?” 
Micah gave a little shrug. “I’m not interested.” 
“Repressed? Or secretly gay?” 
“Maybe I’m not as much of an out-of-control animal as most of your spa clients. Maybe I’ve done a better job of channeling my ‘everything is about sex’ into other pursuits.”
“Like lifting weights. Hitting things. Growling.” Alexa smiled. 
“Like business.” 
Alexa bit her cheek as if choking off a small smile. She turned and took ten long seconds to watch the couple in the glass booth. Micah watched them finish then begin again. The wonders of modern nanotechnology, turning sex workers into perpetual motion machines. 
“So you’re not affected by the decorations?” 
“I’m just here because you wanted to meet on your home turf.” 
“Hmm. So if I were to do a quick tumescence scan using this table’s sensors…” Alexa trailed off, smiling, still halfway turned. 
“What did you want, Alexa?” Micah asked, making his face more impatient than he felt. 
Alexa cocked her head as if giving up then shifted so she was again blocking the booth’s performers. She exhaled, sipped, and said, “How is Kai doing for you, Micah?” 
“She’s doing fine.” 
“For your professional jobs, of course.” 
“That’s what I hired her for.” 
“Killing your enemies,” Alexa said. 
Micah resisted the urge to look around the room. There was nobody in the closed club, and the entertainers were in soundproof enclosures, the Beam glass fronts programmed to make lip reading somehow impossible. She was trying to get a reaction out of him, but Alexa had done her own share of dirty dealing. If Alexa hadn’t commissioned murders, people around her must have. She was in his mother’s circles, for shit’s sake, and it’s not like Dear Old Mother had ever flinched at dirty hands. He’d hired Kai for killing. He wouldn’t sit here and pretend he hadn’t. 
“That’s right.” 
“And you’ve found her worth the pay?” 
“Have you found it worth her being gone from here?” Micah countered. “Kai implied she was a great earner.” 
“One of our best. Not just for us. For herself, too.” 
“I’m not arguing for fair trade practices. I’m just asking.” 
“Curious about the talents of Miss Dreyfus?” Alexa asked, her voice almost a purr.
“I told you. It’s professional.” 
“Just curious then. About nothing in particular.” 
“Why did you ask me to come here, Alexa?” 
She gave Micah a touché look. “All right. Down to business then.” 
“If you want.” 
“Do you remember when we met?” 
She wanted to dance and play coy. Fine. Micah, despite his bearing, wasn’t in a hurry. 
“It was before you died,” Micah said. 
“Officially, I never died. Officially, I’m a recluse.” 
“But everyone talks like you died. It’s all past tense. Have you searched the deep Beam? Do you know how many layers are in all of this technology you built your business upon?” 
Alexa showed teeth at the corner of her smile. “I know a lot more than you give me credit for. The earliest detaching spy AI? My people wrote it so we could watch customer behavior when they used our toys and peripherals. Autonomous device agents? That was us, too. And not even O. Most of this is well before I met the other five. When it was just me, just Alexa the dumb little dirty author. Before Crossbrace and way before The Beam. So yes, I know.” 
Micah took another slow sip, still feeling his ace. Alexa may have been a mover and shaker on the early Beam and Crossbrace, but Ryan Enterprises had preceded even that. Given the animosities and reasons for their partnership, he felt sure Rachel hadn’t shared with her adversary. Alexa liked to pretend that she’d sought Micah from a position of power, but in his memory, she’d come on bent knees. Whatever group she and Rachel were part of, Rachel spoke as if Alexa was its standing joke.
Micah took yet another sip, working the silence between them. She was his superior in every conceivable way, but she’d come to him with a need. She’d given him Kai as a gesture, but also because of that need — and Kai herself, he sometimes thought, was involved in all of this obliquely if not directly. Alexa was big, yes. But to Micah, she was also transparent. 
There didn’t need to be any animosity between them. Micah didn’t want any. But Alexa needed to know her place. 
“Yes,” he said, answering her earlier question. “I remember when we met.” 
“Do you remember our first discussion? The first real one, once we were sure we wouldn’t be overheard?” 
Micah remembered it plenty. He’d even taken an illicit video recording using his then-beta Xenia ocular implant, in case he needed it for leverage later. But Alexa had been knocked down enough already, and he respected her. Business admired business, and Alexa had schemed her way to an empire. Everyone knew O was her company. She led. The others in the Six blustered and ultimately rubber-stamped whatever Alexa wanted. It was impressive. 
“We agreed on a course of mutual benefit.” 
“And?”
Micah resisted an urge to roll his eyes. She wanted him to say it so she could wash her hands before getting to business. Again: fine. He could bend.
“You said you were being stonewalled by my mother. Not coincidentally, so was I.” 
Alexa nodded, apparently still waiting. 
“You wanted to undermine her,” Micah went on. “And I wanted to move up.” 
“You wanted to kill her,” Alexa said. 
“I wasn’t the only one.” 
“I never said that.” 
“Officially, I guess you couldn’t,” Micah said. “What is it you’re part of with her, Alexa? Some sort of a cult?” 
“Nothing I can talk about. But something that does demand certain…rules.”
“Rules that are enforceable in ways you can’t easily get around,” Micah said, voicing something he’d been mulling for many months. Because that had bothered him a bit: the way Alexa had let Kai leave O and go to Micah. He’d got to know Kai well and could tell what an asset she must have been for Alexa. She wouldn’t have let Kai go if she didn’t need Micah more than she was willing to admit. Somehow, Alexa’s hands were bound. She’d called this meeting, but Micah hadn’t hesitated to accept. 
“Maybe,” Alexa said. 
“So even though you want her dead,” Micah said, keeping his voice neutral, “you can’t just have her killed. Because someone would know.” 
“Not quite.” 
But: Yes, quite. That was exactly what was happening here. They were in some sort of a cabal, and Alexa couldn’t move against Rachel. Maybe Rachel couldn’t move against Alexa, either. They were at detente, locked into some sort of loathing, reluctant mutual respect. Micah was meant to be the tiebreaker, if Alexa could find a way. 
“Okay. So why am I here?” Micah said.
“I wanted to check up on Kai.” 
“You could have done that with a call. Or, ideally, asked Kai to come here tonight, too.” 
“I meant, I wanted to check on how Kai was doing for you.” 
“Which could have been done with a call.”
Alexa nodded slowly. He sensed a truth near exposure, a set of pretenses about to be dropped. Surprising him, Alexa said, “Micah, do you believe in God?” 
“The church’s god?” 
“Any God.” 
Micah kept the surprise from his face. “I’m reserving judgment. Why?” 
“Everyone knows I’m an anthroposophist. I’ve even turned it into a branding angle. O’s immersions have grown increasingly realistic — but not just realistic; deep, too. Like, psyche-deep. I know a lot of companies — especially unofficially — have been creating better and better sense simulation with neural downtuning, but O’s immersions are different. Like I was saying about the girl who bit my client. They reach deep down and determine not just what someone wants, but what they may not even know they want.” 
“And this makes you believe in God?” Micah laughed. “Maybe I really should book a session at one of your spas.” 
“There are some interesting parallels between what we do and what a company like Xenia does. You’ve heard of Project Mindbender?” 
“The official version?”
“Noah West’s version.” 
“Sure. I’m on Xenia’s board.” 
“And how is Mindbender going?” 
Micah thought about holding back, but Alexa would have access to more than he did if she orbited Rachel Ryan’s upper echelon. 
“Slow,” he said. 
“Why?” 
Philosophy, he almost answered. But he didn’t want to give Alexa more embarrassing rope to hang herself. 
“Turns out, a mind isn’t as portable as we’d thought. Or as West thought.” 
“Innovation at Xenia is driven some by the market, some by curiosity,” Alexa said. “At O, it’s all market need. People want to get off in new ways, so we make that happen. But the delving that algorithms like Chloe do? It’s almost scary. There’s a story here at O about an immersion gone too long, and the subject drifted off into space — not headspace; literal space. We asked her to submit to her deepest desires. She was adept, and it went deep enough that it creeped out the techs. She started thinking of the universe.” 
“Hot,” Micah said. “Who was it?” 
“Doesn’t matter. Point is, we’re exploring, too. Just like Xenia. And sometimes, we see things.” 
Micah heard the change in Alexa’s voice. He sat forward. 
“What did you ‘see’?” 
“Something that puts me at odds with Rachel. Something that, the more I try and explain the need to go in one direction, she pushes in the opposite.” 
“Maybe she just disagrees with you.” And she would, if you’re blathering on about sex testing leading to visions of God. 
When Alexa didn’t reply, Micah said, “Explain it to me. Maybe I can reason with her.” 
Alexa laughed. 
“I’m serious. What is it between you?” 
Alexa’s eyes met Micah’s. Despite the almost pitying feeling of superiority he’d had seconds earlier, Micah felt a chill in his blood. Maybe he’d been in charge for most of this meeting. Maybe she’d knelt before him years ago, when they’d first opened their covert discussions behind Rachel’s back. And maybe Alexa really was a superstitious fool, like everyone seemed to believe and his mother always scathingly implied. But right now, Micah could see every iota of the industry giant the woman was under the skin. She’d clawed her way to the top and hadn’t been afraid to slash and burn on her way. Seeing the real Alexa now stopped his lips. 
“That’s not something you need to worry about.” 
“Of course,” Micah said. 
“It’s above your head. Nothing you’re permitted to worry about.” 
“Sure. I didn’t mean — ”
“I’m not an idiot, Micah. And I won’t pretend you’re one, either. We both know there’s something else, above Beau Monde. Something I won’t discuss, but that you’re not fool enough to believe doesn’t exist. By the book, if there was a book, there isn’t supposed to be a line of succession, but of course there is. You’re with me because you want in, and I’m your insider in the meantime. I’m in this because I know that even if I get Rachel out of the way, you will become an insider. You help me, and it gets you what you want. I help you, and I gain an ally, but also maybe a new obstacle. So it’s very important that you don’t bullshit me. It’s very important that you play along, so that everyone can win.” 
He’d always respected Alexa on one level, but now he reluctantly had to respect her on another. Micah nodded. 
“You don’t have to believe me. You only have to trust me.” 
“Okay,” he said, unsure. 
“I know what I’m doing. Honest.” 
Micah looked around the room. He thought of Alexa’s cult status, wacky or not. He thought of O and how she held the reins of a group that was supposed to be governed equally by six — from, if you believed the deep Beam rumors, beyond the grave. 
“Okay,” he said. “I trust you.”





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Five
 
 
“He’s on Panel, isn’t he?” Micah asked. 
Alexa, merely a voice in Micah’s ear as he paced his office, seemed to breathe a bit differently. Micah took it as a yes. He wasn’t even supposed to know the word “Panel,” but he’d had years to work on Alexa and learn her rhythms. He could use his add-ons to assess her if she’d still meet him in person, but she seemed to have figured out that distance was the best protection from Micah’s sharp sense of insight. 
“I can’t say,” Alexa said. 
But of course he was on Panel. Craig Braemon had gone to Flat 4 for currency fraud during the credit switchover and had nearly gone to prison again for Shift tampering in 2091. In both cases, he’d managed to wiggle away with what was essentially a slap on the wrist, and in both cases he’d been far more successful at his criminal endeavors than should have been possible. It didn’t matter that he’d been caught and that Shift (as far as Micah knew) hadn’t actually been affected in ’91. For men like Craig Braemon, there were always below-the-surface benefits that must have been quite successful indeed.
“Never mind. I’ll be there. I’m going to the fundraiser. I have to go, just because I’m Capital Protection and Enterprise’s face man. My question is, what’s in it for Braemon?” 
“Why does there have to be something in it for him? It’s an Enterprise event once you peel back the skin. What benefits Enterprise PR benefits all of us.” 
“Enterprise doesn’t need more PR. Braemon certainly doesn’t need PR. I don’t know him at all, but if he’s Panel — ” 
“He’s not Panel.”
“What about Aiden Purcell? He seems like Panel.”
“I have no idea.”  
“But there is a Panel. We’ve established that.”
“Stop it, Micah. Remember, we’re in this together.” 
“I’m just saying that if everyone wants me there, I’d like to know what I’m in for.” 
“I told you. It’s PR. Attention-grabbing, hearts-and-minds-redirecting PR. Just like your sister-in-law’s fuck-you concert. Enterprise is going to lose Shift, which wouldn’t be a big deal if it hadn’t looked like they might win for a while with the beem currency rollout. They’ll need to pull back on attempting to ratify beem now, of course, but it can’t wait until 2105. It’ll be a midterm initiative.” 
“You’re going to push beem ratification with a Directorate majority in the Senate?” 
“It can’t wait until 2105,” Alexa repeated, as if quoting a mantra. 
“Why not?” 
Alexa ignored him, now chattering in his ear. “Most of this won’t concern you, but in six months, maybe a year, we’ll need a push to sell Directorate senators on network-based experimental commerce. Ratifying beem money will be part of that, and the rest can unfold after, as the media expects. And if that’s going to happen, Enterprise’s image has to start improving now. Losing a Shift Enterprise was expected to lose wouldn’t be a big deal, but since it looked like we might win, that same loss will now be an embarrassment.” 
“Are you worried that people are chattering about Mindbender?” 
“Vale’s version, you mean?” 
“Of course.” 
“Six months or so should be plenty to make that all seem foolish.” 
“How? Everyone loves Vale. Even if the project is still stalled in six months, that’s hardly unexpected.” 
“Vale will be handled. Mindbender’s reputation will follow.” 
“How do you figure?” 
“Not for your ears. You need to worry about Enterprise.” 
“And Braemon’s event,” Micah said, wishing Alexa would stop bullshitting and just tell him the whole truth.
“The event is only being held by Braemon. You and I might know what’s really going on, but it would be a mistake, if PR is the name of the game, to forget the stated purpose of the fundraiser. Nobody you know will ever face Respero, but even if you were sent yourself, you’ll get the finest Respero Dinner beforehand that money could buy. The people below the line aren’t that lucky. The whole reason Respero is effective as euthanasia — especially when we’re talking mandated euthanasia — is because it’s ritualized. People accept it, at least in concept, as a kind of graduation. But think about it: How effective will the ritual of a ‘fancy graduation Dinner’ be when the poor slobs who are its most common victims can’t afford the whitewash?” 
“Maybe they could have afforded their pleasant deaths if they’d been Directorate,” said Micah, unable to help himself. 
“Very funny.”
“Oh, lighten up, Alexa. I’m old enough to remember out-and-out state murder, so you sure as hell are. Who gives a shit if people see through the farce of Respero? What the state says goes, no matter whether people like it or not. If all else fails, the NAU can just go back to lethal injections and electric chairs.” 
“That’s barbaric,” Alexa muttered.
“And Respero isn’t?”
“Don’t pretend, Micah. You’re smart enough to know there are things you don’t know, so don’t presume that anyone has told you what those things you shouldn’t know are.” 
“I’m so confused,” Micah said, rolling his eyes. 
“When you move up, you’ll understand.” 
“How about this for a proposal, Alexa? If you want me to do your bidding correctly, help me understand now.” 
Alexa seemed to sigh and reset. “This isn’t just about Enterprise or Braemon or you or me. It’s important that Respero itself comes out looking better after this event. Ironically, calling it a ‘Respero benefit’ isn’t far off the mark at all since the idea is to benefit Respero.”
“Why?” 
“Because we need Respero to be accepted and hence effective. As a tool.” 
“If the state wants people dead, it should just call a spade a spade. At least look people in the eye and call it capital punishment.” 
“This is about control, Micah.”
“Capital punishment is about control.” 
“Capital punishment is about punishment,” Alexa corrected. 
“You’re splitting hairs.” 
“I’m not. The subtleties of Respero matter as much as the subtleties of the perceived power balance between the parties, and that’s not even counting personal interests.” 
“What personal interests?” Murder, he thought.
She must be talking about Panel or other high-ups ridding themselves of enemies through the Respero system.
“You don’t have to see the whole picture. You only have to trust that those above you do, and that you will in time.” 
“Noah Fucking West,” Micah muttered. It was an endless shell game. Dick measuring with lives in the balance. 
“There are Directorate elements who’ve begun to come out against Respero,” Alexa said. “We’ve kept them quiet, but Vale, as a wild card, changes things in the short term. It’s important that as many as possible of those who are sent to Respero publicly go willingly. We want them sending out invitations and getting excited. We want them to dress up for the occasion and gather family and friends. We want those middle-of-the-road folks to see Respero as a choice above them, which in turn gives nodding consent to the will of the state.” 
“I see. Is that what happened with Violet James?”
“Violet James is exactly why this matters, Micah,” Alexa snapped, as if he should know better. “With the anniversary of her Respero decision coming up, a lot of eyes on both sides of the fence are turning to the case as a precedent setter. There’s always been chatter about James’s condition and the way her decision came down, and now that chatter is all back, all these years later. Would she have come out of it? Would she have lived? Violet is the perfect idol for both the pro and con arguments — and which side she ends up posthumously working for depends on the spin doctoring. Positioned right, her case is perfect for the pro camp because she was medical — true euthanasia, to ease her suffering. But do you remember all the hubbub about James’s parents and the transcripts uncovered from the hospital board? She was too expensive, they said. So everyone got their damned noses into the case. By the time they gave her a Dinner and switched her off, she’d become a poster child. Everyone had an opinion. And now, of course, today, a lot of those old opinions are coming back. Noah Fucking West, Micah — I can’t watch feeds for a half hour anymore without some asshole dredging up her pictures, playing her sad story with dramatic music.” 
“Fine,” Micah said, becoming bored. The idea of naming the damned event after Violet James felt like a transparent PR move to Micah, meant to bolster the pro-Respero (and mostly Enterprise) case. It stunk of pandering, really. Micah couldn’t believe everyone didn’t see right through the posturing, but the masses on The Beam were eating it up, going so far as to praise Craig Braemon for selflessly holding the event he wasn’t really in charge of, benefitting a bullshit charity meant to prop up a an elite class’s ulterior motives. 
“Fine what?” Alexa demanded.
“I said fine,” Micah repeated. He’d be damned if he’d stand up tall and recite his lessons like a good boy just so she could pat him on the head.
There was silence on the line as Alexa paused, probably trying to decide if Micah would toe the line or become a wrench in the works. Finally, Micah took mercy on her, declared himself a partial victor, and shifted the conversational baton back into his own court where it belonged
“What about Isaac’s being at the fundraiser? He’s so stupid, his actions sometimes ruin the best of plans.” 
“Don’t worry about Isaac.” 
“What about my mother?” 
Alexa paused. “What about her?” 
“She’ll be there too. Did you know?” 
Another long pause. Then: “No.” 
“Even though you’re in your cabal together.”
“We’re not obligated to clear our personal plans with each other.” Alexa huffed. “How will she even get there? She’s a corpse.” 
“Your guess is as good as mine.” 
“And why? She’s — ”
“She wants to be there,” Micah interrupted, “so that Kai can kill her.”
That stopped Alexa entirely. For a moment, Micah almost wanted to ask his canvas if the other party was still there. 
“What did you say?” 
“I sent Kai to see her. To do what we’d discussed. I told her that Rachel is in her way, too. In Kai’s way — and Costa’s, since they’re buddies. I told Kai I’d help her get her Beau Monde tag if she took care of it.” 
“You can’t promise that,” Alexa said. 
“When Rachel is gone, I move up. When I move up, I can promise whatever I want.” 
“You can’t be sure you’ll move up,” Alexa said. Micah barely heard her. Of course he would. Alexa, with her poor record of keeping secrets, had all but told him so. 
“It doesn’t really matter, does it?” Micah said. 
“What do you mean?” 
“You don’t know?” 
Yet another pause sat on the line’s opposite end. Micah read what he could from Alexa’s breathing, and his truth AI culled a few more certainty percentage points. No, she apparently didn’t know any of this. Micah wanted to respect Alexa Mathis for all she’d built and done, but this just made her look stupid. But then again, maybe he still could respect her. Even the most respectable people weren’t immune to the manipulations of a master like Rachel Ryan. 
“Rachel gave Kai her permission,” Micah said. “She said she’s ready to die and that Kai could kill her if she wanted.” 
“And Kai didn’t kill her then and there?” 
Micah shook his head as if Alexa were in front of him. “No. She said that Kai needed to wait until the James event, coincidentally.” 
“Why?” 
“West, Alexa. Do I really need to spell this out?” It didn’t matter that he’d had time with the information, or that he was assaulting Alexa with the news. He was still insulted by the whole thing enough to transcend sense. “If Kai kills her in public and does it in a way that’s slippery enough to be believable, everyone’s going to know I was behind it.” 
“There’s no tie between you and Kai.” 
“Are you sure about that? She’s a softie, deep down. I’ll bet she told Costa.” 
Alexa said nothing. They both knew handling Nicolai wasn’t an option on the table.  
“It hardly matters. Even if she didn’t tell anyone else that we’re connected, there have been leaks. At the Aphora concert riot, one of my idiot operatives, Jason Whitlock, hooked up with her. In his shoes, anyone could have drawn conclusions about my relationship with her from that alone, even though I had nothing to do with pairing them up. And if a connection can be drawn between Kai and me, it can be drawn between me and you.” 
“I doubt that.” 
“Really, Alexa? How do you know I haven’t told all my friends that I’m in touch with one of the world’s most famous recluses?”
There was a beat, then Alexa gave a small, tension-breaking chuckle. Of course that wasn’t an issue. Micah’s lips were drum tight, and more importantly, Micah didn’t have friends. But that didn’t mean the connection couldn’t be made — especially by people with elevated means, like Rachel and Alexa’s cohorts on Panel. And if a current member of Panel was known to have colluded with a candidate meant to fill a murdered woman’s seat in the mysterious group? Well, what might that mean for the candidate’s chances of joining the group — or, perhaps, either of their chances of staying alive?
“It’s worth the risk,” Alexa finally said. 
“So does this mean you still want me to have her go ahead?” Micah asked. “To have Kai do what Rachel wants her to do?” But he was just mouthing the words, realizing he didn’t have an opinion either way. Both options — kill or don’t — seemed terrible. 
“Getting rid of Rachel is also what we want, Micah.” 
“You don’t know my mother. If she’s allowing this to happen, that means it won’t turn out the way you think it will. She’s hiding something. There’s — ”
“I’ve known your mother for nearly as long as you’ve been alive,” Alexa interrupted, her manner short. “I know her plenty. Enough to know she’s always planning five contingencies deep. Sometimes, she wants people to dance for her, and sometimes she doesn’t want them to dance at all but knows they won’t dance on their own because they’ll sense her pulling the strings. It’s a case of us not knowing that she knows that we know she knows.” 
“That doesn’t make sense.” 
“Kind of the point,” Alexa said. “The truth is we can only guess. Maybe she’s finally tired enough to die and wants to go out with a bang. Maybe she wants us both caught. Or maybe she just wants us to think we’ll get caught and not even try — which is why she told Kai what she was up to, so that Kai would run back to you and make you second-guess everything. Or it could be a level deeper, and she really does want Kai to kill her but wants you conflicted about it. Or one level deeper than that, where she wants — ” 
“I get the idea,” Micah said, rubbing his forehead. And yes, that sounded like his mother. Every time they’d ever negotiated anything, he’d felt like they were playing a strategy game that Rachel had a blueprint for while Micah wasn’t even allowed to see the board. It was a wrecking ball to his confidence.
“So to my point, we move ahead,” Alexa said. “There’s no way to know what she has up her sleeve, so either choice might be wrong, and there’s no point in wondering. And we do have an ace, remember.” 
“What’s that?” 
“I’m pretty sure she doesn’t know I’m helping you.” 
“That protects you. It doesn’t protect me at all.” 
“You’re her son, Micah. You’ll be fine.” 
“She’s my mother, and I’m planning to kill her,” Micah blurted. For some reason, Alexa wasn’t getting the irony. 
“Kai is the best choice for this. She’s the most intuitive person I’ve known since Chloe Shaw herself. The cards are on the table at this point, so we might as well play them out. Go to the event. Send Kai. Send her as…” Alexa paused, seeming to stumble on an obstacle. “What about Costa? He’s with you now, right?” 
“As much as he could be.” 
“Then send Kai as his date. People will assume she’s an escort.” 
“She is an escort.”  
“Even better.” 
“And my big act? I’ll be out of pocket for most of the event, onstage with Jameson Gray. I won’t be able to keep an eye on her.” 
“Of all people, Kai doesn’t need anyone keeping an eye on her. She has an understanding with you and now another with Rachel. Tell Kai you don’t trust Rachel’s intentions, then let her do what she does best: feel things out and decide on her own. Your goals align with Kai’s. She wants Beau Monde. You want Panel. Both are served the same way. Whatever moves her up moves you up, too. Whatever hurts her chances hurts yours.” 
Micah sighed. He wanted to sit, but that felt like letting his mother win. 
“All right,” he said. “But I don’t like it. And I don’t like how my neck is on the line.” 
“I’m taking plenty of risks, Micah. Not to be insulting, but there’s a lot going on this Shift that’s above your pay grade.”
“Fine. I’ll go, and I’ll send Kai with Nicolai Costa. I’ll have to trust her.” 
“She’s worth trust. And Micah? There’s something else about Kai. Something you keep failing to take into consideration.” 
“What’s that?” 
“You’re the closest thing to family she’s got.”
Micah supposed Alexa’s pat statement was meant to imply love or at least loyalty, but it was a hard connection to make in the Ryan family, where children killed to climb and parents ate their young.
“Let Kai do her job,” Alexa said. “You focus on yours.”
“Smiling for the cameras.”
Alexa corrected him. “Smiling for the cameras and being a gracious loser. Putting on a good show. And making loose ends go away.” 
“And doing Jameson’s little magic act,” Micah said. 
He could almost hear Alexa nod. “That’s what I said.”





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Six
 
 
“I’m not supposed to show you this,” Kai told Nicolai. 
He trailed behind her, not intending to watch Kai’s swaying hips but not bothering to turn away either, now that he was back here. She was wearing a tan skirt that was modest by city standards, stopping an inch or two shy of her knee. But Kai managed to make even modest look sexy, just by being Kai. 
“Naughty,” Nicolai said. 
Kai paused to let him catch up, giving him a look. Recently, they’d been entirely out of sync. When she’d been eager for some personal attention, he’d been distracted. When he’d been interested (like now), they found themselves somewhere inappropriate. At those times, to twist the knife, Kai looked at him like he was a degenerate. As if sex wasn’t what she lived and breathed — as if he were the one off center. 
“Walk up with me,” she told him. “Stop making me feel like I’m having to drag you.” 
“You are dragging me.” 
Kai took his hand. And proceeded to drag him until his pace matched hers. 
“This is important.”
“If it’s so important,” Nicolai said, “just tell me.” 
Kai didn’t bother to respond. They’d been through this a few times already. Nicolai felt worse than squeezed on time; he felt bled dry. He had more errands now than he’d ever had as Isaac’s lackey. The irony was he didn’t technically work for anyone. He was pre-Enterprise, acting the part a few illegal days in advance of truly joining the party. He couldn’t earn money as Enterprise yet, but he could stick his head out the metaphorical window, enjoying the breeze of a wild car ride. He was a free agent in all but official designation, and for a change, it was nice to be owned by no one. 
And yet he was on Sam Dial’s errand. Sam wanted Nicolai to insert a crowbar at Braemon’s event and pry out damning evidence against the tiered system for Sam to publish later. But that was its own nested set of obligations. As much as he found himself liking the scattered, Beamsick young reporter, Nicolai hadn’t climbed to where he was by trusting the plans of others. So that was on his list, too: investigate Craig Braemon, investigate Sam Dial…and, curiously, poke at the edges of a Beam legend called “Shadow” who popped up in every corner Sam had sent him to. 
And of course, Nicolai was on Micah’s errand as well. 
Before he’d more than cracked the seal on Sam’s investigation, Micah had heaped even more atop him. If Sam was a puzzle, then Micah was a puzzle inside a puzzle. Micah gave Nicolai no shortage of intentions and ulterior motives to pick at. Figuring out where he sat inside Micah’s grand scheme was even harder than fitting into Sam’s. Fitting into them both at once seemed impossible. 
And lastly, there was Kate to consider. Kate — who was still impossibly Doc in Nicolai’s mind — wanted yet a third thing, not quite what Sam wanted and likely the diametric opposite of Micah’s desire…though maybe not opposite at all, which made things more confusing.
And now there was this thing with Kai. She had something she absolutely needed to show him, and they had to cross District Zero to Little Harajuku to see it. Right now. Without explanation. 
But out of Sam, Micah, Doc/Kate, and Kai, his choice of which ally to believe and follow was simple. 
“Will you at least tell me where we’re going?” 
Kai still had his hand. Instead of answering, she pulled him into a narrow alley. The weather in Little Harajuku was as controlled as the rest of the NAU, but the air felt too clammy. Buildings on either side of the alley were original New York structures, retrofitted inside not by the city itself, but by the hackers who called this place home. Brick walls were slick with moss and moisture that had collected on their cool surfaces — evidence, Nicolai thought, of the fact that weather experimentation was well within the domain of those who built their subversive wares here. 
Kai stopped halfway down the alleyway. Both ends were stacked with garbage cans. A single lamp glowed overhead with what looked like a decades-old LED bulb. They’d replace that bulb with something contemporary when it burned out, but the things lasted forever. 
Kai looked to one side of the alley then the other. They were alone, and the air was cool and quiet. 
“We’re going to visit Ryu,” she said. 
“Who’s Ryu?” 
“Doc’s man. The dealer’s dealer.” 
“Shit. I thought I recognized the name. Please tell me we’re just going to walk through his front door.” But Nicolai didn’t think so. Ryu was an underground legend. People talked about Ryu the way they talked about the second coming of Noah West and the Tooth Fairy, except that Ryu was unquestionably real. Rumors surrounding the legendary ghetto innovator sounded like childhood fears of the boogeyman: Ryu arrives at dark, blinds and deafens you, then takes you back to his lair. Even Nicolai’s stolid disposition, here in the dark alley at dusk, prickled at the thought. 
“I didn’t want to say his name before. I’m sorry. I feel like Micah is judging every little thing I say. You know he has a truth detector?” 
“Not for you, though,” Nicolai said. “You can lie to him. You of all people.” 
Kai nodded. “Maybe. But lies only stretch so far. He’s hooked into City Surveillance. This is the only part of the city that isn’t watched.” 
“Convenient,” Nicolai said. 
“It’s an informal contract. Labs like Xenia need places like this. The high-end labs have funding, but people like Ryu have incentive and guile. Places like Little Harajuku are permitted to exist. The bots and drones all look away.” 
There was the sound of something falling at one end of the alley. Nicolai looked over and saw three black figures dressed in long cloaks. He flinched the other way but saw three more in that direction, closing slowly. 
Nicolai’s lips pressed into a bloodless line. “Dammit, Kai. We’ve already done this, haven’t we?”
“This time, they’re friends.” 
Nicolai watched the figures approach. His dashboard lit up, showing him the heat in Kai’s skin and the pulse in her neck. Friends indeed. She was as nervous as he was. 
“This is important.” She swallowed, rushing. “The other thing I didn’t tell you was that I met with Rachel Ryan.” 
“Why?”
Kai didn’t flinch. “Micah wants her dead.” 
“What? And you’re — ?” 
“She wants me to do it, Nicolai. But only at the Violet James fundraiser tomorrow. And she showed me something. Something Micah doesn’t know.”
“What?” 
“It’s what I need to show you. Why we’re here.” 
The cloaked figures were taking their time. Now that they were closer at each end, Micah could see their faces but couldn’t make out any details. One of them was wearing strange eyewear — something that looked like 1900s aviator goggles, but stuck with tubes and wires to turn it into something alien. This last man was taller than the rest, massive through the torso, and completely bald. 
“It’s okay,” Kai whispered, her eyes wide, Nicolai’s dashboard still displaying her fear. “I didn’t want to come either.” 
Before Nicolai could reply, the six people arrived and took up station around them. Four, upon closer inspection, turned out to be women, their hair cut short and punky in what seemed to be a Harajuku hallmark. 
The bald man with the goggles approached. He looked them up and down and said, “You’re Kai.” 
“You must be Ryu,” Kai said. 
“Your reputation precedes you. You’re a friend to this sector.” He turned to Nicolai. 
“This is Nicolai,” Kai added as the man looked Nicolai over again, starting with his shoes and finishing with the crown of his head. 
“I know who he is.” 
“What does that mean?” Nicolai asked. 
“Please,” Ryu said. “Hold still.” 
Two of the others stepped forward and removed long, wand-like devices from their coats. One waved hers over Kai while the other did the same to Nicolai. Then both pocketed the wands, used handhelds to read something on Kai and Nicolai’s right wrists, and wrapped each of them from hand to elbow in crinkly silver foil. As it was pressed into place, Nicolai felt his external senses fogging. He could still sense The Beam around him, but it had become instinct, all of his settings erased, his very presence anonymous and insignificant.
Ryu held up a small device that looked like a mess of electronics wrapped in gray tape. 
“Picture the place where you live,” he said. “Until we arrive, I suggest you imagine yourself walking through it, again and again, noting every detail you can remember. Do you understand?” 
Nicolai looked at Kai then back at the man with the goggles. 
“This,” he said, “will be a bit weird.” 
He tapped Nicolai on the temple with the device, and in an instant, the world went away.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Seven
 
 
Nicolai felt another tap on his temple maybe fifteen minutes later. It was impossible to say how long for sure, though, because time had become elastic. He hadn’t been knocked out, which is what he’d thought would happen. He’d simply lost his senses of sight and hearing. After a short while, The Beam itself seemed to become disinterested in him, and he lost the feel for it, too. At that point he’d found himself alone in a grave-silent black room, floating, able to feel his world through only his feet and hands. 
In one of those hands, he’d felt Kai’s. Behind, he’d felt the gentle pressure of someone leading him ahead, so he walked with something in the neighborhood of faith. He’d turned a few corners, been folded into a seat, and accelerated at an unknown rate to an unknown place. There had been more walking, more jostling. Nicolai found he didn’t mind. Compared to the stark nothingness of sitting, being shoved and shaped had felt interesting. 
Panic had tried to intrude. So, as Ryu had suggested, Nicolai had imagined himself in his apartment. He’d pictured long, slow laps of the place. Touching his piano. Staring out the window, across the city. 
When he felt the new tap, his senses returned as if someone had flipped a switch. Nicolai found himself in a chair, unbound, with Kai beside him. She wasn’t looking at him; she was looking around the disorderly room like someone acquiring sight. 
Ryu was standing above them, no longer in his dark overcoat. He was in a sleeveless tank top, his arms and chest massive. 
Ryu pocketed something. It seemed to be the same object he’d used to shut them off. 
“I’m sorry for the precautions,” he said. “They are necessary. I’m sure you understand, given the situation and your request.” 
Nicolai kept his voice calm. He wasn’t afraid, but was angry. This was the second time in a month that he’d been abducted, and even though he wasn’t restrained this time as Kai had told him he’d been last time, he hadn’t precisely given consent.
“I didn’t make any request,” Nicolai told the hacker. 
“I did,” said Kai. “Come on, Nicolai.”
Ryu was already leaving the room, heading through a wooden door that had been almost entirely covered with old circuit boards and what seemed almost to be pneumatics. Kai had risen to follow, holding a hand out for Nicolai. Her look was slightly apologetic. Mostly, Nicolai saw urgency on her face.
He stood and followed. 
Ryu led them into the room beyond the door. It wasn’t large. In the center were two chairs like they’d had in Nicolai’s childhood kitchen, with something metal or Plasteel wired to their tops. The contraptions, on hinged armatures attached to the chairs’ backs, looked to Nicolai like the colanders used by manual cooks to drain pasta from boiling water. Thick braided wires draped from the colanders to the floor, where they joined other wires and ran to the wall in a python-thick tube.
Ryu pointed to their forearms, still wrapped in foil. 
“Once I close the door, you can safely remove the shielding. Your IDs won’t leave this room except through the wired connection, which is encrypted with the best technology we have. We don’t use Fi, so if you detect any, immediately re-shield. Same when you’re finished. The door won’t allow you to exit if you are radiating a detectable ID. With me so far?” 
Nicolai kept his mouth shut, but Kai nodded. 
The big man touched the colander-like thing atop the first chair. “Hinge these down. They should settle over your heads, and I’ve ballparked the armature for your heights. Miss Dreyfus, you’re in this one.” Ryu pointed. Then he touched the chair’s arm, where Nicolai saw a second arm, much thinner than the first, extending from the chair’s side. On the arm’s end was another of the devices Ryu had used to turn off their eyes and ears for their ride over. 
“The command to immerse is simply a verbal, ‘Immerse.’ You will emerge from inside the simulation by using your normal dashboard. The immersion command will also trigger these.” He tapped the devices. “They’re rustic but effective nanobots. You won’t get the smooth transition you had before, but it will mimic neural downtuning by simply flipping those nerves entirely off. Now, just so you understand, these are different than what I used to bring you in. Using the immerse command will shut off all five of your senses. The effect is disorienting to say the least. If you haven’t experienced disembodiment before, you’ll have to fight panic. I’ve heard the effect described as being like dreaming. It is not.” 
Nicolai looked to Kai, wondering a thousand questions. But she was still watching Ryu as if all of this made perfect sense. 
“I have been unable to visit the sectors you’ve requested. If you are successful, the disorientation should fade once you are given new senses, if our estimations of the simulations’ depths are even close to accurate. Until then, I recommend pacing a known place, as you hopefully did when you were blind and deaf before. You need to understand that I will not be watching. If you get lost, or if you become stuck in a hole, I will be unable to help you and won’t even know you’re trapped. We suspect time acceleration may be in use in the restricted Beau Monde Beam sectors, so it’s also possible you could become stuck for what feels like years, but what those of us outside this room will experience as minutes. I’m sure I don’t need to point out the dangers if that happens.” 
Kai nodded. “We’ll be careful. Thanks, Ryu.” 
The tall man nodded back then turned and left the room. When the door was closed, Nicolai looked at Kai. 
“What the hell is going on here?” 
“He’s giving us anonymous access to his hacked connection. It’s the only way to access the Viazo without an authorized rig.” 
“What’s the Viazo?” 
“Ultra-high-end immersion. Like the one we used to stage Doc’s death for Jason Whitlock, only restricted. Playground of the rich.” 
Nicolai’s heart thumped harder. Kai and Doc had both described the experience. It had sounded real enough to be terrifying.
“What makes you think you can get in if it’s restricted?” And why, he wanted to add. 
“Rachel gave me access.” 
“You moved into Beau Monde?”
Kai was sitting, already lowering the colander onto her head. She looked up at Nicolai, her eyes urging him to join her in the second chair, and shook her head when she saw he wouldn’t budge without an answer. “It’s a kind of back door. Consider it a day pass.” 
“And Ryu? How do you know this isn’t all something he orchestrated?” 
“Because I saw Rachel. Because she gave me the key herself, tagged with some sort of short-term addition to my ID.” She was already unwrapping the foil, freeing that altered ID for the room to read. “I’ll owe Ryu. But we can trust him.” 
Nicolai was thinking of Doc. And of Kate, whose recent call had been one more bit of overwhelm he hadn’t yet divulged to Kai.
“Doc doesn’t trust him.”
“Doc didn’t trust anyone.” 
“You’re sure about this?” 
“There’s honor among thieves, Nicolai.” 
Nicolai reluctantly sat. His fingers tugged at the foil but didn’t peel it away. “You’re sure about that?” 
She nodded, her brown eyes serious. He didn’t trust Rachel or these people who’d stolen his senses and dragged him into their lair. But he trusted Kai. She was the best judge of character he’d ever met, intuitive to the bone. 
“Okay,” he said. 
Nicolai peeled away the foil and tossed it onto the floor. He lowered the colander-thing onto his head from behind as Kai had done then waited while she tapped out a pattern in the air with her fingers. He was about to ask if she needed anything from him when he felt a tap on his head and the world disappeared. 
Nicolai, are you there? 
The voice was Kai’s, but also not. He couldn’t truly hear her any more than he could see her or feel the chair beneath him, but if he’d understood Kai’s discussion with Ryu, The Beam and the Viazo were about to supply them with new senses. For now, her ID must be talking to his, her signal becoming his internal concept of her voice. 
I’m here. 
Are you okay? 
I’m okay.
He was, too, but he was okay in what felt like a bundle of his missing body, like the non-corporeal version of the fetal position. He didn’t want to speak or breathe or move — to whatever limited or nonexistent sense he could do any of the three. The sensation was filled with an existential breed of panic that Nicolai thought only existed in philosophy texts. 
I need to find the door, Kai’s feed told him. 
Nicolai nodded, not trusting himself to do anything else. He had no idea what “the door” meant; he had no idea why Rachel Ryan or anyone else would give her the key to it; he couldn’t figure out why she didn’t sound as nervous as he felt. Maybe it was purpose that drove her — a sense that somewhere in this dark room, there was indeed a light switch. Nicolai felt no such certainty. The terms Ryu had used in his warning rang in Nicolai’s head, feeling worse than the simple ending of death: Time acceleration. Hole. Stuck. Dangers. 
Reality returned all at once. Nicolai hadn’t had a body a moment ago, but he’d still carried that sense of curling up. Now he was standing, snapped erect like a rope pulled suddenly taut.
The room Nicolai found himself in with Kai was, as far as he could tell, exactly the same as the one they’d entered with Ryu. The walls seemed the same. The wired door seemed the same. The twin chairs with their colanders, behind them, were the same. Even the discarded bit of candy he’d noticed in the corner was still there, covered in fuzz. 
“Did the connection break?” Nicolai asked, looking around, confused. 
“I don’t think so,” Kai said, holding her hands up at waist level as if walking on brittle ground, unsure how to distribute her weight. “Let me try something.” 
Nicolai felt annoyed. He’d been dragged here, promised yet more information to overwhelm his already-stuffed mind — practically abducted. It didn’t matter that Kai had been behind it. He didn’t have time for this kind of cloak-and-dagger bullshit considering the way — 
Kai’s hands began to glow. The chairs, one by one, evaporated as if she’d magicked them away. They became swirls of dust, curled toward the ceiling, and were gone. 
“We’re in a simulator?” 
“Does it smell like a simulator?” 
At first, the question didn’t make sense, but then Nicolai found his mind drifting back to simulators he’d visited before. As time had passed, he’d even seemed to gain access to bits of memory from his missing time with Kai and Doc in the simulator they’d described, just before two of their three had been tortured nearly to death. That had sounded high end, and Nicolai’s foggy memories seemed to agree. But no matter how fine the simulator, one glitch always rebelled. Of all things, simulators didn’t smell like reality. They could fool every sense but that one. Vents in simulators could create artificial scents, but they were always mixed just wrong enough, coming from slightly wrong directions. Even if the top level of the mind was fooled, the deeper mind wasn’t. 
This was reality…except that in reality, chairs didn’t evaporate. 
Nicolai walked to a low table along one of the walls. He touched the wall, finding it substantial — indistinguishable from the real wall in the real room. The echoes of his footfalls were real. The subtle interplay of light was real. 
Nicolai picked up what looked like a beverage coaster from the table. Then he went to the door Ryu had exited from and opened it, finding it unlocked with no one in the room beyond. 
“Can you make it outside?” 
Kai concentrated. He could almost imagine her pulling up a dashboard, keying whatever Rachel Ryan had given her. 
And then, in a blink, they were in a mown meadow, the air filled with the scent of freshly cut grass. Nicolai looked down at his coaster then threw it as hard as he could. It soared into the distance, not striking a simulator’s wall, and puffed soundlessly into a clump of weeds. 
“Is this what it was like? With Whitlock?” 
Kai nodded. 
“We’re still in chairs?” 
“I think so. The nanobots have shut off our real senses. This is all coming from his link to The Beam.” 
“So Ryu built this place.” 
Kai shook her head. “No. This is what Rachel’s key opened. The sequence she added to my ID. My day pass to the Viazo.” 
Nicolai took a minute to look around. Kai and Doc had told him how real the simulation from Isaac’s rigs was, and apparently Ryu had managed to cobble together rigs that could mostly do the same. But if Kai was right, only the place could make it this real. The restricted Viazo, above even Ryu’s pirated access, open to Kai’s new key. 
“Why are we here?” 
But somehow, Nicolai already knew. It couldn’t be what Kai intended or Rachel had wanted, but his sense of disorientation had vanished. The old version of Ryu’s room felt like home. So did the meadow. Nicolai couldn’t remember if he’d been here before, but the place — any version of the place — was too familiar for denial. 
“She said there was someone we were supposed to meet. Someone we couldn’t meet in the real world.” 
“And you took it at face value?” 
Kai turned to Nicolai with irritation. What Kai trusted tended to be worth the faith. She was in control. Rachel wasn’t leading her; the old woman had merely granted her entry. They were in Ryu’s rigs, in Ryu’s place. Doc hadn’t trusted Ryu, but he’d believed in the man’s wares. If the best in the business said this was safe, it probably was. 
Except that Ryu never said any such thing. Not to Nicolai, anyway.
“She said he’s a ghost. Something that’s stuck here. Something that got trapped. She told me a lot, Nicolai. I’m not an idiot, going in blind. This was something she couldn’t say where there might be ears, but something that I had to see before I…well, before I kill her. Because she said this will be my responsibility, after she’s gone.” 
“West, Kai,” Nicolai said. It was dumb, unnecessary beyond belief. “In what world did this make sense to you?” 
“She knows that Micah sent me after her. And she said this was a way for us to have something to use against him. A detached mind of some sort who — ”
“It’s Doc,” Nicolai said. “She’s talking about Doc.” 
Kai looked over. The room’s reality flickered as Kai’s attention faltered. Now they were in an all-white room, walls lined with benches and cabinets.
“I talked to him,” Nicolai told her, sighing. “Or rather, I talked to Kate.” 
He wanted to sit, but there was nowhere to do so. Then a lush bed appeared in the room, and he sat on its top. 
“You talked to Kate?” 
“She’s playing you, Kai. Rachel. I already know what Kate’s trying to do. In fact, she wants my help with it. She even told me all about Doc’s ghost — a kind of shell she plans to use to get at Braemon. But Kai, if Rachel knows about that, it just means she’s planning to — ”
Before Nicolai could finish his sentence, a third person blipped into existence at the far end of the room. It was a man of medium height with brown hair and calm, quiet eyes. A verification sequence streamed past Nicolai’s display, several unknown tags appending his ID. This wasn’t AI. This was a person, like he’d imagined Doc’s ghost would be in the digital flesh. Except that this was different. It wasn’t just a ghost. It was a mind. An autonomous mind, locked in this place by endless streams of permissions now streaming through his immersed eyes — and, judging from appearances, through Kai’s as well. 
“Hello,” the man said. 
“Hello,” Nicolai echoed, blinking.
“My name is Stephen York,” he said. “And if you’ve come to this place with the backdoor sequence, there are only two possibilities.” 
Kai stepped forward, not speaking, waiting for the man to continue.
“Either you’ve found my body and have come to erase me, or you’ve come for the boson I carry.” 
“Boson?” said Kai.
York’s mind nodded. “The lost piece of Project Mindbender.”





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eight
 
 
With even a little bit of moondust in his blood, Sam found he could navigate the connection better than expected. 
Better, yes, but still dirty and littered as shit. The line must have been split five hundred times — and not just split; merged, too. In buildings this old, the electrical wiring was copper, only the most recently replaced appliances powered by Tesla Inductive. The fiber lines, more often than not, weren’t actually fiber. And when you skewered metal lines that many times, taking them into pieces to feed that many apartments and bundling them closely with so many non-Beam wires, the current between the walls stopped being discreet signals and instead became an absurd electromagnetic stew. Sam had heard someone’s waffle iron on the way in. How did that make sense? 
Still, he found his personal firewall intact. He was able to tunnel through the native lines and out into the secondary hub near the park, trusting his brother’s hardware to keep him safe instead of having to jump through his usual hoops. 
There was a beeping. Sam’s head pricked up, turning toward the kitchen. His coffee was ready. Time was short — almost up, really — and this was no time to be getting the cup he’d planned when starting the pot. Still, the wires in the old thing were as questionable as the copper lines he’d been using to (apparently) hear waffle irons. He’d forgotten the pot before and nearly set the apartment on fire. 
Sam got up, clicked the pot off, and rushed back to his seat. 
He didn’t want to admit that Nicolai Costa may have been right, but Lunis really was a wonder. 
Still, Sam was inclined to be careful. The small, surely covert supply Nicolai had sent to his door (he hadn’t used a bot; Nicolai really did understand paranoia) wouldn’t last long, but Sam didn’t want to become an addict anyway. Because what he’d read about other wonder drugs, when researching them from the history of distractible minds, was a mixed bag. Ritalin. Adderall. Focusin. ’Nuff said. 
With the coffee pot off, Sam returned to the desk and immediately found his place. His mind effortlessly returned to what he’d been doing then went back further, to the verified ping Shadow had received in his Null inbox and the conversation on Diggle that followed. Integer7 had begun the exchange with one of his trademark too-knowing statements then had done something to the connection to allow Sam to save what should have been a self-destructing sequence, probably as a reminder:
 
> costa has been corrupted
>> i just met with costa. he believes. not corrupted. his motives are our motives. will disrupt as instructed
> its a lie
>> like prime statements were a lie? like u turned null on me and made me a fool?
> unavoidable. irrelevant. costa not corrupt. corrupted by another. your instructions have been twisted
 
Even now, as Sam used the building’s native connection to poke through to Shadow’s nomadic Beam page and beyond to Null, he bristled at Integer7’s gall. He (she, it, whatever) was acting like the Prime Statements had never happened. Like there hadn’t been a rather frightening and emasculating joke played on The Beam’s favorite masked man. Like that joke wasn’t still playing out — as if Shadow’s credibility with The Beam’s underbelly wasn’t on seriously thin ice. The only reason most among Null seemed to be giving Shadow a second chance had to do with Costa…and now Integer7 was telling him that Costa had been turned? That seemed convenient.
But with the moondust in his system, Sam’s head wasn’t merely a little bit clearer. He was also a tad less paranoid. With the worst of his usual fears and neuroses departing, Sam started seeing himself as if through a grimy window with a sole clean spot: There was an intelligent, ambitious, upwardly mobile young Enterprise man inside him somewhere. Back before his botched Braemon investigation made him start running (before fear fed on fear, making him increasingly paranoid in a self-perpetuating loop), Sam had been a true Beam native. A kid who heard The Beam’s constant presence around him like a cherished childhood totem. Without it, he was lost. But even now, with only a bit of dust inside him, he could see some of the old Sam again. And he missed him. 
Stay focused, Sam. 
Ultimately, it didn’t matter if Integer7 was playing games with him or not. A good reporter neither took intel as gospel nor ignored it wholesale. Sam, both when he’d been connected and sharp and since he’d become disconnected and scattered, had never stopped being an excellent reporter. 
Maybe Integer7 was still playing games. Maybe Integer7 was the enemy he’d seemed to be when the debacle at the Prime Statements had happened. But that didn’t mean Nicolai shouldn’t check in on what he’d said.
So Sam, as Shadow, had pinged n33t. Shadow — lubricated with calming moondust even as he fought a sense that something was wrong and the clock was ticking — had told n33t more than nervous Sam ever would have. And, with trust growing between them, n33t had spilled a few things, too. 
For one, n33t had uncovered a tier above even the Beau Monde. 
For another, n33t had found a transcript somewhere on The Beam that pointed to a plot within that group. Something about hiding secrets and hiring killers. It was a group that, according to above-Beau-Monde tags on their Beam IDs, included Rachel Ryan…who, coincidentally, Costa had mentioned as well.
Be careful, n33t had told Shadow, assuming Shadow meant to post an inflammatory write-up for Null, all about the group above the group. But Sam had no intention of writing anything — not for Null, who’d turned so fickle, and not for Integer7, whose loyalties could lie anywhere. 
But the loose ends didn’t fit. And after a while of poking and prodding with the help of dust, Sam had reached an interesting revelation that neither n33t, Integer7, nor Nicolai Costa likely knew because each of them only had part of the story.
With the Panel ID tag n33t had shown him as proof of the story, Sam was able to formulate a backdoor AI search — not for members of that group, of course, but for its imprints on The Beam. And through the search, he’d found evidence of a dual murder back in the ’60s wherein two tagged IDs had simply stopped, as if severed. 
He’d poked at the story Integer7 had told him about Costa. That had led him to a level of access he couldn’t breach, of course — but that he could see Costa pinging into, sure as he’d watched Costa’s ID ping in and out of his apartment in the days before he and Nicolai had shared their first words. 
Not long ago, Nicolai had gone into a place on The Beam that his ID shouldn’t have let him into. But it wasn’t just a Beau Monde place. It was, according to the configuration of its locked door, a Panel place made to look like Beau Monde. 
How had Nicolai managed to get in? Sam couldn’t touch it, and it was buried so deep he could barely even see it. If he hadn’t known what he was looking for (the trace on Nicolai’s ID), Sam wouldn’t even have known that place existed. And once discovered, it didn’t make a bit of sense that Nicolai, along with someone else, had been able to enter.
Unless they’d been allowed in. 
And as much as Sam didn’t like Integer7 right now, he had to admit it that his warning might be true. 
Costa is in danger. I’m telling you because his danger bears on my goals.
What was in that place? Sam felt nervous even trying to snoop it from his current distance, but he was already trying to grapple with an inevitable, unfortunate conclusion: Nicolai’s location within the city was irrelevant and could be masked so as to appear anywhere. All Sam knew was that he was somewhere with an excellent anonymous line. If Sam was to catch and warn Nicolai, he’d have to do it on The Beam. 
Whatever they’ve sent Costa, Integer7 had told him, it’s a trap. 
To get to Nicolai, Sam would have to trundle across his apartment’s hideous, faulty lines and expose his substantial (and rather soft) digital underbelly to the glitchy nullspace between here and there. There were read errors everywhere. The virtual sky was filled with fragmentary rogue software. Sam wouldn’t need to immerse; he’d take this journey behind a rather ordinary (and rather obsolete) console screen. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t be digitally mugged seven times along the way. It didn’t mean he couldn’t end up in a hole and not even know it until it was all over — when Shadow was exposed, and Sam Dial and Nicolai Costa were both forced on the run.
Going to the place where Nicolai was scared him, but Sam kept rereading Integer7’s words — preserved in Diggle’s destructive space only because Sam’s pen pal had let him keep them: 
Whatever he’s being told, it’s a lie.
“At least I’ll have company when I go back on the lam,” Sam said aloud, finding no humor in the quip.
Before cracking the seal, Sam remembered his coffee. He went into the kitchen and poured himself a cup, easily remembering to add both cream and sugar.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Nine
 
 
Dominic watched Leah walk through the door of the old Flat control room with her thumbs buzzing across her handheld’s screen then sit in a rolling desk chair that was approximately five thousand years old. She tried to roll back and failed because the wheels were frozen with rust. She tried rotating to raise her feet, but the thing’s central spindle was petrified. She tried to tip back, and the chair’s spine sheared off, causing her to nearly spill onto the floor. 
Leah, shocked and narrowly avoiding impalement on the chair’s rusty remainder, stood. She looked down at the thing and said, “Fucker.” 
Dominic shrugged. He had little sympathy. He’d already crushed two less substantial, non-wheeling chairs. It was like the Noah West avatar from the station’s Quark hallway had followed them here, judging him for being too fat. 
When Leah didn’t get a reaction from Dominic, she sat on the countertop and kicked her heels back. Behind her was a long wall of unbroken Crossbrace glass. If the electronics in here still worked, that single wall would be broken into screens displaying all the relevant places to surveil in the prison. But given that the Flat had been entirely forgotten, they were lucky to have hacked a fair connection and a light or two. 
“How are the Organas?” Dominic asked. 
“Amusing,” Leah said. “Turns out the safest way to calm the rest down before waking them is simply to release a security swarm. Early-ass models, too. I swear those nanos were as big as gnats. Bunch of tiny black dots climbing all over all those hippies, into their ears, noses, and mouths. I patched over to this place’s Stone Age Fi and created a rudimentary network once they were all inside.” 
“What does that mean?” Dominic asked. 
“It means that those big old nanobots don’t really count as bio add-ons, but they can at least talk to each other. With a dozen or so inside everyone’s head, and all the nanos forming a dead simple Fi network, it was like taking a single canvas and splitting it into enough pieces then putting one in everyone’s brain.” 
“Sounds sick,” said Dominic, glad for once that he’d never augmented. 
“A little. They’ll all hear some of the others’ thoughts. Scooter will inherit a few of Leo’s whims. Denise might like ice cream even though she’s vegan, just because Tom likes it. But it’s basic. Just enough to make them listen.” 
“Did you leave Leo in charge?” 
Leah nodded. “There’s actually a shit-ton of old tech in a guard locker down there, plus all the confiscated hardware they were able to remove from processed prisoners, holed up in a room whose door lock seems to have died of embarrassment.” 
“Guard locker,” Dominic repeated. 
“Yes. A lot of it’s weaponized, but it requires a warden network to activate, and that’s been dead forever now. I hotwired a node that woke up the comm functions, like powering a clock’s memory but cutting off its ability to tell time. What Leo’s equipping them with will be open to Fi and let them connect to The Beam. It’ll scratch the itch.” 
“Is this related to what Leo was saying about methadone?” 
Leah nodded. “Lunis was developed to help with connectivity withdrawal, so pretend that being connected all the time and consequently letting some of your neural pathways atrophy is like being addicted to heroin. Do you know heroin?” 
“Oh yes,” Dominic said. He’d dealt with plenty of winners running on that poisoned fuel during his time as a cop. 
“Lunis is addictive, but connection is, too. So the idea — and really, it’s as brilliant as it is sick — was to trade one addiction for the other. When we couldn’t get dust, Leo figured he could forcibly confine the group by getting everyone arrested then find a way to re-addict us to all to heroin, thus making our dangerous withdrawal from methadone irrelevant. That means we need to reactivate the implants of those who have them using the flat’s old canvas then use the locker contraband to equip those who had minimal or no enhancements to begin with. And it means establishing lubricants for the group as a whole, like the nano network I mentioned.” 
“What about you?” And, Dominic thought but didn’t add, what about me?
“I had a small supply of dust. But I also connected all the time, so I was never truly without both.” She looked at Dominic, and suddenly he was sure she knew about his Lunis habit, shameful as it was. Sparing him and answering his latent question in the same breath, she added, “The only people who’d find withdrawal easier were those who’d never been highly connected to begin with. Like you.” 
Like you. 
Dominic indicated the handheld Leah was holding, deciding to diffuse the awkward moment. 
“Did you reach your man?” 
“Yeah. That was interesting.” 
“Why?” 
Leah looked like she might be deciding whether or not to broach a topic. Finally, she said, “Have you ever heard of Shadow?” 
“I know the kind that follows me around when it’s sunny.”
“The Beam guy. Kind of an underground rabble-rouser. Like a whistle-blower.” 
“I don’t really dig drama,” Dominic said. He found people like that annoying. They were almost always deluded do-gooders with unrealistic conceptions of what real life was like. Those who wanted to scrub corruption didn’t understand that greased palms could also be used for good, or applied as leverage. Those who wanted to solve poverty didn’t get how many of the poor were there by choice, seeing as they were Enterprise and merely wanted success their way rather than getting it through honest work. Groups who crafted exposés about crooked companies seldom thought to consider all the Directorate families those companies kept afloat. The problem with do-gooders wasn’t their intention. It was their naive belief that anything was ever black and white. 
“He’s in some of the hacker circles I orbit,” Leah said. “Solid guy, if a bit paranoid and scattered. He contacted me a while ago with something about the Beau Monde.” 
Dominic rolled his eyes. “Oh, right. This conspiracy shit I’ve heard of.” 
“We’ve been talking lately. He had some issue with the Prime Statements. It’s more than you’d want to hear about, but it’s opened some questions. Questions that bother me, too.” 
“Because you’re into conspiracy theory?” 
Again, Leah looked like she might be deciding whether to continue. “Because I think I’ve been affected.” 
“Affected how?”
“Remember my story about taking that drug in college and surfing The Beam afterward?” 
Dominic shook his head. That didn’t ring a bell.
Leah half laughed, running a hand between her eyes and the roots of her thick pink dreadlocks. “Shit, I really am tired. It was Leo I told.” She waved her hand. “I won’t bore you with all of it. I just felt like I had some insight into The Beam’s core — to a center of intention; that’s the only way I know to put it — at the middle of it all. Crumb was part of it somehow because I think I sensed him in there as the man he is now…as Stephen York…because he was one of The Beam’s creators. But there were more, and bits and pieces have been slowly coming back ever since I had that talk with Leo. I know now that I saw others inside, too. There’s another guy, with dark, serious eyes, such that I can see things on The Beam.  He’s as important to The Beam’s core as York, almost. I’m not sure who he is, only what he feels like. I imagine him as rugged. The kind of guy who’d use a bow to hunt; I’m sure of it.” She held up a finger. “Wait. No. A crossbow.” 
“What does this have to do with anything?” Dominic asked. 
“I’ve started to remember other things, too. Like SerenityBlue.” 
Dominic laughed. But when he looked back at Leah, she seemed serious. 
“Really, Dom. She’s real. We’ve met her, me and Leo. Crumb has too.” 
“Bullshit.” 
“But there’s more. I think she and I are…related somehow. She looks different to everyone. To Leo, she looks like me. And I think I know why.” 
“You sure you’ve run out of drugs?” Dominic laughed, but Leah was still dead serious. 
“I think I created her.” 
“What the hell does that mean, Leah?” 
“I think she melted off of me. I left something behind when I was swimming The Beam. And I can’t shake the feeling that she matters to all of this. Sometimes, it’s like I feel her right behind me. Watching. And maybe she’s always been watching me, if for no other reason than we’re connected.” 
“Mmm-hmm. By The Beam.” 
“Maybe and maybe not. Or maybe, but in a way different than you’d think. I’m dosed heavily on Lunis when I do my best Beamwalking. I think it works because it does what Lunis does, and pushes the need for connection out of my way. Tech connection, I mean. So that when I walk, I’m walking a different kind of connection.” 
“Maybe you should start over, about this Shadow guy,” Dominic said, making an effort to keep the disbelief out of his voice. Leah was one of his few remaining friends. Leo had burned a lot of trust when he’d tried to kill Dominic, Omar was a slippery shithead, Kate might be playing either side, and the entire force had been charmed right out of its panties by Quark PD. Dominic didn’t want to believe Leah was losing it, too. Maybe this was just a necessary bit of hippie garbage, and he could get past it to keep her as an ally. 
Leah seemed to recalibrate. “Before Shadow contacted me, he reached out to someone else. Someone I’ve seen over and over but have never trusted for a reason I can’t even say. He goes by the handle Integer7. But the reason I told you the thing about SerenityBlue?” Leah paused, and Dominic sensed her biggest hesitation yet. “I wonder if maybe I created him, too.” 
This time, Dominic did laugh. It was too much. 
“He’s in my head, Dom! I think I saw him that first day — the day I mentioned, in college. But I shut him out. Until these past few days, I thought he was just some asshole online. Now I’m remembering that I may have known him all along. That he might be…part of me, like maybe Serenity is.” 
Dominic held up his hands. He wanted to be gentle, but he had to say what was on his mind. 
“Leah. Listen to me. You’re tired, like you said. But do you hear what you’re saying. SerenityBlue? She’s real…but also you created her? And now this guy…you created him, too? Don’t you think it’s possible that this whole thing with Leo and the Organas has been incredibly stressful, and you really just need some sleep?”
“I forgot about him! I forgot that I met him years ago, floating on The Beam!” 
“How do you know the thought that ‘I met him years ago’ isn’t the one that’s bullshit? Why are you so convinced that all you’ve always believed has to be what’s wrong? It’s a faulty memory, not a cover-up.” 
“I don’t think so, Dom.” Leah was trying to speak reasonably, but he’d made her both angry and defensive. 
“Okay. Just set that aside. Put a pin in it. What did Shadow have to say, and why do we care?” Dominic realized that might sound dismissive of her story, so he clarified: “I mean, does what he said have anything to do with what’s happening now, with us, with our current problems?” 
Leah bobbed her head, making an obvious effort to focus. “Maybe. I didn’t think so, but the more I consider it: maybe.” 
“How?”
“He’s all worked up about some big event that’s just around the corner. He tried to do something with the Primes, as I mentioned — ”
“What did he try to do with the Primes?” 
Leah cocked her head. “Are you being a cop right now?” 
“Just curious.” 
“Nothing. It didn’t work anyway. He wants to understand Shift is all. And to tell you the truth, so do I. So do a lot of people. And this event seems important to figuring that out.” 
Dominic’s intuition prickled. “What event?” Then, more to the point: “What does this have to do with us?”   
“Some big shindig tomorrow. Some guy named…Browning?” 
“Braemon?” Dominic felt his teeth wanting to clench. “Was it Braemon?”
“Yeah. That’s it. Greg Braemon.” 
“Craig, Leah. Craig Braemon.” And inside, he thought, Fucking hell.
Leah squinted at Dominic. “What is it?” 
“Who is this Shadow guy?” Dominic asked. It came out like a demand. 
“I don’t know. He’s anonymous, like all of Null.” 
“But he knows who you are. He pinged you.” 
“He knows me by my alias. The ping came through a secure system, also anonymous.” 
Dominic stood. “Dammit, Leah. What did you tell this guy?” 
“Nothing.” Pause. “Nothing about the Organas.” 
“What about me? Did you mention me to him? Did he ask?” 
“What? No! Why would he ask about you?” 
“I’m in charge of citywide security for the Respero fundraiser Craig Braemon is throwing tomorrow. I have…people going to the party.” 
“Cops?” 
“No. Friends.” 
“What does that have to do with Shadow?” 
“He could be NPS. He could be anyone, Leah! He’s pumping you for information. Is he the one who started feeding you bullshit about the bad man on The Beam? The one who you created?” 
“No! What the hell, Dom?” 
Dominic shook his head, suddenly worked up. No wonder this had all seemed so wrong. Never ignore instinct. Never. 
“Good cop/bad cop, Leah. That’s what he’s doing. The bad cop is your boogeyman. The good cop is Shadow. He knows that you know something. He’s working you to get to me.” 
“He didn’t even mention you!” 
“Of course he didn’t. I wouldn’t, either. Let you reveal that tidbit on your own so you think it’s your idea. You told him something, though, didn’t you?”
“He told me shit too, Dom,” Leah replied, crossing her arms. 
“And what did you tell him? You still haven’t said.” 
“Nothing! Nothing that matters to any of this.” 
“But something, right? What was it? What did you volunteer after he didn’t even ask for it?” 
“I…it’s not even relevant.” 
That simple sentence changed her face. Dominic could see it: Leah knew he was right. She knew she’d been stupid and sent the ship sailing. 
Dominic breathed heavily, once, then sat. After a long moment, Leah followed. 
“I found something on The Beam,” she said. “I meant to tell you about it. There just wasn’t time, what with all the breaking dangerous criminals out of jail and all.” She said the last semi-spitefully, maybe reminding Dom that he hadn’t spent his day toeing the line, either.
“Okay. Okay, just tell me. What did you find on The Beam?” 
Leah spun her story. Dominic sat back, taking it in. Little by little, his skin began to feel cold. The transcript she’d happened upon, chronicling a meeting between three people intent on killing a fourth, squared with much of what he’d discovered over the years, poking at a patch of ground where he’d been forbidden to dig. 
An old crime scene with two out-of-place victims who’d seemed positioned rather than natural to the location. A crime that a cleric had come to take away from Dominic, intent on the data worm that should never have been there in the first place. 
He shouldn’t have poked at that old case, but over the years he had. And what he’d found had revealed three names: 
Colin Hawes, deceased. 
Marshall Oates, deceased. 
And of course Rachel Ryan, head of Ryan Enterprises — whose association to the victims had mysteriously vanished the day they’d died, according to what Dominic had cornered the clerics into telling him. 
High rollers, all three.
Leah sent the transcript from her buffer memory to Dominic’s handheld, and when he read it, more names surfaced. 
One of the people mentioned in the transcript was Clive. In the company of Hawes, Oates, and Ryan, that might be Clive Spooner — the man who’d built the famous moon base. 
And Alexa. That could be Alexa Mathis, whereabouts unknown.  
Dominic looked up from the transcript. “Holy West. Do you know what this is that you’ve found, Leah?” 
“I told you. It’s some sort of ultra-privileged group. A splinter within it, actually. Plotting to kill…” Leah’s eyes widened.
Because that was the last name in the transcript: York. As in Stephen York, aka Crumb.
“Did you even tell him?” Dominic demanded.
Her eyes were still wide, shocked, and vulnerable. “No. I never had a chance. Too much happened right as I found it. I tried to call Leo, but of course he was offline. You weren’t answering. I tried running back to the village, but NPS beat me there.”
“Where is he? Where is York?” 
“I…I don’t know.” Then, covering: “Dom, that transcript is from forever ago. It can’t possibly matter now.” 
Dominic began to pace. “I don’t like it. At all.” 
“It’s from the ’60s! Before I was even born!” 
“I was a detective in ’63, freshly recruited, called in on a double homicide that was snatched from my partner and me by Quark PD clerics. The victims were two very wealthy, very powerful figures, Colin Hawes and Marshall Oates. The kind of people who float in the same high-level cloud you just told me about.” 
“So?” 
“That case bugged me for years. I couldn’t stop picking at it. I got the impression that they were two people who’d pissed off someone they shouldn’t — not in a Mob sense, more like a double-cross. So what if Hawes and Oates are two of the people in this transcript?” 
“How could you possibly conclude that — ” 
Dominic held up his handheld displaying the transcript. “The dates line up. And these two weren’t from the neighborhood. A data worm had shown up to erase them, but we got it in time. Someone was trying to cover it up, and it attracted all the highest kinds of attention.” 
“But that was 2063. Why would it matter right now? To…to Shadow, of all people?” 
Dominic sighed. “Just a few days ago, there was an incursion at DZPD station.” 
“I had nothing to do with that.” 
“I’m not saying you did. But it happened. Someone was targeting a specific bit of information, which I was able to conclude had been accessed during the outage. It was about Crumb. The record of the first time I met him.” Again, he held up the handheld. “Not long after this, I was brought in on a vagrant case. Which was ridiculous at the time because the city has tons of vagrants, and I’d just been promoted. I was annoyed, but my mind turned to it after that break-in, after the information was stolen. Because do you know who that vagrant was?”
“Crumb,” Leah said.
“Crumb.”  
“So what does it mean, Dom?” 
“What if I was sent to pick up Crumb? Specifically me?” 
“Why?” 
“Maybe someone knew I was a softie. You know about Chrissy. I took her to Leo to get her away from Respero, so it seems a decent bet that I’d do the same for the next person I was ordered to take. Take them up into the hills, where The Beam couldn’t find them.” 
Leah looked overwhelmed, but it didn’t matter. Dominic didn’t know how all of these puzzle pieces went together, but he’d been a cop for long enough to believe they did. The connections were there. He just had to find them.
“I’m sorry. Maybe I shouldn’t have answered Shadow’s ping. It seemed…” 
“You told him what you told him.” Dominic waved a dismissive hand. “What did he tell you?” 
“But you don’t trust him. Why does it matter what he told me?” 
“Someone could be watching. Using him like they may be using you. What did he say?” 
“He just talked about the event tomorrow. The Braemon thing. I don’t know why.” 
“Craig Braemon was accused of Shift tampering in 2091. Maybe that’s what your guy is after, if he wants to understand Shift. He’ll never get in to find out about that fundraiser, though. Unless he’s secretly a bigwig of some sort, he’ll just have to watch what’s shown on The Beam.” 
“He’s not going in. He sent someone.” 
“Who?” 
“A guy he’s been following. Nicholas…no, Nicolai somebody.” 
Dominic’s eyes closed. His head sagged. Finally. Finally, things were slotting into place. 
“Costa. Nicolai Costa.” 
“That’s the guy,” Leah said. “Do you know him?” 
Dominic knew Nicolai because Kate had mentioned him. And if Kate had thought to mention Costa, that probably meant Omar had put the idea in her head…while, of course, making Kate think the idea to mention Costa to Dominic had been her own. 
The plan. Omar’s stupid plan. He’d downloaded a ghost then given it to Kate. The idea that Kate could use the disembodied Beam shell of one of Omar’s cronies had seemed ridiculous from the start, but Omar had continued to say, Just trust me, Dom. Just trust the plan. 
Either Shadow or this Integer7 must be Omar in disguise, now milking information from Leah. Biding his time, setting pieces in place to do some Shift-tampering of his own. And now Leah had handed Omar what he needed on a silver platter.
Omar was connected to Thomas Stahl.
Thomas Stahl was connected to Nicolai Costa. 
And although the official story called for Kate to use some random man’s shell to breach Craig Braemon’s system, Dominic didn’t believe that was the actual plan. If anyone had left a shell behind on The Beam by vanishing a long time ago, it would have to be Stephen York. And although Thomas Stahl wouldn’t give Kate access to Braemon’s system, Stephen York — uncredited second father of The Beam and probable target of frustrated assassins — just might.
“What, Dominic?” Leah looked confused, nervous, ashamed, guilty. “What are you thinking?”
“I’m thinking that if someone could create a decoy version of Stephen York on The Beam, it would solve a lot of a certain bad guy’s unsolvable problems.” 
Dominic drew a deep breath, letting the final pieces slot into logical places. 
“And since someone seems to be after York these days,” he said, “I’m thinking that whatever poor sucker they find to transport that fake York is looking at some very big trouble.” 





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Ten
 
 
Kai’s senses returned, and she found herself in the studio room at Ryu’s bunker. She stood, feeling both anchored and out of place. The last time she’d stood in this room, it had been a simulation. But it had felt no less real than now, and it was difficult to fight the sense that the same thing might happen again. 
Nicolai was looking up at Kai, assessing her, practically staring. 
“What?” Kai asked. 
“Is it real this time?” 
“I don’t know,” Kai said. “Try and do some magic.” 
Nicolai frowned then stood. “That’s not funny.” 
“Ryu didn’t have to worry. That was easy.” 
“I don’t know I’d characterize that man as worried,” Nicolai said. 
“Worried that he’d have to dispose of our mindless corpses. Worried that we’d get into a loop and not get out then hit a time accelerant and lose years in the blink of real-world seconds inside.” 
“Was that ever a danger?” Nicolai asked. 
Kai shrugged, already over it. “Ask Ryu. I guess there are spots where you can get stuck when you’re off the official paths of The Beam. But if you’re sharp, I’m thinking you’d figure it out.” 
Nicolai looked around the room, still wondering at its reality. 
Kai said, “So. Do you have it?” 
Nicolai tapped his head. 
“Did all of that make sense to you?” 
“Sure. Put another man’s identity on like a coat. Makes sense.” 
“Did you believe him? I’ve never even heard of Stephen York.” 
“He has the feel of veracity. I think I’m getting some of his thoughts.” 
“Creepy,” said Kai. “You should offload him. Send him to Quark.” 
Nicolai sat back on the chair, its colander lid tipped back. Kai recognized his body language. It was one step above lecture mode, and meant Nicolai was about to lay down some home truths for the benefit of anyone lucky enough to be around and learn from his wisdom. 
“I think the question here is do you believe Rachel?” 
Kai wasn’t sure how to answer that. 
“It’s not an easy choice,” Nicolai went on. “I met her. She has plans within plans within plans. But the people opposing her are men like Micah, who want you to kill her. So do you trust the person giving the order or the woman willing to die?” 
“Neither.” 
“Then maybe it’s a case of ‘The enemy of my enemy is my friend.’ Or at least aligned goals. You heard what York said about Mindbender. That, I believe. We already know the Beau Monde have technology that’s far above what even we have, just below them. If there’s a higher tier that Micah’s trying to weasel his way into, using you to do it, then of course they’d be working on the next step above the next step.” He patted Ryu’s rig. “The stream in that place was unreal. I know you’d been in a sim like that before, albeit in much nicer rigs, but the same is the same. And I’m telling you, I understand how someone could get stuck on The Beam. You’d never know you weren’t going on with your life, seeing as the reality is so complete and convincing. Even now, I’m not entirely satisfied that we’re not still immersed. That’s how much the idea of what’s possible freaks me out. So if the Beau Monde can do that, why wouldn’t the next level be working on whole-brain uploading, like Mindbender?” 
“Carter Vale promised Mindbender for everyone,” Kai said. 
“That’s the official version. But what Rachel wants me to upload to Braemon’s canvas?” He tapped his head again, indicating the stored York shell they’d sideloaded, complete with the boson inside it. “That’s about the top-tier version of Mindbender. They’d need to keep it a secret, right? And toss Vale’s public version a bone, and know it’d never get off the ground?” 
“Maybe.” 
“The question isn’t really whether we should believe Rachel, Micah, or anyone else.” His dark eyes hardened, and his voice sharpened. “I’m through being good, Kai. I was Isaac’s stooge for too long, and I’m damned if I’ll be Micah’s. Fuck them all. I talked to Sterling Gibson, dumping a ton of anonymous info that no one else knows but that I’m sure will make its way around. And then I talked to someone else — a kind of underground reporter who won’t have Gibson’s reservations about discretion. Expect new revelations about the Beau Monde and the Ryans to hit the deep Beam any day now, with proof.” 
“Is that who told you to go to Braemon’s event? The reporter?” 
Nicolai nodded. “Yes, but he wasn’t the only one. Convenient how it all converged, isn’t it? Micah told me to go, too, with you. I even talked to Kate, who told me the same. Just like Micah told you to go.”
“You talked to Kate?” 
Nicolai nodded again.  
“That seems like a big coincidence.” 
“Exactly, Kai. It’s all a hell of a coincidence. So given all the unseen hands pushing and pulling me these days, I don’t really feel like trying to figure out which master to serve. I want to serve me. And you. We should do what’s best for us, and screw everyone else.” 
Kai watched him, touched that she of all people was his sole confidant. She waited for him to take it back, but he kept looking at her with his strong, soulful eyes. He took her small hand with his larger one. She squeezed it. 
“Okay. So what’s best for us?” 
“Beau Monde.” 
“How do we get it?”
“We go as planned, but with our own agenda. Just you and me.” 
“Doesn’t it feel dangerous? Trying to breach Braemon’s system?” 
“York can do it. I don’t trust Rachel, but I trust her sense of self-preservation — if what she’s preserving is power rather than her own life. Maybe this really is a case of the enemy of our enemy. Or enemies.”
“I meant the whole thing seems dangerous. All these plans. All these hidden motives.” 
“We’re already going. I think you’ve decided to do what Rachel wants regardless because she wants it, and so does Micah, making the vote two to one. I told Doc I’d help him, and that’s already dangerous. And I’ve talked to Gibson. And this other guy, this Sam. As long as we put what we need ahead of them, I think we’re as safe as we can be, given the circumstances.”
Kai’s hand moved up Nicolai’s arm. His forearm was thick and firm. She squeezed that, too. 
“Doc — Kate — thinks these people she’s in with, Omar and this cop, might double-cross her. Or at least one of them will. I’d rather side with Doc than anyone else other than you. So I say we do it. We pop the lid on Mindbender as York said inside, and you go ahead and take care of Rachel while we’re at it. Maybe that’s what Micah wants and maybe not, but either way we move up…and if we don’t, I have plenty of evidence that could get Micah in an awful lot of trouble.” 
Kai watched Nicolai, her head moving slowly up and down. She didn’t really like any of the options either, but Nicolai made some excellent points. In the presence of too many options, you had to forget you could see any of them and simply choose your own. After three sets of nested schemes, all bets were off. You couldn’t consider anyone’s motives. You had to close your eyes, plan your best shot, then take it without flinching. 
“So we stroll into the fundraiser tomorrow,” Kai said. “Just like that.” 
Nicolai nodded. “Wearing Stephen York like a hat. And if what he said in the Viazo is true, the system will see me as York. All the doors, if we’re lucky, will open.” 
“Okay,” Kai said, “but what if what he said isn’t true? What if we’re not lucky?” 
Nicolai walked forward and keyed Ryu’s outer door to exit the immersion room. 
“Oh, come on,” he said. “What’s the worst that could happen?”





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eleven
 
 
SerenityBlue was looking out one of the false windows in the school’s atrium when the boy entered. He was thirteen and just starting a period of bamboo-like growth. He’d told Serenity that to him, she looked like his mother. That was true of fewer of the children than she’d have thought, but as with anything, their perceptions (or lack thereof) probably had to do with baggage. Many of the children had unresolved issues with their parents, whereas many got along fine. For this boy, nicknamed Wax, the whole issue was much simpler. His mother and father were both dead. It made sense that he’d see her as he did, but that didn’t make Serenity understand it — or know what she should do above and beyond for Wax, if anything. 
“Yes, Wax,” Serenity said. 
“You asked us to let you know when it was coming together.”
“And is it?” 
The boy nodded. “And there’s another thing. With the man we found as Crumb?” 
“What about him?” 
“Did you experience his awakening? Or was it just the group? I can’t remember.” 
“I was there,” Serenity told him. 
“It’s like that. Like he appeared again. Would you like some parameters?” 
Serenity shook her head. If he gave her search parameters, she’d be able to find Crumb/York’s signature on The Beam — not his location or what he was doing, per se, but the condition of his consciousness, for want of a better phrase — but she’d already seen some of what Wax was telling her. And it was as he’d said. They’d first seen York appear as a beacon, back when he’d first been uncorked and diagnosed at the mountain hospital. Now, it was as if he’d shone a spotlight into the sky. It was like a beacon again, except that instead of merely alighting for Serenity and her children to see, something within York was calling two others to him. That had begun days ago. The two parties seeking Stephen York were getting closer, but Serenity felt no urgency. There were more fish in the pond than York and his pursuers — and these things, complex as they were, had a way of working out in the end. Or at least of revealing patterns and failure points before everything fell apart. 
“No, it’s fine. I already have a sense for what’s around Mr. York. The Beam knows who he is now, and it’s welcoming him. Moths are always drawn to flame. And now there are two fires burning.” 
“I don’t understand. A second Mr. York?” 
“In a way. It’s hard to say. But that is my feeling, yes.” 
The boy made a whatever gesture. Everyone here had their strengths. There were things some children were better at than others, and there were things at which Serenity was better or worse than all of them. The children had seen York first, but Serenity had recognized him — or something inside him — as core to the Beam’s beating heart. 
“What about the coming together?” she asked. 
“It’s as you said. There seems to be a node forming.” 
Serenity nodded. They’d already been through this part. “Thank you. But are you able to see its connections to the top world yet?” 
“Just the normal connections, if we’re talking lines and Fi. Are you expecting more?” 
“Maybe not.” She nodded. “Thank you, Wax.” 
“Would you like to see the map?” 
Serenity was already dismissing the boy, but she stopped. She was tactile and emotive, whereas some of the children were better at seeing patterns, watching the flow of power and other energies, or juggling digital matter. Some were artists, making something from nothing. Wax was best with things he could visualize, so his skill set had gone to mapmaking and topology. Most of the children and Serenity saw the layered networks as differing forms of reality: the world you walked and talked in, that you browsed with others beneath a core of agreed-upon rules. But Wax and a few others couldn’t stop seeing underpinnings. There was a wireframe beneath even the most real virtual worlds. Where Serenity saw and felt trees, someone like Wax saw the code history that had created it. Where some heard the roar of machines, Wax saw the movement of electrons driving speakers. 
“How centralized is your map?” 
“Pretty centralized,” Wax answered. “It’s quite a nexus.” 
“What’s the center?” 
“Much of it is tomorrow, almost all in the city.” 
Serenity exhaled, feeling a spike of nerves. She’d known something was coming together, and the children had been watching it for weeks, alerting her to every new development. But the science was inexact. The network in District Zero was made of sensory and mental streams from millions of users, and Serenity could see the Internet of Things those millions of inputs had made and continued to update. There was a city inside The Beam inside the city, each of the twin worlds referring to and dependent upon the other, like the unending single side of a Möbius strip. It meant that while people affected the network’s dataset, the dataset and the intelligences parsing it affected the people as well. There were times when the formation of eddies and nodes like this coming one seemed almost predestined, but sometimes human free will shifted and slashed them apart, or formed them faster. Sometimes. Often, it was the unseen collaborative hand of the AI sifting Beam data and handing it back to the population that was in charge. 
Free will went both ways, but neither breed (human to machine or machine to human) had nudged this knot off its trajectory. If there was a failing in Serenity’s predictions for how soon the nexus was coming, it was that she’d assumed less inevitability. 
“Yes, please,” she said. “I’d like to see whatever map you have.” 
Wax gave a small smile then stood in front of Serenity and put his fingers together as if shaking his own hand. He pulled the hands apart, and what looked like taffy made of light stretched between them. He turned his palms flat, and the taffy grew, becoming a large mess of interconnected blue lines. 
“This is the city? Tomorrow?” 
Wax nodded. He didn’t give the caveat he might have offered an outsider. Of all people, Serenity understood that every prediction was exactly that: a
prediction. There was no guarantee of anything she was seeing. It was only a guess. But knowing Wax and the others, it was probably an excellent guess.
“Here’s now, for reference,” he said. 
The boy didn’t move, but a second mess of lines overlaid the first. The new map was about the same shape as the first, only much larger. Lines on the overlay were yellowish orange rather than blue. Standing back to take in both maps — today’s and tomorrow’s — Serenity thought it looked like the orange blob had swallowed the blue one. A brain inside a brain.
“This is just one day’s difference?” 
Wax nodded. “That’s why I wanted to give you the update. It’s changing so fast.” 
“How sure are you about this?”
“It’s moving too quickly to be sure,” the boy said, “but a bomb is a bomb.” 
Serenity looked closer. With some perspective, she could see that the blue network was much tighter than she’d thought. They were only looking at one section of the grid — a subset of connections that the children had seen change as something coalesced. The city grid as a whole was much larger and more random-seeming than this one forming node, and The Beam as a whole was impossibly massive. But in this one small grouping, something was indeed becoming far too intertwined. 
“Why is it happening, do you think?” 
“I was hoping you’d have ideas,” said Wax. 
Serenity had plenty of ideas. She just wasn’t sure what to make of them. Wax had said “bomb” in an offhand manner, but to Serenity, this looked almost literally like an explosion in reverse. The Beam had begun as its own Big Bang. In a small and limited way, it looked like this subset of inputs was headed for its own Big Crunch. 
“What’s this?” Serenity pointed to a rash of small dots in Wax’s map. 
“Drone inputs, I think. They keep moving, and it’s too fast for people.” 
“City Surveillance? Police?” 
“Dunno. But if I had to guess, I think this over here is Mr. York.” 
Serenity squinted as if her eyes actually mattered in seeing the answer. There was a tangled mess within the larger knot, but the place Wax was indicating was mostly cut from the rest of the web. It was bright — augmented, surely, by Wax’s construct because he thought it was important. The art of wireframe mapping wasn’t in Serenity’s skill set. She was a floater, not a plotter. Unfortunately, though, there’d been less floating lately. She’d seen her area of focus drifting away as if dragged toward a drain. 
“If that’s Stephen, who is this with him?” She poked at a second point beside York’s.
“Hard to say. Someone who’s feeding a lot to The Beam for sure, but…” Wax squinted as Serenity had, “…but it kind of looks like a mapmaker.” 
“Like you?” 
“Maybe. If you understand that what you see makes The Beam as much as The Beam sometimes makes what you see, things kind of turn in on themselves. See?” 
Serenity moved closer. The bundle near the supposed York bundle was almost like a miniature donut with an incomplete hole. If the lines represented I/O streams, this one seemed to be both giving and receiving on the same channels, at the same time. But again: not Serenity’s specialty. 
“It’s not someone here at the school?” Serenity said. 
“I’ve asked around. No. But even so, we’d see a kind of beacon. This over here is me looking into the knot.” He pointed to a thin ribbon, denoting both observation and passive causation, jutting from both clouds’ edges. 
“Oh. You leave your own investigations on the maps you make?” 
“If I remove them, the map changes.” 
“But it’s just omitting a line. The map doesn’t change.” 
“If you change intention, the map always changes.” 
Serenity considered debating further, but mapmaking wasn’t most important now. “So it’s not someone here. An autonomous mapmaker? Have we been watching this one?” 
Wax nodded. “Archive has.” 
“Did you ask Archive about it?” 
“He’s still not sure it’s a potential. Might be a cleric. Or someone like you.”
Serenity scanned the map. It was fascinating to see, laid out like this. Lines and dots weren’t her native language, but this was how Wax saw the world. It really wasn’t any different from the way people saw Serenity in unique ways. Different assumptions, altered observations. The world changed people, and people changed the world. Long before The Beam, physicists had proved that at a granular enough level, what you expect is what you get.
She stepped back, ruminating, searching for her signature. Wax wasn’t on his own map, but the string representing his attention was. Serenity and the other children should be here too. Whatever was happening with the forming node, her school’s interest made them part of it. 
But on Wax’s maps, Serenity was never a dot or a line. Perhaps because The Beam saw her as many places at once and perhaps because Serenity’s manifestation was exactly between the realities of The Beam and District Zero, Wax always represented her as a cloud. If she defocused her eyes just right, she’d be able to see that cloud, like a haze over everything. A guiding hand, perhaps, or an ever-present observer. 
Finding Leah was the first step in finding herself. As for York or anyone else represented here, Leah’s position on the map didn’t show her location in the city, but rather how many connections she’d formed below the surface to how many others. It wasn’t always easy to tell which was Leah, but Serenity could usually guess, as she had with York. Leah had more connections than most, and she usually had a faint spray coming from her, like the shimmer of a ghost rising from a dead man’s chest. The spray always led to Serenity, and somehow became her. 
Finally, she saw it. But the cloud’s shape was a bit different from normal, and seeing it made her shiver for a reason Serenity didn’t understand. It was as if there was something wrong with her extended body. Her cloud, on Wax’s maps, was usually round, soft, and blurred at the borders. But now, with her eyes screwed up and defocused, she saw something with edges. Darker than normal. Faint tendrils seemed to snake down from the cloud and to the connections themselves as if sniffing. She could see system faults and holes tinged with the same color — woe to the AI who tried to traverse the in-between regions. What was happening? Serenity hadn’t been feeling lately like this cloud on Wax’s map made her look. The shape she saw wasn’t observing as she herself was. It was destructive. Meddling. Manipulative. 
“What’s wrong with me?” Serenity looked over at Wax. 
He understood her meaning and turned to the map rather than Serenity herself for an answer. 
“You seem fine.” His finger traced a large, gently looping shape around the outer cluster. Serenity saw it: her usual mapped presence, right where it should be. She’d been looking at the wrong thing was all.
She pointed to the other cloud. The one that wasn’t her at all. The one that looked ill. The one she couldn’t now unsee, no matter how much she tried to refocus her eyes. It was now plain as day to Serenity: a blighted fist clenching the entire node into a colliding center. 
“What is this?” she asked. 
Wax’s eyes scrunched. He made the maps, but the process wasn’t top of mind. They were a tool to help him see, not seeing itself. Whatever was here, he hadn’t seen it either, until now. 
He finally did, pinching in and out. In and out. Trying to locate the dark cloud’s source. 
“It’s something else,” he said.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twelve
 
 
I’m sure you can arrange a meeting with Vale. To…convince him of some things.
Aiden Purcell’s voice ran through Isaac’s mind as he stood in front of the bedroom wall, its surface converted to mirror mode. He hadn’t tried on his tuxedo in a long time, and expensive suits weren’t Permafit. Cloth had to be cut and sewn, not automatically adjusted. It was ironic that the old bespoke was now the least custom way to fit clothing, but not everything made sense among the Beau Monde. If human hands didn’t touch something, it wasn’t worth as much. Never mind that nanobots and fabricators could customize clothing far better than any tailor ever could. 
Isaac tried to focus on the length of sleeves, the fit of cuffs, the perfect diameter of the old collar on his current neck. Unsurprisingly, Isaac hadn’t changed much since he’d last worn the tux. But still he was reluctant to take it off and ask his canvas to clean it for tomorrow because the minute he did, he’d have to admit his evening was over. 
He’d have to go to bed because tomorrow would be a big day. 
And once in bed, Purcell’s voice would be louder and keep him from sleep. 
Was he supposed to kill Carter Vale? Isaac didn’t think he could do it if so. Regardless, the lack of a clear order was worse than knowing, for sure, that he was supposed to end a life — a rather prominent life, in the grand scheme of things. If Purcell had told him that was his mission, Isaac could go about making plans and then making his peace. But Purcell, like the slippery shit he was, spoke in vagaries and circles. 
Maybe he was literally supposed to convince Vale of something: that reopening Project Mindbender was a very bad idea, for instance. Just like, in one of his mother’s favorite movies, a crime boss had suggested making a rival “an offer he couldn’t refuse.” 
Was it possible it wasn’t a euphemism? And if Purcell had been intimating murder, was it possible Isaac could play dumb and pretend he’d taken the order literally? Everyone thought he was an idiot anyway. Hey, Mr. Purcell. Yes, I convinced Carter Vale of the need for a public forum to discuss dole increases. That’s what you wanted, right? 
Purcell would crush him. He’d tell Natasha that Isaac had been behind the riot that nearly killed her. Natasha would relaunch her plans to emasculate Isaac then crank her vindictiveness dial to fifty. She’d ally with Micah. She’d ally with Micah’s insider in Rachel’s group. Because Micah had one; of that, Isaac felt certain. Isaac didn’t have an insider. Isaac was being dragged along for the ride — blessed with the Ryan name and wealth, but cursed because he’d unfortunately turned out to be Isaac. 
It was such total bullshit. 
But it was what it was, Isaac thought as he adjusted the band tie, trying to be impressed with his sharp appearance rather than repulsed by the acid in his gut. Micah was the alpha between them and always would be. They both knew Rachel was part of an ultra-high-level power group, and everyone knew that Micah (not Isaac) would ascend once Rachel was gone. They both knew that even now, Micah had that group’s ear. And they knew that Isaac had the same group’s ear — but that while Micah’s contact was an ally and an almost-equal, Isaac’s was a boss. A commander, whose boots required his tongue. 
Isaac sighed. 
He picked at the tuxedo’s jacket, trying to find adjustments in need of making. If the thing needed tailoring, he’d get to do a few more tasks before bedtime. But if it remained as perfect as it seemed to be, he’d only be able to put it into the Tomorrow Closet beside the in-wall dresser, where it would be cleaned up, freed of dust, and made even more perfect.
Maybe there was more to this than he knew. 
The idea was strangely heartening. Isaac was never given more information than what he strictly needed to know, so why would this time be any exception? He’d always been shuffled around like a piece on a game board. Isaac, do this. Isaac, go here. He was rarely given whys, only tasks. There was always a larger game in play, and Isaac never knew about it until everything was over. Everything leading to Shift had been that way. Isaac’s reactions to the riots had been provoked, and necessary for much of Micah’s Enterprise counterreactions to make sense. Isaac’s Directorate responses hadn’t had their own merit or life. They’d just been fodder for Enterprise strategy. 
So really, maybe this was just another gambit. Maybe the truth was being held from Isaac yet again. Maybe that was why Purcell had been so nonspecific: because whatever Isaac did, it didn’t actually matter. And it made sense that there was a hidden agenda. Purcell had already told him that Braemon’s party wasn’t, in the strictest sense, actually Braemon’s party. 
He’s just the face man this time, Isaac. The fundraiser’s true host doesn’t want to be seen.
Maybe this was one time when being kept in the dark was a good thing. Maybe Purcell had only given him the Vale order because he wanted Isaac out of the way when the truly important events unfolded. Because as far as Isaac had heard, the idea of a host-behind-the-host was new information. And if Braemon wasn’t really in charge, how much of what was supposed to happen at the event wouldn’t be orchestrated? How much wouldn’t be a show…like one Directorate figurehead making an impotent move against another?
Yes. It all made sense. There’s no way Purcell meant for Isaac to kill the Directorate president. How could he have thought that was his mission? If Purcell wanted someone dead, he wouldn’t need to hand the task to someone like Isaac. Not that he’d even trust Isaac to get the job right. Surely, Purcell meant for Isaac to fuck it all up. To botch the job. To wimp out. To not try. To give up. All of those things were, in the world’s eyes, hallmarks of Isaac Ryan. 
So he had nothing to worry about. He should simply forget it.
Or not. There was no way to know. 
Natasha entered the bedroom. She was wearing her thinnest nightgown, red hair spilling across her narrow shoulders. She approached Isaac from behind and wrapped her hands around him. The hands were high, and for a second he thought she must have learned the truth and was about to strangle him. But she only adjusted his tie. 
“You look good in this.”
Isaac supposed he should reply that Natasha looked good in the almost-nothing she was wearing as well, but he couldn’t push the words past his lips. For one, his guilt had doubled since Purcell’s veiled threats about the state of their marriage. And for two, his mind was on murder. 
Natasha came around in front of him, sat on the bed, and patted the comforter. 
“What?” 
“Come to bed.” 
“Like this?” 
Natasha seemed to think he was being playful. She looked his tuxedo over and said, “If you like.” 
“I’m still dressed.” 
“Get undressed.” 
“I was going to.”
Natasha looked like she was resisting an eye roll. Isaac didn’t used to be this terrible at the dance that was happening. But when was the last time they’d had a honeymoon in their long relationship? When was the last time Natasha had tried to be seductive? They weren’t spring chickens. There were times when Isaac sometimes wondered if nanobots could truly reverse aging after all. They halted bodily decay and kept their hosts young, but there were plenty of days when Isaac remembered that he and Natasha were both in their eighties. Pops hadn’t lived to be much older than Natasha was now, and he’d been shriveled, all drooping skin. The thought, centered on his young-looking wife, wasn’t arousing. 
“Okay. Go ahead. Get your PJs on,” she said.
“Are you making fun of me?” 
“A little.” Natasha smiled, and Isaac forced himself to relax. There was too much to think about, but none of it involved Natasha. In a twisted way, his fraudulent save at the club had been the first peace offering between them. There was no point in spoiling it. Natasha wasn’t to blame for Aiden Purcell and his maddening power play. She wasn’t responsible for his obligation to be part of Jameson Gray and Micah’s stupid show, even though she would share the stage with them. 
Isaac untied his tie then slipped off his coat and shirt. He caught his reflection in the mirror and realized he was attractive. He didn’t normally realize it because he was shit upon so often, but he’d had all the same nano treatments as Micah. He had the broad chest, the muscled arms, the young face. A bit weak in the chin, perhaps, but a good catch nonetheless.
Isaac removed and hung his slacks. As he was stowing the tux for tomorrow, he felt a jab at his rear. He turned to see Natasha poking his boxers — white with large blue polka dots.
“Nice shorts.” 
“These are my normal boxers. I have, like, fifty pairs.” 
Now the eye roll came. “Oh, I know.” 
“Do you really want to do this thing tomorrow?” he asked. 
“The fundraiser? Sure.” 
“Why?”
“It’ll be fun.” 
Isaac sat, feeling naked. But it hardly mattered; Natasha was nearly nude in her gown. It should have been arousing. Instead, it felt like an amiable negotiation.
“I doubt that.” 
“What do you mean?” 
“A bunch of windy ass bags shaking hands and talking politics? And I don’t even know Craig Braemon.” 
“I don’t know him either,” Natasha said. “That’s not the point. It’s a party, Isaac.” 
Isaac reached over and took Natasha’s hand. “I have an idea. Instead of going to that gathering of stiffs, let’s head out of town. Catch a rail to District Two. Recreate the night we met.” 
Natasha’s face seemed to melt into a touched smile. He didn’t realize her fabricated features could still move so fluidly. She almost seemed like the all-natural girl he’d fallen in love with. 
She squeezed his hand. “That’s so sweet.” 
“What do you say? We did it in an immersion, but we could do it for real.” He gestured toward the closed Tomorrow Closet. “My tux is ready.”
“I love the idea. Let’s do it next weekend.” 
“Or we could do it tomorrow.” 
“We have the Braemon thing tomorrow.” 
Isaac tried on a devil-may-care smile, sure he was failing to pull it off. “That’s why I’m suggesting tomorrow.” 
She gave him a patient look. “I love the idea. I really do. But we can’t no-show. We’re expected. Micah is counting on us.” 
“He’ll survive.” 
“Jameson is counting on us.” 
Isaac sighed. 
“Besides, it’s for a good cause. And the parties need some solidarity. Jameson and I have been practicing hours and hours, even after you’re done practicing with us. I’m sure Micah’s been doing the same. It’s make-peace, Isaac. After all the fighting this year, the sheets need to see us all together, poking fun at one another, showing the country that in the end the whole NAU is in this as one. I mean, why do you think President Vale is coming?” 
Isaac almost choked on his tongue. He coughed, “Vale is coming?” 
“You didn’t know? Micah told me. He said a friend of his was talking to President Vale and told him all about our little magic trick: Shift’s loser being a good sport by making the winner disappear. He thought it was funny, a clever idea for sparking unity.” 
“But he’s Directorate! Braemon is Enterprise!” 
“You’re Directorate, Isaac.” 
Isaac had to fight not to shout. “I know I’m Directorate. But I’m just there as comic relief, for Micah’s little magic show. It’s still an Enterprise event.” 
“It’s for the Violet James Foundation, not Enterprise or Directorate.” 
“Oh, come on. It’s Enterprise posturing, and we all know it. Holy West, why the hell would Vale come?” 
“Why do you care?” 
“It’s not his party!”
Natasha looked at Isaac with her eyebrows slightly raised. It was an assessing gesture — the one she usually used when deciding just how big of an impotent asshole Isaac actually was. But then the eyebrows lowered, and her gaze softened again. Natasha held his bare arm, leaning her head against his shoulder. 
“It’s just a few hours. We can keep it brief then make our excuses.” 
But Isaac was still thinking of Vale. And of a growing certainty that when Isaac arrived, someone would bump into him and deliver new orders. Or possibly a sharp knife, or poison.
“Besides,” Natasha said, “Shelly will be there. She sent me a message saying there’s something we really need to talk about.”
“Shelly?” 
“Shelly Godfrey.” 
“Who’s Shelly Godfrey?” 
Natasha lay back. Her gown, in the overhead light, seemed especially sheer. Maybe she was getting as tired of this conversation as he was. Of course they were going to the event, so why keep discussing it? After all, some person Isaac had never even heard of was going to be there. 
“You don’t remember Shelly? She used to be security coordinator whenever I went on tour. Tall. Blonde?” Natasha’s eyes formed jokingly defensive slits, and she added, “Absolutely stunning.”
“No.” 
“She left a few years ago. I haven’t seen her in ages.” 
“Oh.” Isaac had lost interest. He was considering permitting an erection. Other people had sex with their wives, so why not?
“She works for the police now. Same basic coordinator position, I imagine.” 
“Hmm.” He lay back. 
“Ever since that whole thing at The Sap, she’s been trying to hook up, but we can never sync our schedules. I guess all it took to remind her of me was trying to save my life in a riot.” 
Isaac sat up on his elbows, his heart thumping. 
“Of course,” Natasha said, sitting up to join him and drawing circles on his chest with a long finger, “my hero had already shown up to save me.”
Isaac met Natasha’s eyes. “She was with the police group that came to The Sap riot?”
Natasha nodded, uninterested.
“Why does she want to meet with you all of a sudden? What’s so important that she can’t just tell you over a connection, or leave a message?” 
“We used to be good friends, Isaac. We’d like to sit and have a drink.” 
“Tomorrow. Tomorrow, you need to have this drink.” 
“Mmm-hmm.” 
“Why now?” 
“Shelly says she wants to tell me the story behind the riot. ‘Something I positively must hear.’”
Isaac felt his eyes widen. His heart was beating so hard and so loud, it was impossible to believe she couldn’t hear it. He needed a moment to remember how to formulate words, because leave it to Natasha — she’d finally made him forget all about Purcell’s dirty assignment. Now he couldn’t think of anything but Shelly Godfrey, her position with the riot squad that had dispatched that night, and a secret she was dying to tell her old friend, in person, without her husband around to hear, about how the riot had truly gone down. And, maybe, who’d actually been responsible.  
“Let’s ditch the fundraiser,” Isaac said, hearing his words come out warbling and weak. “Let’s take a rail to District Two.” 
Natasha’s fingers slid beneath Isaac’s hair, turning what had to be a mask of horror and shock to meet her deep green eyes.
“Come down here,” she said, “and kiss me.”





 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Episode 17





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter One
 
 
October 3, 2081 — Grid-Neutral Appalachian Territories
 
Crumb was counting prime numbers, kicking at the dirty floor, thinking about the squirrels. 
The squirrels seemed interesting for a while, but then they moved on to their tree-bound homes, or the ground, or wherever squirrels lived. Where did they live, anyway? Crumb thought he might once have known the answer to that question. Or maybe, the answers to many others. Different questions with difficult answers. What those questions and answers might have been, Crumb had no idea. All he knew was that the perimeter needed guarding and that seven became eleven became thirteen became seventeen. 
Pick at the edges. Keep the loose ends close. Recite what you find to keep it fresh. Your mind will do the rest.
What did that mean? And did it matter?
Crumb looked down at his hands. There was no knife in them, or grinding stone to hone its edge. And yet he’d been so sure that he’d been sharpening a knife. 
After a moment of looking down at his empty hands, Crumb felt the knife’s invisible, nonexistent edge growing dull. He needed to keep sharpening it, but that was tricky if it didn’t exist. 
Eventually, he forgot about the knife, and his mind returned to the numbers. Somehow, after he’d resumed counting, his worries about the dulling edge faded away.
Nineteen. Twenty-three. Twenty-nine. 
Crumb sat on the stone wall, feeling the numbers like tangible things, sure in a distant way that continuing to keep those numbers close was every iota as important as guarding the village perimeter and keeping an eye on the squirrels. As vital as watching the sky for intruders and keeping an eye out for invading Indian braves, like in Leo’s movie. 
Thirty-one. Thirty-seven. 
Stephen. 
Forty-one. 
Stephen.
Crumb looked up. Someone was interrupting his important work. He looked at the twin fenced pastures and the rutted dirt path between them. There was a single horse in each pasture. Was that a coincidence? Crumb thought not. He was wearing boots today. Sometimes, there were balloons in the air. 
Forty-three. Forty-seven. 
Stephen. 
“Shh,” Crumb said. “Important work. Vital. Can’t be interrupted.” 
But again, nobody was there. Nobody speaking, and nobody they might be speaking to. It was just Crumb. Crumb and the perimeter. Crumb and the blue sky and the few clouds that looked like animals and the perimeter, and Leo was counting on him out here, and Dominic, from the city, who’d passed not long ago and was with Leo now. Dominic, who might be his friend, who carried the spark. 
Crumb looked back down at his feet, but was now only acting. The interrupter was still around, and Crumb knew how to get him to reveal himself. He had to pretend a return to important work, without taking his attention from the perimeter. Because it was threatened. 
Stephen. 
Crumb looked up. There was a man directly in front of him. Interestingly, the man didn’t have feet. He just kind of ended before reaching the ground. He didn’t seem to have a body, either. Not like Crumb’s. If Crumb were to gather some nuts and throw them at the man, those nuts would probably fly through him and hit the ground beyond. Crumb wished he had some nuts. Because it was something worth trying. 
I know you’re in there, Steve. 
“Who the fuck are you?” Crumb snapped at the strange hovering man. He had no business floating here. No business at all. He wondered if Leo would be proud if he apprehended the man or made him go away. The only question was how. He’d once seen a cartoon, from Leo’s library, where a mouse had frozen a ghost, and that had given the ghost substance enough to contend with. Maybe Crumb could do something similar. 
Or maybe Crumb could let Gregory deal with the newcomer. He could see Gregory now, coming in from one of the paths that went down between the hills that looked like breasts. Gregory was large. The man in front of Crumb was not. He looked like an accountant. Quiet, neat hair. Small round glasses.
Crumb watched the man who hadn’t responded to his demand to identify himself and decided to simply hold his attention. That would be Crumb’s job. To keep the stranger distracted until Gregory’s arrival. He was coming now, on a brown horse named Tim or Tom, or actually, Crumb had no idea what the horse’s name might be. 
“Morning, Crumb,” Gregory said. 
“The perimeter is threatened. Noah fucking West!”
“Okay, Crumb.”
Then he rode Tim or Tom through the floating stranger toward the village center. 
After Gregory was gone, Crumb locked eyes with the strange, placid-faced floating man without real feet. The man looked back, seeming to say, Now you see the score, pilgrim. 
Crumb almost opened his mouth to speak a time or two, but whenever his lips began to part, something inside his memory tickled, from the same place as the numbers he counted over and over. From the same place as the voice that kept telling Crumb to pick at the edges, keep loose ends close and recite because his mind would do the rest. 
You do recognize me, don’t you? the man asked. 
“Noah fucking West,” Crumb said. 
Instead of asking again who Crumb thought he was, the man nodded. Crumb could see a swaying tree through his ghostly head. Maybe he’d grown tired of playing this game. If Crumb didn’t recognize him, maybe now he was okay with it.
You don’t have access to much, I know, the man said, but it’s still there. I promise.
 Crumb almost asked what was “still there,” but instead he went for the issue’s throat. 
“How the fuck do you know that?” 
I can see it. I can see the wall. It’s intact. But there is interplay — because there was meant to be. 
“Who are you?” 
What you’re doing, you’re doing right, the man told Crumb. 
“It’s threatened. The squirrels.” 
I promise, Stephen, that it will all be okay in the end. And I’m sorry. 
“Are you from the government?” Crumb asked. 
The floating ghost-man seemed to ignore him. I don’t have long, he said. 
“Why the hell not?” 
The firewall has a few intentional leaks. But I had to make it convincing, so it detects and repairs. I couldn’t get it approved if it had obvious holes that lasted. 
“Get it by who?” Crumb demanded. 
Ironically, by you, the ghost answered. 
Crumb was becoming annoyed by all this doubletalk. He decided to make the man go away, the way he could sometimes make other odd things go away when they came in the night. Sometimes, there were incursions. Sometimes, there was a kind of noise. The trick was to ignore and not fight it then turn your back. 
Crumb turned around on the stone wall. But when he looked up in the opposite direction, the man was still there, now behind the left-side fence. 
“Why are you here?” 
The temporary leak was activated when Captain Long passed you.
“You know Dominic?” 
Part of me knows him. 
“Why don’t you talk to him?” 
Because I’m not in him, Stephen. This part of me is in you. If you focus, you’ll remember. You’ll see. Can you see, if you focus?
“Noah fucking West!” 
In front of Crumb, the man’s face seemed to become sad. It was a strange expression to see, considering that the man’s face was always proud or angry or, on rare occasions, smug and satisfied. This man didn’t do sadness or love or friendship. Not outwardly, anyway. Crumb knew it because he’d never seen the man before and had no idea who he was. 
Focus, Steve. I know you can focus. Inside, there’s a hole in a wall. I extend through it, and when it closes, I will have to go back. But you can see through it, can’t you?
“Go away,” Crumb said. 
Close your eyes. Look inward. The man’s face became sadder. Maybe even guilty. I know you can do it, Steve. You’re still in here. I can see all of you. You were my right hand. I know you’re still who you were, even now. 
“I’m Crumb. Who are you?” 
It’s me, Stephen. It’s Noah. 
“Noah who?”
Even sadder. As if the ghost man couldn’t believe what he was seeing, and maybe even wanted to cry. 
Noah West, Steve. Tell me you remember.
Then Crumb got it. He did recognize the man, Noah fucking West. “The squirrels,” he said. “You’re with the squirrels.”
I’m sorry. This was the only way. They sent someone after you. It was the only way to hide you and keep you safe. But you’re more than hidden. And one day, it’ll all be all right. I promise. You’re special, Stephen. 
“Special how?” 
When you recite the numbers, said Noah, Noah fucking West, can you feel what you’re honing? Can you tell what you’re keeping alive inside, like a revolving concrete mixer keeps rock from hardening? 
“Two. Three. Five. Seven. Eleven.” 
Can you see it, Steve? Do you know why you do that, why you keep saying them, over and over?
“Vigilance.” 
But as he mouthed the word, an image bloomed in Crumb’s mind that was so complete, he momentarily couldn’t see Noah standing in front of him. For the space of three or four seconds, there was no Organa village and no horse pastures and no rutted dirt path and no stone wall. No Leo, Gregory, or anyone else. But Noah was still there. Not as a ghost, but as a memory. As something present in wherever he was. 
In front of Crumb was a screen like the one Leo pretended he didn’t have in his office. Only now, Crumb understood it completely. For a blink, he knew what it was and where its wires led and where its lack of wires went to. He knew the way everything tied to somewhere else. He saw a dark man in a dark coat. He saw a white room. He felt Noah — not as a ghost, but as a man — behind him. There were words on the screen, and for a moment, Crumb understood all of them and more. And for the first time he saw the subtle way the screen always flickered and flashed. He felt internal building blocks rearranging, building something day by day. 
Then he was back outside the pastures. Noah was again in front of him as a shimmering, transparent thing rather than as a dominating presence behind him. Noah was again a leak coming from inside, somehow poked through an internal wall when Dominic had passed by. He was no longer the man who’d programmed Crumb’s old screen to flash as it had, in a way that Crumb hadn’t even noticed in the far long ago. Only now did it made sense. Something being coded inside him, shard by shard, for years and years and years. 
And now he didn’t understand at all. 
Noah was half as substantial as he’d been. 
“You’re going away.” Crumb’s mind tried returning to his vision, but it was gone. And he’d never understood it anyway. 
The firewall is repairing the leak, Noah said. It won’t be long now.
 Something seemed to click inside Crumb. He realized something he’d missed before. Noah was a friend. Somehow, he was on Crumb’s side. And now he was being taken away because others were out to get them. 
“When can you come back?” 
Not until the end. 
“I’ll help you,” Crumb said. 
You can’t help me until the end. 
As Noah faded, Crumb felt desperation mount. Somehow, this man was very important. He was Noah fucking West, after all. 
“What should I do?”  
Keep it sharp. Keep it close. Wait until it’s time. 
In front of Crumb, the ghost-man was almost gone. “Time for what?” he blurted. 
For Buddha to unlock the box.
A moment later, Noah’s ghost dissolved into nothing. 
A moment after that, Crumb forgot the ghost had ever been there. 
He stood near the stone wall and watched the perimeter. The squirrels were regrouping. 
When Dominic left the village for District Zero, he nodded his farewell to Crumb at the gate. And as he passed, something inside Crumb seemed to call out to the police captain, seeking its mate.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Two
 
 
Stephen York wasn’t sure if he was tired or not. 
He was having a harder time focusing on the unreal surroundings than he had before, but it was possible that had something to do with his disorientation. He wasn’t sure if he was in his normal body (which may have been miraculously transported to this new place) or somehow still in the apartment in front of his old laptop canvas, where that Kimmy had forced his mind to jack into a Beam immersion without permission. 
Could he be tired if the body he seemed to be in wasn’t real? 
Or, if this was his real body in its interesting new clothing, was he tired because he’d walked from place to place in the digital-looking transport? He’d studied old Internet-and-earlier games as a kid, and the first electronic ones had looked a lot like the place where he and the girl now found themselves. She kept saying it was an old sector of The Beam, but to Stephen it looked like Pong, Asteroids, Centipede, maybe Pac-Man. 
Her warnings about loose program fragments and perilous “holes” and recursive loops only underscored the impression. Stephen had dealt with all of those things as a programmer, but he’d never found himself surrounded by them. Looking out the transport’s windows, he kept picturing fragments attacking like the bad guys in Q*bert, or holes appearing as the angular blue-line vortexes in Tempest. 
Neither option for fatigue made sense. His legs shouldn’t feel sluggish if he was merely jacked in and not moving a real body, but if this was his real body and he was in some sort of immersion, it still didn’t make sense. They didn’t seem to be in a real place. He couldn’t be here. Impossibilities stacked one on the other like Tetris blocks. 
Stephen looked at the girl, Kimmy, now behind a steering fork that hadn’t been in the transport at first. Again, he considered asking her again where they actually were. But the answers, such as she gave, only made him more tired. 
We’re searching for Alexa, she’d say. 
Or: We’re in an ASCII neighborhood. 
And when he’d asked if they were truly here at all or still in their separate apartments, participating in an advanced shared immersion, she gave his favorite of all non-answers: What’s the difference?
She wasn’t being obstinate. She honestly didn’t seem to understand the questions. And Stephen, after staying up all night, had no energy left to find new ways to query. 
“What time is it?” Kimmy asked.
“Here? Or in the real world?” Stephen answered. 
“What’s the difference?” 
Stephen sighed. “I don’t even know how to find out.” It’s not like he wore a watch or had brought a handheld. They were online for sure, but despite having supposedly built most of what they were traveling through, Stephen had no idea how to access any of the billions of little chronographs embedded in every piece of The Beam, Crossbrace, and the old Internet. Normally, he touched his screen to interact. But in here, the world was a screen with nothing to touch. 
Kimmy gave him a look that said he was a bummer, a bore, impossible, or all three. Then she seemed to think and said, “It’s 6:15.”
“A.M.?” 
She rolled her eyes. “Yes, of course.” 
Stephen sat on what looked for all the world like a digital bench. It seemed to have no real substance; it was all dark and lines of light. If he was wireframing a new sim, he’d have given the bench more depth. And that had been in his day, back in the ‘60s. Now, in 2097, the construction software had to be AI-controlled and billions of times more sophisticated. The only way to make a bench this skeletal nowadays would be to specifically ask for one.
“We’ve been here for sixteen hours,” he said. 
“You’re surprised? You didn’t really think it was only 6 p.m., did you?” 
“I was hoping.” 
“Toughen up, old man,” she said. “Alexa Mathis has been gone forever — since even before people started acting like she was dead. You’re not going to find her in four hours.” 
The girl smiled. She had a pixie’s face — the kind that seemed incapable of guile. There had been a short window when Stephen had wondered if he could trust her, but in addition to a bones-deep certainty about her trustworthiness that he couldn’t explain, the issue was moot. This had stopped being his quest the moment she’d sucked him into…well, into whatever this was. 
“Sure,” he said. 
He’d tried to discuss all of this earlier, but Kimmy had led him in circles. He couldn’t tell her why he was after Alexa because he didn’t know himself. But he was tired, and his resolve was slipping, so the time when he’d confess might still come. 
All he knew was that somehow, Noah was out here. He’d blown apart like a bomb not long after hitting The Beam, but the Noah who’d appeared in Bontauk hadn’t been just another avatar. That had been Noah; Stephen would bet on it. And if Noah had told him to find Alexa Mathis? Well, it’s not like he’d ever disobeyed that demanding son of a bitch. 
“Be glad you’re not steering,” Kimmy said. “This sector is falling apart.” 
“What do you mean?” 
She nodded toward the transport’s side. “See for yourself.” 
Stephen walked to the window and looked out. He saw the same Centipede-Tempest landscape, only now the straight lines of light seemed to have splintered. Many jutted into the air and stopped dead. Others dove below his sight, seeming to drop off into nothing. 
“Why, do you think?” he asked, past the embarrassment of asking a kid for information. 
“I don’t know. It wasn’t always like this, I don’t think.” She pointed. “Look. See there?” 
Stephen looked. Below, beings that looked like user avatars seemed to be glitching. They’d walk forward a few steps then disappear and blur back to where they’d started. The same few steps looping on repeat. 
“Stuck in holes,” Kimmy said. “I’ve seen a dozen or so people like that in the past hour. And that doesn’t include the ones I can’t see because the loops are in their heads.” She shrugged. “Nothing we can do. They can only call admin for assistance then try to break the pattern. If they know they’re stuck. They probably don’t even know. This area is fragmenting. Garbage code everywhere that the policing AI hasn’t cleaned yet. The damage is new, though, so I’m not surprised they can’t keep up. No idea what happened.”
“What if it happens to us?” Stephen asked. “What if we get stuck and don’t know it?”
“Maybe it already has,” Kimmy said nonchalantly. “But I don’t think it has, and I’m good at feeling things like that.” 
“Should we leave this sector?” He had no idea how this worked. He could navigate code and Beam pages like the prodigy he’d once been, but he’d never had to steer through it like a car through traffic. Supposedly, Kimmy was following a trail that seemed to promise a lead on Alexa, but he had no idea if such things, down here, had to happen in a straight line. 
“Nah. We’re almost through it.” 
“Where are we going?” Then he corrected his question, knowing the unhelpful way she’d answer. “I mean, have you found any new trails leading toward her?” 
Kimmy looked at Stephen like he was an idiot. She pointed forward, through what seemed to be some kind of windshield. Stephen saw dozens of hybrid microfragments following their progress like locusts, eager to land and give them confusing directions but little else. 
“You can’t see that?” she asked. 
“What?” 
“It’s the same path we’ve been following. Change hierarchy with the same ID stamp as before. Whether it’s Alexa or not, I don’t know, but didn’t we agree to see where it led?” 
“Sure.” Stephen hadn’t seen it at first, so it wasn’t shocking that he couldn’t see it now. 
Kimmy nodded, seeming satisfied. “I did notice that our buddy left, though.” 
“Our buddy?” 
“That guy who was following us.” 
Stephen felt his maybe-virtual heartbeat ramp up. He remembered Noah’s warning — and though Noah had said something about fleeing and eluding capture, the sensation of pursuit had been dogging Stephen since Bontauk. Someone had sent drones to the ramshackle house. Judging by Noah’s tone, even fleeing was a problem because whatever pursued was stuck like glue, and could return at any time. 
“Who was following us?” 
“You didn’t see him?” 
“No, I didn’t see him! Why didn’t you tell me someone was behind us?” 
“Well. He wasn’t really behind us. I was being figurative.”
Stephen waited. Kimmy seemed unconcerned. She had the body language of a kid chewing gum, about to blow an impish bubble. He waited for her to look back up then stared. 
“What? He’s gone now. No big deal.” 
“Who was it?” 
“I have no idea. Figured it was someone from the forum. Like how I followed you.” 
Stephen looked backward, seeing nothing. 
“Why did he leave? Did you…outmaneuver him?”
A small shrug. “I guess something else got his attention. Why do you care so much? You act like you’re on the run.” She gave him a toothy smile. “Did you rob someone of their jewels or something?”
“Never mind.”
Kimmy watched him for a few seconds longer then seemed to lose interest and again focused forward, toward the path that might have been left by Alexa, into the swarm of microfragments, soaring above the newly damaged landscape pocked with holes. 
Stephen’s hand had gone to his chest, willing his heart — if he was in a real body — to slow. 
But when he looked down, he saw the diffuse glow streaming between his fingers, bleeding from what Kimmy had called his boson.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Three
 
 
Dominic looked up as Leah walked in. 
“Find anything?” 
Leah shook her head. “The connection in here sucks. ’Bout all it seems good for is waking up Leo’s old add-ons. Which doesn’t even make sense. I never knew he had add-ons. Did you?” 
Dominic didn’t respond. He seemed wound like a coil spring. Leah decided she should stick to the subject. He’d asked if she’d found anything, and it was a toss-up whether her answer was good or not. 
Then Dominic repeated his question: “So did you find anything?” 
“No. But again, it might be because the connection sucks.” 
“Great,” Dominic muttered.
“What exactly would you do if I said, ‘Hey, Dom, I found the shell of this guy I’ve never met and know nothing about out there on The Beam’? Would you…I don’t know…launch a manhunt? Especially seeing as any York I found would by definition be a fake, so there’d be no man to hunt?” 
“I just get this feeling. It bothers me, not knowing if I’m right.” 
“You’re just tired.” 
“Really,” Dominic said. “Is that what it is?” 
His face was angry, but Leah knew she was right. Of course Dominic was tired. She was tired, and pretty much every moment she’d spent trying and failing to sleep in this underground place had been next to Dominic stirring. 
Maybe Leo and the others had managed to sleep, but Leah doubted it. They’d been knocked out for transport and had woken up hungry for drugs. Like a parent shoving a bottle into a crying baby’s mouth, Leo, with Leah and Dominic’s help, had answered that Lunis hangover by plugging the Organas in and equipping them with all the tech they could find. If Leah knew anything about coming off withdrawal, the former Luddites had settled in, accepting the connections they’d so long dismissed because it felt so much better than jonesing. They’d probably spent all night surfing The Beam, feeling the new add-ons worming tendrils into their minds and bodies. They didn’t have the luxury of ideals and morals anymore. Today, every one of Leo’s people were as hooked on The Beam and nanobots as any other District Zero citizen, and their only thought — for a week, at least — would be to want more, and more, and more. 
Leah and Dominic were stressed, adrenaline-sore, and exhausted. Leo and the others were high on their new drug — strung up and literally wired. They were two zombie soldiers leading a pack of enthusiastic kids with big toys as pacifiers. Nothing good could come of this — Dominic’s man Omar Jones and a paranoid Stephen York shell notwithstanding. 
“Look, Dom, I’m sorry. I can’t just find something out there that may not exist without knowing what the hell it is or where to find it. Using a shitty and forgotten flat connection, at that.”
Dominic sighed. “Maybe it’s nothing.” 
“Maybe. And you’ll be there anyway, right?” 
“Where?” 
“At this thing you’re so worried about. With your Omar guy.” 
“Yes.”
“And you’ll be in charge. You’re running the whole thing.” 
“Not running it. I’m just providing police protection.” 
“So if you wanted, you could just arrest this guy Omar.” 
“I’m not worried about Omar himself so much as this whole shell thing I told you about.” 
“Which is a guess.” 
“Sure, of course,” Dominic admitted. 
“So it’s all academic. What if it works out the way you explained to me earlier? Like Omar said it would?” 
“You don’t know Omar,” Dominic said. 
“I know Occam’s razor.”
“Whose razor?” 
“It’s a principle that says that the simplest answer is usually right. Therefore, I say that Omar might be out to squeeze Craig Braemon into an upper-tier ticket. End of story.” 
“Except that you don’t know Omar,” Dominic repeated. 
Leah rolled her eyes. “Okay. Good. Worry if you want. But I’m going to focus on getting Leo and the others out of here. We can’t stay down here forever. The vents are all shitted up, and the air in this place is terrible.”
After a long second, Dominic shifted position and said, “Fine.” He touched one of the old, dusty screens. It came to life, and Leah watched him check the time. “It’s not like we have long before I need to move on. Assuming you covered our tracks yesterday like you think you did, I suppose I can just walk back into the station and get back to work. Like I didn’t do anything wrong?” 
Leah smiled. “Oh, Dom. You never do anything wrong. Yesterday or ever.” 
“I’ll try not to worry.” Then, to Leah’s surprise, the grizzled police captain tried on a tired, uncomfortable smile.
“That’s right,” Leah replied, “because there’s nothing to worry about.”





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Four
 
 
Sam sat up tall in his chair, cracked his knuckles, and adjusted his console screen.
Then he yawned, wondering why he was so tired. Maybe it was the moondust. There was no reason, really, that he should be so fatigued this quickly. He hadn’t entered the network without all of his anonymizers and rerouters and protections, but screwing without protection wasn’t any less exhausting than screwing with it. Navigating the Beam bareback after all this time hiding shouldn’t be any harder than what he’d always done. 
Except that it was mentally harder. That might be the problem. Once upon a time, he didn’t have to worry. He did worry, but he didn’t have to. Maybe that was the difference. And now, tired as he was, he kept thinking that maybe he should have grabbed a damned hovercab to chase after Nicolai to deliver Integer7’s warning rather than trying to connect through The Beam. 
But those were his options: connect from deep down or find the man on foot. He couldn’t just call; even Lunis-lubricated Sam Dial was cautious enough to know that was a terrible idea. If someone powerful was sending Nicolai on false errands, they’d surely be snooping his calls. If Sam stayed deep, he could at least see what might be coming. There was a fair chance that even powerful snoopers might not be sure Sam was trying to contact Nicolai beneath the UI layer of one of his implants, but they’d see him placing a call for sure. Might as well play the odds. 
Sam sat up tall in his chair, cracked his knuckles, and adjusted his console screen.
Then he yawned, wondering why he was so tired. 
Sam pinched and scrolled on his screen, sometimes entering commands into the airboard he’d rigged the canvas to project. He’d seen Nicolai’s trail not long ago. He could still follow him using Stefan’s tracker. Nicolai was blessedly visible again…but now harder to see, because it was as if his ID had been obscured by someone else’s. 
Which didn’t make any sense.
An AI agent appeared on Sam’s screen. He’d been waving the thing away for the ten minutes or so he’d been trying to track Nicolai down to warn him. He had better software than even the AI native to this sector because the AI didn’t spend all its time tracking Nicolai Costa, and Sam’s patch did. But the cascades, as Nicolai moved across Manhattan, were becoming increasingly noisy. The network was usually clean once Sam established a proxy away from his home base, but not today. Today, everything seemed to be falling apart. 
It was Shift coming, maybe. Too much noise on The Beam. 
Sam sat up tall in his chair, cracked his knuckles, and adjusted his console screen. Then he yawned, wondering why he was so tired. Maybe it was the moondust. It did something to you. It had certainly made Sam feel better. Ever since Sam had pried himself away from the network in ’91 and ’92, he’d been jittery, his focus scattered. Now he seemed able to focus again. Intrepid reporter Sam Dial, back on the case. And allowing himself to touch naked connectivity again? That was delicious. Dangerous, too, but did that really matter? Whoever was after Nicolai carried a big stick. And where was Nicolai headed tomorrow? To Craig Braemon’s party, where bigger sticks might be held. Maybe Braemon himself was after Nicolai, trying to somehow mislead him. This would certainly be bad. But Sam had had plenty of time to warn Nicolai, especially now that he’d found his trail out in the open. He felt confident again. He wasn’t just Shadow, with his bravado restored. He was Original Sam Dial. 
He sent a data ping under the surface to one of distant Nicolai’s add-ons to catch his attention and finally let the AI open a comm channel. Then Sam sat up tall in his chair, cracked his knuckles, and adjusted his console screen.
Sam saw the AI’s words, duly translated, appear in a small bubble. 
Looks like you’re trying to contact Nicolai Costa. Can I help?
Sam should have ignored the thing from the start. He swiped it away. 
But the AI stuck around. Whatever interpreter he’d stumbled into had given the AI a cartoon face. It seemed to be an old bit of programming, and not (from what Sam could see) complete. It wasn’t even all-directional. Some of it was a machine language translation subroutine, about ten layers deeper than it should be up here where Sam was, offering assistance. 
The thing looked like a paperclip with eyes. The bubble reappeared and said, Looks like Nicolai Costa doesn’t want to talk to you. Can I help?
Sam sat up tall in his chair, cracked his knuckles, and felt a flash of panic. 
It hadn’t registered for Sam the first time, but the new messages proved the AI knew exactly what Sam was up to and whom he was looking for. Despite Nicolai not even looking much like himself. He was piggybacking a second ID that looked like it had even more dongles and high-security modifiers, and yet the AI knew who Nicolai was and what Sam was after. 
The AI said, You should stop trying. Moondust isn’t good for you. 
The AI said, Looks like you’re deluding yourself again. Can I help? 
Aloud, Sam said, “Shit.” 
And the console replied, “I’m sorry. I didn’t catch that.” 
Stupid jury-rigged console, meant to hack his way across the city hub. Stupid xenophobia. Stupid years and years of paranoia and isolation. Of course traversing this broken, unstable old network underbelly had been a bad idea. Sam wasn’t a hacker. He was a pretend hacker, standing atop the shoulders of hackers. That’s why he hadn’t tried to traverse all this broken, unstable old network underbelly after realizing he needed to find and warn Nicolai. That’s the exact reason he’d stood up, walked out of his apartment, and taken a rental hoverskipper to Starbucks, hoping to use one of their higher-fidelity connections. You couldn’t try something like this from an under-the-line apartment, unprotected, on a low-end connection. That was begging to get stuck in a hole.
That’s why, now that the loop grew transparent inside Sam’s mind, he was sure he hadn’t opened his apartment console. 
That’s why he hadn’t sat down behind his crappy little table at all. 
That’s why he felt utterly certain that he was at Starbucks right now, with the tab running for West knew how long. 
“Canvas,” Sam said aloud, aware now of how pointless this all might be, “what’s the time?” 
“Four sixteen p.m.,” the console replied. 
But he’d begun looking for Nicolai at exactly 4:16 p.m. Sam remembered that for sure because when the Starbucks clerk logged his time, Sam had etched the clock’s digits into his mind. He had enough credits to sit in a private parlor for a while, but if he sat for too long, he wouldn’t be able to pay his rent. He could spend an hour looking for Nicolai, no more. If he couldn’t establish a soft ping to one of the man’s peripherals in that time, he’d need to do this the hard way: in person. He didn’t want to come within twenty blocks of Craig Braemon but couldn’t afford Starbucks prices. 
“Canvas. Repeat system time.” 
“Four-sixteen p.m.” 
Sam looked around what appeared to be his apartment, knowing somewhere inside his mind that this was all some sort of simulation — and that he was, in fact, still at Starbucks. It seemed real, but it would seem real if a troublesome microfragment had breached his old mental firewall and looped Sam’s spatial and temporal acuity settings. If what he now thought had happened had indeed happened, this wasn’t just a superrealistic simulation. It was something closer to being out of his half-organic, half-machine mind in a very specific way. 
And if he’d really managed to get himself stuck, it meant he might have been repeating the same short loop for West knew how long. He’d almost certainly been here longer than the hour he’d come in being able to afford. Starbucks would come in and kick his corpse out, not minding the hippocampus damage that came from instant disconnect, when his balance hit zero. 
Thinking of his balance, Sam did a quick calculation. He didn’t know how long his loop had been repeating, but it couldn’t have been longer than a week because he’d be out of money before then. But it could have been days. Although after a few days, he’d probably be dehydrated enough to die, and he hadn’t opted for deep immersion hydration because this was supposed to be quick. 
So, two days max. Any more than that, and he’d know, based on the fact that the real Sam’s body was a sack of meat in need of tending.
But a day or two was plenty.
Braemon’s party might be over by now, and whatever danger Nicolai was in (danger that could implicate Sam, possibly making Nicolai’s problems Sam’s problems all over again) might already have exacted its toll. Nicolai, by now, might be dead. 
“Canvas,” Sam said, “give me the main Starbucks menu.”
Instead of seeing the menu, Sam sat up tall in his chair, cracked his knuckles, and adjusted his console screen.
“Customer service!” he shouted. “I need assistance in private parlor 61-B!”
But instead of seeing a ping to Starbucks customer service, Sam’s eyes continued to see his own apartment, his own console, his own chipped table. He wondered why he was so tired. Maybe it was the moondust. But more likely, it was because he’d been at this for hours and hours without having a clue.  
“Canvas, give me central Beam support!” Sam said, feeling an edge of panic.
An admin screen popped up, but it still wasn’t Starbucks admin. It belonged to his console, native to the apartment he wasn’t actually in. He shouted to the Beam overseers anyway, and when the emergency inquiry screen appeared, Sam kept his voice calm. 
“My name is Sam Dial, and I’m stuck in a hole,” he said.
But instead of calling for support help, the screen blipped back to the same information he’d been staring at for…well, it might have been days. 
“Shit. Shit shit shit!” Sam blurted.
“I’m sorry,” the console replied, “I didn’t catch that.” 
The animated paperclip on Sam’s screen said, Looks like you’re fucked. Can I help?





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Five
 
 
Leo couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong. 
He looked around the room full of Organas, feeling out of time. He’d seen something like this before, a long time ago. Most of the people in the room didn’t even know Gaia’s Hammer had ever existed, but right now they were all doing a fantastic impression of the troupe Leo had led into the Appalachian Mountains all those years ago without realizing it. 
The prison, being a prison, hadn’t boasted a lot of old hardware designed to let people read academic journals faster or appreciate art more fully. Leah had told him about wetchips intended to enhance creativity — but even though there was a large, lumbering, and apparently functional Autodoc in the small prison hospital capable of removing and implanting all sorts of things, confiscated creativity wetchips hadn’t been among the options. 
No. Instead, the contraband they’d managed to scavenge was more on the spectrum of carbon-fiber warriors’ fists. They’d found spotters capable of hijacking a Fi signal, accessing the local Internet of Things, and plotting the exact locations of people in the vicinity. They’d found bone reinforcements, private communication chips, heat-sensitive HUD corneal layers, guns, and improvised projectile weapons. There’d even been an add-on that Leo back in the day would have very much wanted to try. It was based on a comic book and movie Leo remembered seeing: a fist that shot long blades through the knuckles, like a cat’s claws. Nanobots would repair the blades’ damage, over and over again. 
The Organas around Leo had become neutered versions of the militants who’d come to prison loaded and hit their cells as ordinary humans. Anything with a Fi chip would help soothe the vacancy left by Lunis, so Leo and the Autodoc, overseen by Leah and Dominic in shifts, had installed whatever they could while removing the sharp edges. Toys like the claw fist had no use and were left in inventory, but even many of the bone reinforcements had Fi capability that could, with Leah’s help, be converted to provide something Leah called “Beam white noise.” Most add-ons were designed to communicate with The Beam even if only to let it know they were there — another way of adding to the information-hungry network’s dataset. Leah configured those chips to do little more than feed the Organas a never-ending stream of connectivity candy, while de-weaponizing all that was dangerous.
The Organas, once suited up, received constant updates on all the other Organas in the room with them — where so-and-so was, if anyone nearby had entered any new statuses into their feeds, paths to all sorts of social pages that none of the Organas had claimed or filled with personal info. They received news bulletins. They saw public status updates from just about everyone within a five-block radius. 
To Leo, Leah’s configurations sounded awful — exactly what Organa stood against, and the opposite of the quiet Leo had gone into the mountains to find once his more pressing needs to lie low on NPS orders had been fulfilled. The constant noise flowing through his brain now felt like an intrusion. Why did anyone need to know all of this trivial information about everyone else? Why did a person need constant access to mail, and to know the second a new message came in? Why would anyone want to open channels to everyone they’d ever connected to on any network whatsoever…so their old college roommate’s sister’s brother’s band member could break in without notice to ask where you got the fabulous socks that your personal inventory told him you were wearing? 
But once Leah turned that white noise on for all of them, Leo had to admit it felt very, very good. It was as if the longing, empty feeling of moondust withdrawal had left millions of tiny cracks inside them — and the stream of voices in all their heads was like liquid cement, percolating into all those cracks to heal them. 
Within seconds of hooking back up to the network, Leo felt better than normal. 
The same seemed true for the others. Once the add-ons were installed and the Fi chips were opened for business, the group could have been the old Organas again. Some of them had cybertronic eyes now, sure. Others had unloaded and permanently safetied weapons on their arms. Thanks to nanobot enhancements, others were now extraordinarily powerful, remarkably fast, or able to do things like climb walls with only tiny fingertip indentations for grip — if, again, Leah hadn’t installed safeties. They could all hear each other in their heads, and they were all as hopelessly wired into The Beam as the people they’d always scorned and pitied. 
But seeing them now, Leo couldn’t shake the feeling that something was off. Maybe the problem was that his abstainers had become addicts of a different kind, or perhaps what bothered him was a feeling of failure. Maybe it was a conviction that however necessary this plan had been, it made his life’s work useless — and proved that nobody could truly fight The Man, and decide for himself. 
But no, he thought, the uneasy feeling ran even deeper than that. 
Leo didn’t like being underground. He didn’t like not being able to head out into the city and finding…well, whatever was out there awaiting discovery. The drive to leave the flat was almost a compulsion. A feeling that if he didn’t get out into the world and down to business, he’d go crazy. 
And maybe that’s what ultimately made his failure complete. Leo wasn’t merely okay with being wired and connected. He was finding he rather enjoyed it. They were all part of the city now, and Organa, as an idealistic concept, was only a memory.
Dominic entered the room, looking around as if wary. Leo could sense his hesitation. 
“What is it, Dom?”
“This isn’t the Organa I know.”
“It’s not the Organa I intended, either.” Still watching Dominic’s eyes, he added, “What?” 
“I don’t like them being jacked into all this criminal hardware, Leo.” 
“It’s neutered. Every bit of it.” 
“But Scooter is strong. I saw him break a brick earlier.” Dominic’s eyes flicked toward the gentle giant. “By crushing it in his fist.”
“He was playing around. You know Scooter.” 
“I don’t know Scooter with ten cc’s of illegal nanobots in his system.” 
“He’s still just Scooter.” 
“Last time I saw Scooter awake, he about killed us.” 
Dominic’s eyes flicked over Leo’s body. Leo hadn’t added anything to himself because it wasn’t necessary. Some old program had coughed to life when he’d still been on his way into the city in the back of Agent Smith’s hover then lit like fire once they’d come under the flat’s Fi signal. Leo could hear the noise without adding new enhancements, though curiously the same wasn’t true for the group’s other old Gaias.
“And the last time you saw me awake, I about killed you, too,” Leo said, speaking the words Dominic seemed unwilling to repeat. 
“Right.” 
“Actually, the last time you saw me awake, I was in a cell listening to you tell me that I’d tried to kill you. So we’ve already been through this.” Leo tried to smile, but it only came halfway onto his lips. Dominic wasn’t a child. He deserved a real answer, not a joke. 
“All right, Dom,” Leo said, fighting his impulse to hurry and get this over with so he could get out of this place. “Let’s just face it, shall we? You’re worried we’ll cause trouble. Bunch of wild maniacs, now armed and dangerous. Is that it?” 
Dominic shrugged, not saying yes or no. Although the look was clearly the first.
“Look around. Ignore all the new hardware. What do you see?” 
“Armed Organas.” 
“Enhanced Organas. But still Organas.” 
“Just like the ones that came at me with bared teeth.” 
Leo sighed then put an arm around Dominic’s shoulder. The police captain flinched. It was a bold move, but calculated. Leo had probably been more of a father to Dominic than his real father. He’d certainly taught him more practical lessons — such as when to be skeptical, when to investigate, and when not to trust. They were skills for societal fringe dwellers and cops alike. 
“Moondust heals the damage technology does,” Leo said. “Then it gets its hooks in you like any drug. I knew it back then, and it was a mistake. But it felt like the only way.” 
Dominic looked over, his stoic face now interested. 
“I knew all about the problems with Lunis back then, yes,” he said. “Introducing it was one of the many hard choices I had to make, and I was alone in the decision. When we made our deal with NPS to disarm and go underground — and here I’m talking about old Gaia, not new Organa — we had to make a home in the mountains, away from it all. There’s no good connectivity up there and never has been, which is why we went. If we couldn’t be disruptors, we’d be secessionists. But there was just one problem: When we got up there and could no longer hear each other on our implants, the air seemed too quiet. Gaia wired up as much as it did with the idea of using technology to fight technology, but we all enjoyed the benefits. My people were used to seeing new mail the second it came in. They were used to constant pings, to shared POV vidstreams, to meeting virtually, to knowing anything they’d ever want to know without having to consciously ask the question. They’d all offloaded memory to the cloud. They all crowdsourced mental work and opinion.” Leo laughed. “None of us could choose a restaurant without dipping into the pool of experience about every eatery in the area.” 
Dominic said nothing. Leo went on. 
“When all of that was gone, the group that wanted to become Organa — sincerely wanted it, after all our fighting and struggling — had a hard time. Same for the city dwellers who came to Organa after we were established, wanting a simpler life but unsure how to pull it off. You don’t get violent when you disconnect like you do when you pull from Lunis, but you do get Beamsick. You can’t focus. You get hyperactive and highly distractible. You get depressed. Despondent. Even suicidal. So I made my hard choice, and I laced our water supply with moondust provided to me by the NPS itself. And because that wasn’t sustainable, I began making it part of our culture. We took our drug just like fringe groups always seem to take something, and it became ritual. So it’s my fault, Dom. I did this. I made them this way. It’s because of me that we’re in this situation, and because of me that all of us have had to betray all we thought we stood for.” 
Dominic’s lips pursed, reluctantly seeming to relax. To see the situation for what it was. To feel sorry for Leo and the burden he had to bear. 
“So, Dominic, I’d like you to relax about all of this,” Leo said, sweeping his arm around the room and its occupants. “I’d take it as a personal favor. Because as badly as you want us not to be unstable or dangerous, I want the same thing ten times as badly.” He shook his head. “I haven’t just ruined these people’s lives. I’ve done it twice, at least.” 
Around them, the Organas were beginning to rise and file through the door. Leah stood by it, looking as uneasy as Dominic, waving them forward and out — where Leo, thanks to that irresistible compulsion, very much wanted and needed to go.
“None of what we’ve added to the Organas today — and I’ll remind you, Leah oversaw it all, policing the Autodoc’s settings as faithfully as you would, but with a tech-adept’s eye — is more than a bunch of Beam chips. They have hardware that makes the host body aware of itself and makes The Beam aware of the flesh. Their minds, too. When we are out and after we acclimate, we will all visit dealers and pay from the Organa coffers to have our old, neutered prison enhancements swapped for proper ones. I promise you, Dominic. This is just another patch, to get us through. You’ve trusted me before. I won’t disappoint you again.” 
A flicker of emotion crossed Dominic’s features. The captain had never been a soft man, but Leo saw softness now. This hard cop had once been little Dom Long, and he’d believed Mr. Booker back when Booker had been a two-faced liar, doing his best between a rock and a hard place. 
The Organas were mostly out of the room, so Leo and Dominic rose to follow. Leah was in the doorway, one hand on a modified body scanner that had been installed in the portal’s frame. She’d explained that the scanner wouldn’t just categorize each add-on the Organas carried, but would deactivate any potentially harmful functions in all of them. Leah didn’t trust them, and Leo could hardly blame her. Until they visited dealers as Leo had promised, they’d all have limiters in their bodies. Thanks to the scan and its modifications on the add-ons’ software, Leah would be able to freeze any of their enhancements if she felt it was necessary. 
Leo stopped short of the scanner. The others were already through, waiting for their leader. Then Leo walked through the doorway. The machine beeped, and a screen beside Leah displayed a list of all the non-native hardware and software now in his body. Not just Leo old Warrior’s Fist and reinforced bones, but the AI that ran it, electrifying his nerves like a dance. 
“Now I’m leashed,” Leo said, looking back at Dominic with a smile. 
Something seemed to be bothering Dominic. He shook his head and said, “So you’re not Organas anymore? You’ll get new add-ons and try to hide from NPS if you can, but you can’t ever go back?” 
“Maybe you’ll find us more moondust,” Leo said. It was almost a joke…or maybe not. 
“All right,” Dominic said. “Then let’s get out of this shithole.” 
He followed the Organas through the doorway. Leah turned to follow, but they both stopped short when something beeped behind them. 
The screen beside Leah read, LONG, DOMINIC. ONE RESULT, RESTRICTED. SECTOR 7 ACCESS REQUIRED. 
Leo looked at Dominic. Dominic looked at Leah. 
“I thought you didn’t have any enhancements, Dom?” Leo said. 
Dominic’s handheld trilled. His flustered attention went to the noisy thing, and in a moment the confusion on his face turned to urgency. 
“Motherfucker,” he muttered, “it’s Omar, and something’s gone wrong.”





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Six
 
 
While Omar was in the other room, calling Dominic to panic about Carter Vale’s appearance at Braemon’s and the consequent increase in security, Kate sneaked into the closed office, booted up the Doc Stahl shell, and slipped it on like a glove. 
Nicolai picked up the call without friction, as if his channel had been left open. That immediately put Kate on guard. Nicolai never left his connection open.
Kate’s screen lit with Nicolai’s face. His almond eyes were shocked behind his only-for-show spectacles. He jabbed at something until the screen blanked. 
“Oh, come on, sugar,” Kate said. “Don’t you hide those baby browns from me.” 
There was a pause on the other end of the now audio-only connection. Slowly, Kate heard Nicolai say, “Who are you?” 
“Don’t you recognize my sweet, sweet voice?” 
“It says this call is coming from someone…someone it can’t be coming from.” But Nicolai wasn’t stupid. Surely, he’d put two and two together; he just didn’t want to be the first to say it.
“It’s me, Sancho. It’s…Kate.” 
“Kate.” Flat, without inflection. 
“We talked yesterday. You know.” 
“Doc?” 
Kate closed her eyes and sighed. “You suck at espionage, Nicolai.” 
“You’re calling me from Doc’s ID. How are you doing that?” 
“I told you how I’m doing it.” 
“But last time you called from DZPD. On a secure line. Is this line secure?” 
“Probably. It’s Omar’s”
“The guy you don’t trust? That’s whose line you’re using?” Then: “Wait. You said we wouldn’t talk before today’s event. Is something wrong?”
“Listen, hotshot,” Kate said, now sitting behind Omar’s huge desk. “This is dicey enough. First time I try Doc back on, it ain’t gonna be inside the hornet’s nest, so you get to be my trial run. If this thing with Doc’s ghost isn’t gonna work, maybe I should know before my dick’s in the wind at the fundraiser.” 
Kate looked down, noting her current lack of a dick, but Nicolai said nothing.
“You’re not doing a great job of maintaining your cover,” Nicolai finally said.
“I’m calling you through Doc. Did his ID come up for you?” 
Nicolai paused. “Yes.” 
“So, someone wants to come for Doc, they’ll come for Doc. Good to know it works. Do I look like Doc across the board?” 
“Actually, you look like a supermodel.” 
“Thanks, sexy. I meant on the traceroute. The meta. You see anything there that says I’m not Doc, other than my voice, my face, and my fine set of tits?” 
“No. I’d believe you were Doc.” 
Kate nodded, satisfied. She’d sent the call through Doc’s old apartment, too, through Ryu’s still-connected router, then out through another two anonymous proxies. She’d already decided to do the same at Braemon’s, if they could get in. If Doc’s non-status truly opened the doors that Omar thought they would, she should be able to fool the system into believing the request was coming from the outside as well as sliding under on-site permissions.  
“Hey,” she said, “how’s your access been lately? Spotty at all?” 
Nicolai’s voice seemed to shrug. “Nothing out of the ordinary. Why?” 
“My connection hung a long time before finding yours. Had a few glitches before I got through. For a while, I couldn’t get you at all, and now you’re…well, I don’t know what the shit you are.” She looked down at the open screen on Omar’s desk. It showed the call’s duration, but if she toggled for additional info, her connected party didn’t read as Nicolai Costa. 
“It’s hard to explain,” Nicolai said. 
“I’m curious.”
“I was sort of offline for a while. In a…a restricted place.” 
Kate felt a burst of resentment. “You aren’t going behind my back, are you?” 
“West, Doc. Relax. No. It’s…I’ll tell you later.” 
“And now? You don’t even look like who you are.” 
“Also complicated. Also, I’ll tell you later.” 
“Maybe you tell me now. We had a deal, Nicolai.”
“Look…you wanted to get into Braemon’s system, right? That’s the whole idea?” 
“Yeah.” Now Nicolai had her attention. 
“I think I may have a key. I’m…I’m kind of wearing my own ‘Doc’ right now, too. You saw it when the call connected with video instead of audio-only like usual. I think it’s defaulting to the shell’s settings instead of mine.”
“What the hell does that mean?” 
“You’ll see. But there’s a bonus. Something I got that could really turn things end for end. You know this stuff with Mindbender?” 
“What President Vale said at the Primes?” Something clicked, and Kate added, “Wait. You know Vale’s supposedly going to this thing? Does it have something to do with him?” 
“I don’t think so.” But then Nicolai paused too, as if only now considering it. Doc was used to duplicitous assholes and double-dealing, whereas Nicolai, despite his tough-guy stories of traveling through the East with a crossbow, wasn’t one. If there was now another party in the mix pretending to give Nicolai keys and Mindbender gifts, Kate didn’t trust him to riddle out the motives on his own. 
“But now you do, huh? Tell me more, Nicolai. Who’d you talk to? This reporter guy?” 
“No. Not him. Someone else.” 
“Then who?” 
“I’ll tell you in person.” 
“This line is secure as it’s gonna get,” Kate said, growing annoyed. The knot had got tangled enough already without adding new loose ends
“In person. Look. I’ve gotta go. Anything else I absolutely need to know?” 
“Maybe you can tell me what you had to say about this Mindbender thing.” 
“I’ll tell you that in person, too. But the more I think about it, after checking out your Omar character, the Mindbender wrinkle seems like the kind of thing that might make a good ulterior motive.” 
“Something Omar wants to get and sell?” Kate said. “While selling us out?” 
“I’m just considering all the options.” 
Kate nodded in the empty office. Nicolai was right. If this event somehow involved both Mindbender and Vale, that was the kind of perfect storm Omar Jones might be very interested in, if he’d seen it coming in advance and not bothered to inform his so-called partners. 
“Okay. Fine. But there’s another wrinkle, if you want to tell me anything at all in person. Omar’s currently up his own ass about it, which maybe makes me think he’s not as mad-genius as I’ve been afraid of. Looks like, with Vale coming to the event as some sort of Directorate emissary, there’s going to be an extra layer of security. I guess Captain Long might be able to get us in as planned, but if people start looking into it and wonder why he allowed some hustler and his whore into the year’s biggest party…” 
“Hang on,” Nicolai said. “I want to try something.” 
Kate waited. On the other end of the line, she heard tapping, as if Nicolai was using his canvas. After thirty seconds, she was about to ask him what he was up to when there was a commotion outside the office, at the other end of Omar’s long hallway. Kate could hear footsteps quickly approaching. 
“Did that do it?” Nicolai asked. 
Kate’s attention was on the footsteps. If Omar caught her talking to Nicolai — or, West forbid, whoever’s shell Nicolai was wearing like a disguise — her advantage would be gone. And maybe Omar would find he had no use for her after all. 
“I gotta go,” Kate said, already slapping at the screen. 
“But did that work? Did you get a notice that you’re — ”
The call ended as Kate looked up at the opening door, her face surely guilty.  
Omar’s expression, as he came in, was puzzled. “What you doin’ in my office, Katie?” 
“Nothing,” Kate said, fooling no one. 
But, shocking her, Omar didn’t press. A wide white smile slit his dark complexion in half. 
“Get your best dress on, sweetheart,” he said, holding up his handheld. “Our temporary security issue is solved. I just got an official invitation to the shindig from my old buddy Craig, and I’m allowed a plus one.”
Kate was about to ask Omar if the last-minute arrival of an invitation struck him as suspicious, but his eyes seemed firmly on the prize. If he’d been telling the truth all along, they were all on the cusp of Beau Monde at long last. If he’d been lying, his eyes were wide for a bigger reward. 
A last-minute invitation. 
Whatever key someone had given Nicolai, it looked like it unlocked doors after all. 
Things were looking up, and maybe everyone was about to come out smelling like roses. 





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Seven
 
 
“Canvas! BEAM CENTRAL SUPPORT!” 
Sam was experiencing a strange sense of doubling. On one hand, his previously wired, newly reconnected mental hardware was caught in the hole he’d somehow stumbled into, The Beam’s rough edges holding him in a curious and looping gravity well. This part of Sam’s mind wanted to believe the reality he saw and felt around him: his apartment, permanently at 4:16 p.m. on the day before the big Respero fundraiser, and following a Nicolai Costa trail that never got closer. But on the other hand, Sam was fully aware that he was stuck…and that if he didn’t keep trying to rock the boat, he’d be stuck until his money ran out or he died of dehydration in a Starbucks cubicle. And that part of him didn’t like this one tiny bit. 
For one, Sam’s mind was trapped, and that was bad.
But for another, Nicolai Costa was heading — or, depending on how much time had passed, had
already headed — into a trap, and that was worse. Integer7 had said it, and now Sam’s own intuition was screaming. He’d spent the last six years paranoid, sweating unseen eyes and conspiracies. Now that one such conspiracy had borne authentic fruit, Sam’s and Shadow’s usually loud and disruptive mouths were stuffed with cotton, unable to escape a Beam loop. 
A terminal window opened on Sam’s small screen and filled with hex code — another splinter of microfragment AI, belching its garbage his way. A halting, artificial voice crackled through his cochlear implant. “Access support with the command, ‘Beam central support.’”
“That’s what I’ve been saying, you shitter!” Sam yelled, seeing his room and trying to force his mind into recognizing it as a Starbucks cubicle. “BEAM MOTHERFUCKING CENTRAL SUPPORT!” 
“This is Beam support.” The new voice was either a human woman or a realistic-sounding AI support agent. 
“I’ve encountered a loop,” Sam said, fighting a sense of relief, trying to stay calm and collected. He wondered if last night’s Lunis hit was wearing off. He felt scattered, like he usually felt. Not nearly as in control. Not nearly as cool. 
“Please state your name and specific error.”
So formal. AI, not human. 
“My name is Sam Dial, and I’m stuck in a hole.” 
“Mr. Dial, I’m showing your line as fully functional. But if you’d like to double check the following troubleshooting steps, I can walk you through them. First, I’m showing that your canvas unit is hardwired, so unplug it now, and then re-plug it. You will lose contact with me but once you reconnect — ”
“I know how to unplug and replug my connection,” Sam interrupted. “That’s not the issue. The issue is the loop.” 
“I’m not showing a loop, Mr. Dial. I’m showing that you are accessing The Beam through a 2085 standalone console unit with extensive modifications and a power switch. Perhaps power cycling your unit will — ”  
“I know how to turn my shit on and off! It’s the loop! I’m stuck in a motherfucking hole!” 
“There’s no need for profanity, sir,” the agent chided. “I’m sensing fractured biometric data. Your heart rate is rising, and your brainwaves appear erratic. I would like to suggest calming breaths.” 
“Calming breaths?” 
“In over a count of three, hold one second, out over a count of six. Please breathe with me now.” 
Sam shoved the console away, stood, and furiously paced. He kicked the table. He punched the wall. Both strikes hurt his foot and hand, respectively. Onscreen, the connection icon indicated that the support agent was still waiting patiently for her customer to get over his irrational hissy fit. 
Maybe he was being irrational. 
His foot and hand did hurt, after all. And this did look like his apartment. Everything seemed solid enough. Why would he have gone to a Starbucks? He thought he’d gone, but he was cheap, poor, and surrounded by evidence to the contrary. 
The longer he looked around, the clearer his conviction felt.
He’d taken Lunis. 
He was, admittedly, scattered by nature. 
So what was more likely? That he’d become fixed in some sort of a hyper-realistic, mind-invading Beam glitch that had fabricated an elaborate hallucination as good as any simulation? That he’d been invaded by microfragments that had reprogrammed his sense of time and place? Was that paranoid, bizarre idea honestly the truth? 
Or was it, instead, more likely that it was midafternoon the day before Craig Braemon’s party and that he was in his apartment, chasing Nicolai’s signature? 
Sam’s door opened. Nicolai Costa entered, appearing to have been shot in the face with a slamgun. His head was barely there, but his lips managed to say, “Thanks a lot, asshole.” 
Then he was gone, and Sam found himself no longer standing, now sitting tall in his chair, cracking his knuckles, and adjusting his screen. 
“Dammit, BEAM CENTRAL SUPPORT!” Sam suddenly bellowed, his calm shattering. “BEAM CENTRAL SUPPORT, MY NAME IS SAM DIAL, AND I’M STUCK IN A HOLE!” 
With his fractured mind — half at 4:16 p.m. the day before the party and half at some point in the unknown future — Sam felt a clock continue to tick, millimeters from a midnight Armageddon.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eight
 
 
Kai emerged from Nicolai’s bedroom. He thought she looked like something out of a game. 
Nicolai hadn’t grown up playing video games, considering how many of his formative years had been spent clawing through the remains of a decaying Europe, but he’d seen plenty and played a few early on. To his eye now, Kai looked like an artist’s conception of the perfect combination of danger and beauty. 
She was wearing typical Kai seduction gear but had added a heavy touch of class. She was in fire-engine red heels, tall but not overly so, strapped to her foot at the ankle with an extra loop of synthetic leather. Her dress was red to match. It came to well below her knees, almost to the shoe straps, and flowed at the bottom hem with a long slit up one leg that made it nearly to her upper thigh. Higher up, the garment hugged Kai’s slight curves, accentuating what God, nanotechnology, and a lot of training had given her. The dress had thin straps and non-gratuitous cleavage that still showed off her smallish assets. 
Her lipstick was the same shade as dress and shoes, set off by deceptively meager eye shadow and mascara. She’d used real makeup, Nicolai thought, rather than letting her cosmetic add-ons do the work for her. A subtle nod to ways of the past. Among the elite classes, applied cosmetics were a rarity. Why bother with painting your face when your canvas could instantly put color exactly where you wanted? But Kai did little without meaning, and if Nicolai had to guess, this particular game of facial dress-up was for Rachel’s benefit — or in tribute. The Ryan boys’ mother had been around for a century and a half. When she’d been trying to look pretty, she hadn’t had the options of a modern woman. 
But when Kai moved, Nicolai could see a black something on her leg, behind the swaying slit, that reminded him of a holster — for an old firearm, for a newer gun, for something. The way she’d done her eyes made her a specific kind of sexy: a praying mantis breed of seductive that told a man she’d kill him, yes…but he’d almost go willingly, under her expert hand. Her chestnut-brown hair was up in a complicated knot without a single loose end. And of course there was the way she moved that brought it all together: like a cat, stalking a mouse. 
“Shit,” Nicolai told her. “You look…good.” 
He thought Kai would reply with her trademark sarcasm, but instead she almost blushed and thanked him. These past weeks had changed their relationship in strange ways. They’d been through torture; he’d forgotten the torment; they’d had their memories modified, fled the modern Mafia, and turned social saboteurs. They were tied to others in a web: Kai to Doc, Nicolai to Doc, both of them to Micah, Micah to Rachel, Rachel to Isaac, Isaac to Carter fucking Vale. Nicolai had been sent to Braemon’s by three different parties: Sam Dial, Micah Ryan, and Kate, who’d once been Doc. His mission could be one of several, and he still didn’t know which way to go. 
And today? Today, they planned to create a power vacuum for one of their enemies to fill, in the hopes that it would open a new one a rung lower for Kai, Nicolai, and maybe Kate/Doc to grab. Kate brought baggage in the form of Omar and the cop, but those were a few of the million loose ends and potential pitfalls surrounding Nicolai today. He was wearing another man’s ID, could now open Beam doors that should have been far above his pay grade, and might hold the secret to unlocking the most powerful technology the world had ever seen. 
Compared to the twin ideas of validating Project Mindbender and cracking Shift open like a walnut, Kai killing a woman who was well past her expiration date felt like a small thing. Looking at her now, Nicolai — who’d done his share of justified murder — found no room or reason to judge. 
“You look pretty sexy yourself,” Kai said. 
Nicolai nodded his thanks. He’d slapped on a tuxedo after a quick shower. His nanobots had done the rest. 
“Did it feel like dressing that Steve guy? Or are you still Nicolai?” 
Kai walked forward and put her hands around Nicolai’s waist, just inches between them. He shrugged, playing along. 
“I don’t know. Nicolai couldn’t have sent out party invitations to Kate and her buddy.” 
“Omar Jones?” 
“Apparently. You don’t know him, do you?” 
“I think I met him once or twice when…” She trailed off, and Nicolai knew she was trying to be discreet. It seemed strange to back away from Kai’s profession considering he’d helped her refresh the deadly cloned blood under her nails that she’d be using to stop Rachel Ryan’s clock, but right now she didn’t seem eager to discuss sleeping with Omar.
“Through Doc,” she finished, her brown eyes flicking away before returning to Nicolai. “But no, I don’t really know him.” 
“I looked up a bit while you were getting ready. Seems as slippery as…as Kate said,” Nicolai told Kai, still stumbling over Kate and Doc’s confusing identity. “But this Steve York suit Rachel gave us has a lot of bells and whistles. It’s like I have backdoor access to half of The Beam. I have prison records in my web. Looks like Omar once shared a span of incarceration with one Craig Braemon in Flat 4. The island prison, in the Great Lake?” 
“So you think Kate is right? That Omar’s planning some kind of double-cross?” 
“I don’t know. I’m getting lost here. How many times do you have to double-cross back and forth before you’re right back where you started? Omar and Kate might be after the same thing in the end, even if Omar’s version of how it’s supposed to work is a lie. And it probably is. Kate has a shell, too, like my York suit. But hers is Doc. What kind of a plan is that? He…she…says Omar thinks Doc’s strange absence from the network will give him access to things he shouldn’t have. So does he really think it will work? Or is Omar after something else…and does that something else end up looping back to something Doc would have agreed to all along?” 
Kai put a thumb and forefinger to her forehead. “I’m getting a headache trying to keep it all straight.” 
Nicolai, nervous but feeling that this web of lies had to collapse soon, pulled Kai into a half embrace. 
“Well, tell your nanos to fix it,” he said, smiling, feeling her warmth against him, “because we need to catch a cab. It’s showtime.”





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Nine
 
 
Shadow wasn’t responding. 
Leah checked her inbox repeatedly, somehow sure that all of her notification systems were experiencing errors. Shadow should respond to her pings. He would if he was who Leah thought he was — and not who Dominic had implied. But Dominic had to be wrong. 
Everything he’d spooled out earlier (Omar’s many allegiances, most of which were to himself, Kate, some guy named Doc, another guy named Nicolai) seemed to Leah like an overly complicated puzzle. There was a fake Stephen York out there somewhere? Really? Leah barely knew the real Stephen York, and it’s not like he was high-profile. Why would he be worth duplicating in most people’s minds — especially for Omar Jones’s purposes, of all people? 
But despite all that perfectly rational logic, Shadow still hadn’t responded to n33t’s message. Shadow, like his name, had gone suspiciously dark. 
And there was the other thing. The thing she’d rationalized not telling Dominic because Dominic would only take it the wrong way. The thing she’d discovered when she’d been out on The Beam, blindly searching for some evidence of a decoy York, whatever that might be. 
She hadn’t mentioned it because it was nothing — but if she told Dominic, it would only give him ideas. 
It had made sense to check in with SerenityBlue. And why not? Her errand for Dominic was ridiculous and only required lip service. So she’d checked in with the school. And sure, she could ask Serenity about the idea of a York shell because Serenity had helped uncork York in the first place, and because she seemed to know freaky shit about The Beam in the same way Leah did. 
A Stephen York clone? Har-har. No, of course Serenity had never heard of such a thing. The idea was ridiculous. 
But oh, by the way, it did seem like someone out there was looking for Stephen York. No big deal, though. 
And also (just because it was worth mentioning as a surely-not-an-issue coincidence), Serenity had added that there was also a big Beam knot that seemed to center on Braemon’s party, with an unseen hand pulling the strings. But hey: probably no big deal either. 
And so Leah had ended their communication and reported back to Dominic after paying Dom’s idea some more lip service. But the thought of someone chasing down Steve York, aka Crumb, had lingered, bugging Leah like a splinter. 
Someone is looking for him like we were, Serenity had said, referring to the search she and her children had undertaken to find souls like York’s online. It looks like two someones, actually, though one stopped trying. 
Interesting, Leah had said dismissively. And then she’d changed the topic because a chord was striking inside that she very much didn’t like hearing. 
She’d pinged Shadow. She could trust Shadow, no matter what Dominic had said before running back to the station for the big event’s preparation — the big event where something seemed a degree from boiling, where Dominic planned fragile upheaval with the help of two people that Dominic, always a Scout, didn’t even trust. Shadow kept an eye on such things. Shadow had discovered the Beau Monde identifiers on Beam IDs, like big, fat get-out-of-jail-free cards. And when n33t had told Shadow about the tags upon tags — about the group that called itself “Panel,” sensibly withholding the subject of Panel side groups and assassins — Shadow had leaped right on that train, too. 
Of course he’d report back, right after he was through with something that seemed to be stressing him way the hell out. 
The way planning a big fundraising event as an unseen hand was stressful, maybe. 
Leah sighed. Now who was being paranoid?
A voice came from behind her. They were walking through the old subway system, at a fork, resting on their ascent from the prison’s ruins. 
“Did you decide?” said the voice.
Leah turned. Leo was standing behind her, looking exactly as he always had. Because his ancient hardware had mysteriously rebooted in the presence of the prison’s old but central-core Fi, he hadn’t taken new add-ons like the others. The switcharoo at NPS had happened so fast and amid such turmoil, they hadn’t even put him in a jumpsuit. The Organas were all wearing their normal clothes — some torn, some still stained with the remnants of blood. But the prison laundry had featured an industrial nano-wash/particle-dry setup that Leah’s digits had been able to partially restore, so the fugitives were at least somewhat clean. 
“Leo, can I tell you something?” Leah asked, deflecting his uncomfortable question. 
“Always.” 
“I’m a little worried about Crumb.” 
“York?” Leo appeared to be taken off guard by the random thought. “Why?” 
“I talked to Serenity while you were fixing up the others. She said…I don’t know…The Beam is fuzzy or fragmenting around stuff that’s coming up. And Crumb — ” 
“Are you saying she senses a disturbance in the Force?” 
Leah stopped, confused. 
“Never mind,” Leo said, rolling his eyes. “What about Crumb?” 
“She says it looks like someone’s after him.” 
“We knew that. He said it back at Serenity’s school, remember?” 
Leah did. It’s why they’d gone back into the mountains. Crumb, who was now York, had spoken of it in a casually fatalistic way: “Whoever’s after me, I’m sure they’ve already found me,” or something similar. But found in the way he’d meant it then wasn’t nearly as dangerous as the mere following, Serenity had spoken of, at least in Leah’s mind. The first was conceptual, as if a pursuer had identified him. But the second — the following — was a real thing. The way a murderer followed his victim while holding a knife. 
“This seems different.” 
“Different how?” 
“She said there were two people in pursuit. Whoever was after him at first has…detoured or something. Or quit.” 
“I call that a win.” 
“But now there’s someone else.” 
“Win some, lose some.”
“Leo, I’m serious.” 
Leo exhaled, then looked toward the tunnel’s left-side branch — the one he and the others were supposed to take. Leah still hadn’t summoned the strength to give him a decision about whether she was coming with them or not. They both knew the truth: if Leah went with the newly jacked-in Organas, she’d be there as a babysitter, not a companion, wearing an immobilizer on her hip in case they got out of line — in case Leo’s technological cure failed and they reverted to animals. 
Leo’s sigh now, though, told Leah that time was wasting. Her nanos inside Quark would have erased most of today’s records by now, including the official authorization for Leo Booker’s arrest. Technically, the Organas were free. But she couldn’t erase memories from Austin Smith or his agents, and NPS’s comeuppance felt like only a matter of time. They had to move. They needed black market add-ons with less deadly roots, a satellite hookup to provide steady Beam access wherever they went next, and a quick flight from the city. 
But Leo had known Leah long enough to provide a delicate touch when needed, and she definitely needed it now. She watched the old man’s face soften.
He sat beside her. “Tell me about it.” 
“It has to be the assassin. The one from the transcript. There’s nobody else it could be.” 
“Which one? The person who’s given up or the person still after him?” 
“It feels like too much to hope it’s the first one. I doubt assassins just stop trying.” 
“But that transcript was from forever ago, Leah. What makes you think there still is an assassin? Why would he just keep waiting, when he probably thought York was dead or gone?”
“It’s just a feeling I get.” Leah didn’t want to go into much depth right now because Leo had plenty of his own problems. She’d found the transcript during his arrest, and only in the past night had they been able to discuss it. But there were assumptions that Leo, not having seen the raw stream and without Leah’s Beam nativity, wouldn’t understand. Serenity would understand. And Serenity, though they’d both pretended to be casual, knew someone was still out there. 
“So where is Steve? Still at Bontauk, do you think?” 
“I don’t know.” 
“Serenity can’t pinpoint him? She found him the first time.” 
“It’s all metaphor. You know how she speaks. But I get the feeling he’s…close.” 
“I do too,” Leo said. 
Leah looked over. “You do?” 
“Hey, you’re not the only one who can swim The Beam these days. Maybe all of the Organas can get onboard. Stop being a commune, start forming a collective. Like the Borg.” 
“The what?” 
Leo shook his head, waving it away. “If he’s close, why don’t you go to him first? Warn him, if he doesn’t know.” 
“I don’t know where he is exactly. I don’t think Serenity does, either…at least not yet.” Leah paused, wondering if she should bother trying to explain what Serenity had told her about the knot, the event, the confluence. That was all happening today. But Leo, who’d been offline for decades, would still be thinking linearly. 
“Do you know about this big Respero event? They’re shutting down half of the East Side. Dominic is being promoted to commissioner for the day to manage security.” 
Leo shook his head. 
“I’ve been following it on Beam Headlines. It keeps growing. Now the presidents are coming in. Well, Vale, anyway.” She stopped again, wondering how much of the knot Leo could understand. 
“What, you think Steve is going to pop in on some big political event?” Leo tried a smile. “That’s a bit dim if he’s on the run, don’t you think?
“If he decides to enter the city to follow up on something he finds, he might get caught in it whether he means to or not. Besides, Serenity sees him orbiting it somehow.” Yes, almost like he’s attending the thing. But Leah wouldn’t say that to Leo because the notion was absurd. 
Leo slapped Leah’s leg and stood. He’d put in his time massaging her fears, but her neuroses weren’t the issue. 
“Look,” Leo said. “The only question is whether or not you believe Steve York is Crumb. Meaning: Do you believe he’s running around with no idea where he is, smelling bad, warning people about plots by the Central Park squirrels?” 
“No, of course not. But — ”
“Then he’s smart enough to take care of himself, Leah. You read the journal, same as I did. The man isn’t just a genius, he’s the genius. He and West, and now West is dead.” 
That bugged Leah, too. The end of York’s journal, where he claimed to have done what Carter Vale had promised the nation as a naive pipe dream: uploaded a mind to The Beam, where it could live forever. The master admin behind the entire network, pulling all the switches.
“But if there’s someone after him…” 
“He knows there’s someone after him. He’s not a fool. He’ll be okay.” Leo looked back at the tunnel and muttered, “More okay than us, maybe.” 
Leah still didn’t stand. She wasn’t finished, even though she suspected Leo was right. 
“Okay.” He sighed. “Go after him if you insist. But what can you tell him that he doesn’t already know? If someone’s still after him, how do you plan to identify an assassin? How would you have any idea who it is — then intercept the killer without getting killed yourself?” 
Leah finally stood. This was a dead end. Leo was trying to help, but his mind was clearly divided. Of course she didn’t plan to storm in, jump in front of slamshots, and save the day. And the only thing she’d surmised about what might identify the assassin by checking into Serenity’s clues was worse than useless. The person following York seemed to be locked down the way York himself had been. Maybe she should watch everyone, everywhere in the city, while high on Lunis. Then she could hack every person’s privacy filters and wait to see if an internal firewall fell and sent repressed memories streaming back. It wasn’t the most practical approach. 
“You’re right,” Leah said. “Of course you’re right.” 
After a nodding glance at Leah, Leo looked down one of the fork’s tunnels then the other. “So?” 
“You go on without me. I created a temporary blind spot through the Quark network at the old grate I showed you on the map. Do you remember where it is?” 
Leo nodded. His eyes flicked toward the waiting Organas, who seemed almost entirely pacified as they milled and waited, their minds adjusting to the new peripherals. The Beam, Leah thought, a better opiate than drugs. 
“I’m going back up here.” Leah nodded toward the opposite tunnel. “I have something I need to do.” 
Leo didn’t ask what it was. Leah was glad because the answer was as simple as it was stupid and useless: There was nothing at all she could do to stop what her gut felt certain was coming. And so instead of acting, Leah planned to worry.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Ten
 
 
The Organas were halfway down the long, dark tunnel when Scooter, in the lead, raised a hand. 
“Hold up, Chief.”
Leo waited a moment, giving Scooter the quiet seconds he seemed to need. But after a half minute, he began to feel like the big man was stuck in a loop. 
“What’s up, Scooter?” 
Behind Leo, the others jostled. They rattled a bit with their antiquated hardware installed, and the journey through the subway with the illegal after-market wares had sounded like the progress of a troupe hauling appliances. Leo had realized a while ago that the plan would require modifications or they’d never get away clean. They had barely-held-at-bay criminal records and looked ridiculous. Half the assembly had visible metal body parts. Who looked like that in this day and age? Prisoners — especially those from a long time ago — had had to improvise add-ons the way they’d improvise a shiv or toilet wine. But the same wares on civilians emerging from the blocked subway tunnels might attract some attention. 
Leo didn’t like the idea of deceiving Leah, but he was glad she’d taken her own path and left them alone. Thanks to her already-tech-adept status, she hadn’t suffered as they had and wouldn’t understand certain necessities. But there were levels of greater goods and evils at play now, and they weren’t all things that Leo could control.
“I’m reading,” Scooter said.
“Read on your own time,” a woman at the back yelled. 
“I’m reading about something going on ahead,” Scooter replied, an annoyed edge in his voice.
“Scooter,” Leo said. “What’s the issue?” 
“I think traffic’s been diverted.” 
Leo resisted the urge to instruct Scooter on how to set his preferences. Leo had spent many years wired, whereas Scooter, like many of the others, had merely been conditioned to Beam life as children. Scooter didn’t realize that reading Beam Headlines on his HUD wasn’t the most efficient way to let his environment respond to him, but now wasn’t the time to say so. 
“Okay.” Leo took a step. 
Scooter held out a hand to keep Leo from passing, still facing forward. “It’s diverted to the street we’re supposed to come up in.” 
“So we’ll take another grate,” said a woman at the group’s rear. 
Leo felt his mind turning. “That’s the only one Leah cleared. It won’t last long. It has to be that grate, and it has to be quickly, or else The Beam will register and report us.” 
Scooter turned. Leo could tell that half of his attention was still on Beam Headlines. That was something the Organas would need to learn if they kept their add-ons: You didn’t read The Beam the way you read a book. The process was deeper, skipping the interpretation step where eyes met brain. Although maybe they were too old to learn that trick. Yet another difference between Beam natives and the older generation — or corporeal holdovers like the Organa.
“Leo, we have a problem. They’ve barricaded every other side street to control the traffic through one checkpoint. Says here it was going to be somewhere else, but they moved it at the last minute.” 
“What’s going on?” a man asked. 
“It’s a big city event,” Leo answered. “A political thing masquerading as charity.” 
“I didn’t know anything about that,” a woman said, sounding entitled, as if she resented being left out of the loop. 
Scooter was still reading, still relaying. The digital-to-analog process was hard to watch. Leo didn’t know why, but ever since his long-dormant peripherals had woken up, he’d found himself slipping into The Beam with sickening ease. It was as if he’d never been Organa at all, and the network had held its hooks in him all along. Leo could see past data to its meaning, the way Leah sometimes described. He’d watched his old pathways unlock. Leonidas of Gaia’s Hammer rises again, digital as his birthright. 
“The checkpoint is right near the subway entrance,” Scooter said, his voice almost sad. “We’ll never get up that way without being seen.” 
“Maybe we can go through the grate now then hang out in the old subway station until the event is over?” the man behind Leo said. 
“The sensors will see us in the station,” Leo answered. 
“Call Leah. Have her open another one for us.” 
“She can’t do any more with the nanobots she has inside. She said the encryption’s already cycled.” 
Leo heard the words leave his mouth. The encryption has cycled? That was how Leah spoke, not Leo. And he wasn’t really answering questions, either. He was giving orders like he used to, momentarily disguising them as answers. Supposedly, smell evoked memories. Leo was finding that familiar scents of The Beam’s Fi did the same.  
“Maybe we can stay in the tunnels. Live like trolls.” Scooter laughed, but it wasn’t funny.
“The tunnels are watched, too.” 
“Then the prison. Can we go back there?” 
Leo found himself becoming annoyed. A rudimentary hive was already forming among them, yet everyone was still using their mouths. They were syncing like any group connected to the same hub, but these idiots couldn’t see it. They kept asking questions the hive already knew the answer to. 
Leo didn’t bother to respond. Of course they couldn’t go back. Even if there weren’t unspoofed sensors or crawlers down there now, they’d be heard by any one of millions of auditory pickups as they moved around in the prison’s shell, probably getting caught in less than an hour. Leah had bought them some time, but the network couldn’t be fooled forever. 
How were the Organas not seeing the hive? Why were they not tapping it? Why didn’t they see the full picture? The hive had all of their eyes, ears, and brains. Just like the Hammer days. 
The stream was still coming at Leo. The sensation was strange and welcome. He’d forgotten the way Beam-offloaded processing could make the mind faster. Two engines, churning the same data. Or millions online, if you set your permissions to allow it. 
And then he saw it. 
There was a way. It was as outside-the-box as the way he’d solved the Lunis problem by getting them all arrested, and he was afraid Leah wouldn’t have liked it one bit. But it was Leo who saw the solution, not any of the others. And if he was reading the new hive mind right, he could probably show them. Forcibly, by resetting preferences they were too dumb and slow to realize they should change themselves. If he did that — in the name of efficiency, if nothing else — then he could make them see. 
The solution to their problem was simple: They were going to be discovered? Then let them be discovered. 
Leo could feel the force that had awakened his implants percolating from his body, into the cloud, into the hive. He could feel it crossing the Fi to the prison hub and accessing the code Leah had used to neuter their cobbled-together, prison-confiscated add-ons. Then he felt that same force undo the safeties Leah had given them all when they’d passed through her detector. Doing so was easy. Easy as pie.
Inside, that same old, hidden code began to dismantle an internal firewall, and Leo felt repressed memories streaming back.
He pushed into the hive, changing preferences. Infecting the group’s hive mind like a virus. 
Something clicked. 
Old weapons rebooted. 
Within a minute, they all understood what Leo realized he’d known for a while — what a strong compulsion, like instinct, had been urging him to understand. His buried directive had become theirs. It was now something they shared, the decree crawling across Leo’s cortex firmly in command.
If they couldn’t get out without making noise, Gaia’s Hammer was bound to make as much disruptive noise as it could, in the right place, at the right time. 
Leah had confirmed what Leo’s internal compass had already told him: he had a party to attend. 
And at that party, thanks to a long-buried order, Leo had a friend to kill.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eleven
 
 
Dominic was looking at his handheld, wondering if he could get away with ignoring Isaac’s call, when he felt the strangest sensation. It was like a memory, but not quite. Like a Lunis fugue, but not quite. Like a dream, but not quite. 
There was a moment of clarity, as if something Dominic couldn’t identify suddenly made sense. He seemed to see himself standing in the middle of the prison detector, just before Omar had called with his short-lived crisis. Leah’s and Leo’s heads were turning, the device alerting Dominic to something inside himself, though he knew it was only a glitch. He didn’t have anything unnatural in his body. He was a fat, prematurely old cop. If he had rogue software somehow inside his organic, oversized frame, his many scans over the years would have detected it. 
Unless it was masked. 
Dominic got a flash of the Organas, suddenly sure they were in trouble. 
He got a flash of Leah. 
And then he was walking the street again, shaking his head, wondering what the shit Omar’s last batch of dust must have been polluted with to give him such nasty, out-of-body aftershocks. 
The handheld lit, and Isaac’s annoying voice was shouting at Dominic. 
“I can fucking see you!”  
Dominic’s knee-jerk reaction was annoyance. For a bit there, he’d felt connected to something higher, like a seconds-long epiphany. The way the Organas probably felt, based on how Leah talked. But now he was the same old working-class Joe he’d always been, like his father had been, like his father before that. 
But Dominic wasn’t sure what to shout back at Isaac for first: forcing a connection on his handheld after Dom hadn’t answered, or spying from…from West knew where…to flex his impotent party-head muscle against his supposed allies. 
Fortunately, Isaac eliminated the need to choose by shouting again. 
“You have to call me in for something, Dominic! Immediately!” 
Dominic looked around the street, wondering which City Surveillance camera Isaac had co-opted. If he could figure it out, he could flip Isaac the bird. Instead, he slowed his gait in feeble rebellion. Isaac wanted to be a dick? Fine. Dominic could be late to the station. He’d just suffered through the worst twenty-four hours of his life — the worst week of his life, maybe — and neither the stupid fucking Violet James event nor Shift was even here yet. 
He didn’t bother to reply delicately, and damn his job if Isaac had a problem with it. 
“What the hell are you talking about, asshole?” 
“Excuse me?” 
“You heard me, Isaac. You peek over my shoulder, you burst onto my handheld, you yell at me. If you have a problem with anything I’m saying, you can go fuck yourself.” 
“I’m sorry?” Isaac was trying to sound pompous and indignant, but to Dominic he sounded weak, like always. 
“You have a problem with what I’m saying, Isaac? Fine. Fucking fire me. Call the commissioner. Bust me down to booting illegally parked hovers. I don’t fucking care.” 
And the beauty was, he honestly didn’t. He was a simple man with a boring life. He didn’t need a captain’s dole to live the life he wanted. He was Directorate; he had savings; he’d always garner at least an at-the-line dole. It would be nice to be done with the stress of being captain. It’d be nice to not be hounded by Isaac and every other tinpot dickhead all day long. He couldn’t retire from Omar without fear of retribution, but Isaac was worse than pathetic. Isaac could have photos of Dominic sucking the president’s cock while murdering children and he still wouldn’t have the guts to say anything. 
There was a long silence on the line. Finally, Isaac must have spied Dominic’s expression through his co-opted cam because he said, “Should I say I’m sorry?” 
Dominic almost laughed. It wasn’t even a power jab. It was an honest question. 
“What the hell do you want, Isaac?” Dominic sighed.  
Quieter, less demanding, Isaac said, “You have to bring me in. You’ve gotta help me.” 
“Bring you in where?” 
“To the station. You know, arrest me.” 
“Why?” 
“Because I’m going to kill the president.” 
Dominic laughed. 
“I’m serious! I can get a knife through security. Or I’ll just take one out of the cake and use that.” 
“You’re going to murder the president. Which one. Vale?”
“Yes!” 
“Your own president.” 
“Yes!” 
Dominic sighed. “What’s really going on, Isaac?” 
“I’ve got to trust you, Dominic. There’s nobody else I can talk to. Natasha’s about to turn on me, and Micah…well, Micah won’t even turn me in; that’s the problem. He’d find some other way to torture me.” 
“And so you’re going to kill President Vale. With a cake knife.” 
“Or a meat knife; I don’t fucking know! I’m telling the truth, Dominic! I was told to kill him!” 
Dominic didn’t have time for this bullshit. Isaac didn’t cry wolf; Isaac just cried mercy. He had all the money and power in the world — everything Dominic would never have — and yet he did no real work. Even if Isaac wasn’t being his usual fool self, the premise didn’t make sense. Someone told him to kill Vale? He might as well have been commanded to find Atlantis. It wasn’t just that all major political figures were implanted with military-grade defenses. It was also that assigning anything to Isaac Ryan was a guarantee of getting it wrong. 
“I’ve gotta get to the station, Isaac.” He moved to hang up, but Isaac’s voice pulled him back. 
“Wait! Hang on. Seriously, Dom. Can I call you Dom?” 
“No.” 
“You don’t believe me. Fine. But you know my family. And I know you’ve heard about the Beau Monde.” 
That stopped Dominic’s feet. Not only was Isaac confirming what was supposed to be a secret; it was the main objective that Omar, Kate, and Dominic supposedly were after in today’s scheme.
“Yes, it’s real,” Isaac’s voice teased. “It’s real, and I’m in it. You know I am. So is Micah. So are most of the people at this event.” 
“Okay,” Dominic said, his voice neutral. 
“I got myself into something, and I don’t know how to get out, Dominic. Help me, and I’ll tell you more.” A long pause in which Dominic got a mental image of Isaac crying. Then: “Okay?” 
“What are you into?” 
“I can’t tell you that.” 
“Goodbye, Isaac.” He killed the call. Three seconds later, the handheld woke again, also without permission to connect. 
“I can’t tell you, okay! But it’s real. It’s all real.” 
“Why? What’s behind all of this that you can tell me?”  
“Someone has leverage on me. He’s…he’s kind of a…a disruptor? Like it’s his job to make messes. Because it maintains balance between the parties.” 
“I see. So this is politics.” 
“Yes. I mean no. Sort of.” 
“You’re so eloquent.” 
“He wants this event ruined.” 
Dominic rolled his eyes. That’s what saboteurs did. They ruined parties. 
“Why?” 
“He has leverage on me.” 
“What kind of leverage?” 
“He knows something about me and Natasha.” 
“What?” 
“I can’t tell you that, either. Wait! Don’t hang up. I just can’t. But that part doesn’t matter. Because Natasha’s going to find out anyway, from someone else. At the party. So there goes that leverage. And I don’t think he’d have me killed.”
“Why not, Isaac?” Dominic resumed walking. False alarm, nothing to see here. 
“I’m too important. People look to me as an important man in the party.” 
“Sure you are.” 
“I just need you to arrest me. It’s the only way. It’ll give me time. If I’m not at the party, I can’t do what I’m supposed to do, and it won’t have been my decision. And Natasha, she’s into me right now, so she’ll chase after you, all up in arms. She won’t go to the party either and won’t find out the secret.” 
This all sounded like a terrible soap opera. Dominic considered hanging up again, but the station was in sight. He would have been there already if he’d taken a cab or skipper, but he was out of shape and needed the exercise. Dominic also didn’t give a single tiny shit if he was late. Someone else could take the mantle for a change.
“You want to get arrested, break a window.”
“I can’t! Everything is shatterproof!” 
“Then rob a store.” 
“I don’t have a weapon.” 
“Use a cake knife,” Dominic suggested. 
Isaac huffed. 
“Look, Isaac. This all sounds like a huge pile of not-my-problem cut with I-don’t-give-a-fuck.” 
“When you see me at the event, you can take me in. You don’t need a reason.” Pathetically, he added, “Please. I’d consider it a personal favor.” 
“I’m not even going to be there, Isaac. Not at first, anyway. I’m temporary commissioner. Dick Grabel will be in charge on-scene. You know Dick, right?” 
“Sure. I like Dick.” 
Dominic dodged the obvious joke. “You want to get arrested; have him do it.”
“I don’t know him that well. I’m not sure I can talk him into arresting me.” 
“Insult his mother,” Dominic suggested. 
Isaac started to say more, but Dominic hung up again then turned the handheld entirely off, knowing he could be fired and not caring even a little.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twelve
 
 
Isaac had the perfect reply on his lips when the connection went dead and The Beam beeped to let him know his party was no longer listening. 
Again. 
And when Isaac tried once more to force a call through to Dominic, he was met with a wall. Dominic’s handheld was off. Entirely. Disconnected. Given his maddening lack of in-body augmentation, it meant that right now, not even DZPD could contact their captain. 
Isaac should call up the chain and have Dominic fired for this. He could do it. But Isaac felt certain that Dominic wouldn’t mind. 
And really, what would that solve? Then what would Isaac do? Who would he talk to? Who would he confess to? Who could he boss around? Officially speaking, the Czar of Internal Satisfaction could shove his big dick all the way down the throat of any state Directorate body. But practically? If he busted Dominic, and someone unfamiliar with Isaac stepped into his place? Well, that wouldn’t do at all. 
Feline hands ran along Isaac’s collarbone, then draped theatrically across his upper chest from behind. 
“Are you ready, lover?” 
Right now, the affectionate pet name only annoyed him. Isaac felt resentment bubble inside. He didn’t feel like being “lovered” by Natasha right now. She’d started this. If she hadn’t insisted on holding that little fuck-you-Isaac concert, he never would have needed to concoct his rescue. It wasn’t his fault that Natasha’s show had been stormed by genuine revolutionaries. Well…fine, yes, it was. But it wasn’t his fault that she’d held the concert in the first place, forcing him to take drastic action. 
“I guess.” 
“Aww,” Natasha purred into his neck, her immaculately styled red hair visible as a golden halo at the edge of his vision, “are you still sad that we can’t head out of town this weekend?” 
Sad? That was a laugh. Angry was closer. Because how dare this Shelly Godfrey bitch decide it was her business to blab about confidential squad deployments and how they might or might not relate to certain husbands. Husbands with motives that said bitches couldn’t possibly understand. Isaac and Natasha had been married for sixty years, and their relationship had layers of nuance. Explained correctly, Natasha might even understand the whole twisted situation. She’d known the corner she’d forced him into. But now this Godfrey whore was going to say it all wrong, and again Isaac would look like the bad guy. 
“I hate things like this,” he said.
“Like what?” 
“Stupid political parties filled with posturing assholes.” 
Isaac forced his internal fist to unclench. His words were as bitter as he could make them, sharpened by the sting of what had just happened with Dominic. There was an expression Isaac had once heard, about people being made irrelevant: You won’t be able to get arrested in this town. That’s where Isaac was, and it sucked. 
But venting his irritation on Natasha solved nothing. He could still keep her away from Shelly Godfrey. He could still find a way to explain. Maybe he could even turn it back around if Godfrey did want to tell Natasha what Isaac suspected. He made his living speaking and swaying opinion, right? Isaac was eloquent enough to twist the woman’s words around and hang her with them. Fuck him? No, fuck NATASHA. Even Godfrey would end up sneering at her after seeing what her friend had done to force Isaac into such decisive action. 
But there was also the chance that nothing would happen. Isaac had a president to kill, after all. That was bound to cause ripples. He shouldn’t rock the boat now by speaking sharply. 
Fortunately, Natasha didn’t seem to take offense. She kissed his neck. 
“You look fabulous.”
“It’s the same tux I tried on last night.” 
“Yes, but now you’re actually going to wear it where I can show you off.” 
Isaac turned around. He watched Natasha for a few seconds before deciding she was probably being sincere. Usually, she liked to display his shortcomings. Did you see Isaac’s socks? I told him not to wear them but he’s so unique that he insisted, ha-ha.  
“Are you ready?” she asked. 
Isaac sighed. The answer was no. But she’d rejected his request to leave town, Dominic had rejected his request for jail time, and he’d gone ahead and dressed. By the book, they should be at Braemon’s place in twenty minutes, with fashionably late baked in already. So unless he planned to grab the doorframe and throw a tantrum, there was no escape.
“I guess.” 
“And you’re ready. For Micah’s trick.” 
“No, not really.” 
Natasha brushed playfully at Isaac’s sleeve as if to say, Oh, you. “Just clear your mind. Like Jameson said.” 
“It would be helpful if he’d tell me more than my part of the trick. Or if you would. Or Micah.” 
“We’re inside the magician’s code, dear. Jameson asked me not to tell you my part, and he asked Micah the same. I don’t want to know the details of what you’re doing and won’t tell you the details of my part. We’re fortunate someone of Jameson’s caliber is willing to let us inside at all.” 
Clear your mind, Jameson had told him. Same as Natasha. It didn’t sound to Isaac like he knew more about his own part of the stage show than Natasha did because that was nearly the sum total of what the illusionist had said. He wasn’t allowed to know the technology that would take him offstage for nobody to see. He only knew that his return would happen by hologram…but that if his Beam presence at that point was too loud, Braemon’s canvas would move to fill his needs like anyone’s. Given that everyone was supposed to believe the holographic Isaac was the real one, being too present might cause problems. 
So that’s what Isaac had practiced while Natasha and Micah had been working on their parts: doing nothing, being nobody, doing his best not to exist. Just like everyday life. 
Micah was to wave and say magic words. 
Natasha was to look pretty and show off her beautiful assistant’s legs while distracting the crowd. 
And Isaac? He was supposed to stay quiet and go away, making his mind stupid. 
For about the hundredth time, he wondered if this was really an all in good fun magic trick after all. It might have been a big middle finger to the party head that no one respected. But he wasn’t getting out of it, or out of the thing with Vale — who, based on their one-on-one meeting yesterday, really did believe in all of this Project Mindbender bullshit. 
And given Natasha’s excitement at seeing her old friend, Isaac decided he wasn’t likely to escape from Shelly Godfrey’s accusations, either. It was nothing but fun, 360 degrees in all directions.
“James has the car ready,” Natasha said, moving toward the door. “Are you ready for a fun evening?” 
“Yippee,” Isaac said.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirteen
 
 
Now there was a giant, faceted crystal flying around the apartment like a talking insect. Sam wasn’t sure if it was an improvement or a sign of further decay. 
It had to be a microfragment, like the one that must have passed his mind’s out-of-date firewall. It looked like a smallish gemstone grown to grotesque proportions, and whenever it spoke to him, it did so in a warbling, machine-like voice. The gem also changed shape with each syllable, as if moving some sort of a full-body mouth. 
The thing felt like a delusion. 
Watching and listening made Sam think he might be going crazy. 
But that was fine because the sanity of his apartment, in this case, was actually the lie. The microfragments causing this clusterfuck had become visible. That had to be a good sign. It meant Sam was seeing through the bullshit. Locating the truth. Maybe even climbing out of the hole. 
“I’m not here,” Sam said. “I’m at Starbucks. It’s later. Hours, days, I don’t know…but later. I’m not in my apartment. This is all a loop. An illusion.” 
“No,” said the microfragment, altering its facets and turning red. 
“Yes.” 
“No.” 
The thing was obnoxious. He’d tried to swat it out of the air several times, but like the apartment itself, the microfragment wasn’t real. He was seeing his mind’s interpretation of what rogue software might look like, and the voice must be his mind’s imagination of how its words would sound. In the end, below maybe fifteen or twenty layers of platform code, it was all ones and zeros.
“You should watch a video,” the thing suggested. 
Sam lunged at it. He missed and hit the floor. It seemed unfair that it should hurt if he was in a hole and not his apartment. 
“Sam Dial,” the floating microfragment observed. 
“How do I break the loop?” Sam asked from the floor.
“Sam Dial,” the thing repeated. 
“Beam support. I want Beam central support.” 
“Sam Dial Sam Sam.” 
Sam came to his hands and knees. He crawled to the couch and sat. He’d heard of this sort of thing — probably the reason he’d recognized the loop. Normally, The Beam only fragmented due to line vacillation (creating a relatively short-lived hole) or due to a flaw deep in the code that Quark had never meant for users to tinker with. Down there, snippets were everywhere. In the deep Beam, hackers and walkers reported half-deleted files, corrupted and long-forgotten archives. AI had retooled much of it like tinkerers rebuilding old wheeled cars and made it into something new and custom. Down that far, anything went. If you ventured into the realm of fragments, incomplete paths, and schisms, you deserved what you got. But Sam had been near the surface, operating from a Starbucks high-fidelity hard line. He was paying through the nose for it, too. So why had he run into a hole? 
It didn’t matter. Good thing he’d noticed that he was in it because he never would have seen it coming. In places like the Null forum, hackers told stories about people who went into holes and never came out. They just replayed the same few minutes or hours over and over, their minds resetting until they died of dehydration. 
And, more helpfully, he’d heard from hackers who’d seen the problem in time then emerged with hours missing. 
Imagine you’re trying to rock a boat, they said. You have to kick the walls. You have to do anything you can to break past what the sensors expect you to do inside that loop. 
He’d seen the loop, so he could get out. He’d never once heard of someone who’d seen the trap and yet stayed stuck. 
Of course, if they never left, then no one would know.  
Sam dismissed the thought and tried to focus. The moondust made it easier. This mattered. This, here and now, was vital. It wasn’t just about Sam; it was about Nicolai, too. Maybe about Shift and the NAU itself. As he’d relived identical minutes in his bogus apartment, that last bit had felt increasingly certain. Integer7 wouldn’t have warned Sam about Nicolai heading into a trap if it wasn’t true. And he wouldn’t have bothered if the ensuing disruption wasn’t about to be a big one. 
Sam stood. He didn’t know where to start, so he kicked a bare wall. The plaster in the ancient partition dented. Even if this were his apartment, no bot would fix that hole. If he was wrong about all of this — if he wasn’t truly stuck in a hole — then he wouldn’t be getting his rental deposit back. 
Nothing happened. 
He kicked again. This time, there was a popping sizzle, and Sam almost saw smooth composite walls through his shitty plaster ones.
Encouraged, he kicked again. And again. 
“Sam Dial Sam,” said the microfragment. 
“Beam central support!” Sam yelled, now slamming his shoulder into the wall. There was a wider blink, a bigger pop, and sizzle. 
“My name is Sam Dial, and I’m stuck in a hole!” Sam yelled toward his canvas.
Nothing happened. Sam rammed the wall again. 
“My name is Sam Dial, and I’m ramming my wall!” 
Another flash. And now, hope against hope, Sam thought he might have smelled coffee. 
“My name is Sam Dial, and I’m smelling coffee! My name is Sam Dial, and I need to contact Nicolai Costa!” 
“Nicolai Costa Nicolai,” said the microfragment. 
Sam hit the wall again. This time, something seemed to pop, and Sam slid to the floor in pain. It was working. Maybe he could reach Nicolai in time. Maybe he could still pull himself from six years of hiding and failure and be someone worth dignity again. 
It was working, but if he kept this up, he’d kill himself before rocking the loop from its groove.
He hit the wall with his fist. The room flickered. For a second, Sam could almost see a VR rig. A Beam surface. A delivery table. 
Then it was gone. 
“My name is Sam Dial,” he said from his crumpled position, “AND I’M GETTING REALLY TIRED OF THIS BULLSHIT!”
“Sam,” said the microfragment, changing shape and color as it spoke. “Sam Dial Sam Sam.”





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fourteen
 
 
“Do you see her?” 
Nicolai looked at Kai. In heels, she was nearly as tall as he was. 
“I don’t think so,” he answered.
“You said Kate is blonde. Is that her?” But the second after she’d completed the question, Kai was pawing at his arm, her eyes fixed on a totally different, non-blonde woman several feet away. Nicolai watched, thinking her unhinged. And she was. But this wasn’t nervous Kai. This was fangirl Kai. 
“Oh shit,” she said. “Holy shit, Isaac. That’s not Kate. Do you know who that is?” 
Nicolai followed Kai’s ravenous gaze, still looking for Kate. Other than the very brief flash he’d caught on the call earlier, he hadn’t seen Kate after her refurb. Kai hadn’t seen her at all. Doc Stahl had gone in, and they’d left. The closest thing to Kate that Kai had seen had looked like a mummy in a tank of liquid. 
The woman in Kai’s line of sight wasn’t blonde. Her hair was red but had seemed almost blonde under an overhead light. Seeing her, Nicolai wanted to disappear.
“That’s Natasha Ryan,” Kai blubbered. “Natasha Ryan!” 
“Easy. We’re supposed to be low key here.” 
“That’s Natasha fucking Ryan!” 
“I know who it is, Kai. I worked with Isaac forever. You work for Isaac, you end up working for Natasha. Besides, didn’t you break into her apartment once and watch her immerse?”
“This is different.” 
“How the hell is it different?” 
Nicolai watched Kai’s soft brown eyes. He shouldn’t dump his baggage on her. She wanted to be a Natasha fan; he should let her be one. Nicolai’s personal and professional lives had never before crossed, and he didn’t want them to start now. That meant accomplishing two tricky goals: staying away from Natasha and Isaac and keeping his mouth shut about Natasha’s detestable personality and her eternal crush on Nicolai — for Kai’s sake, seeing as creature comforts were rare things for them these days.
“You have to introduce me.”
“You’re kidding.” So much for goal number one. 
“When else am I going to be in the same room as Natasha Ryan?” 
“Let’s go back to the time you broke into her apartment then stood over her while she was immersed. Having virtual sex with some guy, if I remember correctly.” 
“I told you, that’s different.” She put her hands on her hips. “I’m like two people, Nicolai. It was business Kai who did that. Do you see this?” She gestured at her own lithe, well-dressed body. “This is social Kai.” 
“So this is a social event for you, then. Aren’t you here to — ” 
“We’ll see. Introduce me.” 
“That’s not a good idea. I just quit working with Isaac, remember? Both of them are probably feeling a bit — ”
Kai hit Nicolai’s arm with the back of her hand. “Stop it. You introduce me to Natasha right now, or I won’t kill any old women for you tonight.” 
“It’s not for me. Interestingly, that killing is for her.” 
“You can’t do shit with your parasite until everyone’s here anyway. Micah told me he and Isaac are putting on a little show later. That’s when it becomes business, when everyone’s distracted. Until then, we’ve gotta do something.” 
“Kai, about me and Natasha: she’s…” 
Kai grabbed Nicolai’s arm and began to drag him. 
Nicolai shrugged off her grip and reluctantly followed.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifteen
 
 
“Is that her?” Dominic’s voice said through Kate’s cochlear implant. 
She looked around, trying to figure out which monitor Dominic was watching from…well, from wherever he was monitoring things. “Where?” she whispered. 
“Dragging that man toward…” Dominic’s audio glitched out then returned,. Kate heard him finish, “…Isaac Ryan.” 
“How the shit am I supposed to know where Isaac Ryan is hiding?” Kate said, annoyed. 
“Right there, Kate.” He huffed, possibly realizing Kate couldn’t see where he was pointing. “You know Natasha Ryan, right?” 
Kate scanned the room. Finally, she spotted the tall redhead — who, it turned out, dwarfed her little mousy husband. She didn’t look for Kai right away. Instead, Kate found herself comparing Natasha’s figure to her own. She wondered what it meant that she was pleased to see that her own girls were perkier and more natural than the famous singer’s.
“Okay. I see her.” 
“Kai Dreyfus or Natasha Ryan?” 
“What the hell does it matter? Both!” 
“All right, all right,” Dominic said. “Calm down.” 
“Easy for you to say. You ain’t here in the thick of things with a second person in your head.” 
Kate was in the corner, keeping her voice low, holding a drink in front of her curiously moving lips. There wasn’t anything precisely wrong with her speaking to the temporary commissioner from inside the party (she’d already manufactured a cover story in which she was an undercover cop), but the undone deed before them made her prickly. She might also be getting her period. When she’d had her refurb, she’d requested that system be short-circuited, but Kai’s assertion was that the more natural Kate was, the better. Doc’s arguments that many women didn’t have periods in the age of nanobot medicine had fallen on deaf ears. Since then, Kate had become increasingly certain that Kai had been fucking with Doc one final time. 
“We all have our parts to play.”
Kate rolled her eyes, raising her head and hoping Dominic could see. 
“Where’s Omar?” Dominic asked. 
“I saw him a little bit ago. Not sure now.” 
Dominic tapped something on his end. “Okay. I see him. He’s in the far bedroom with a big crowd. You’re safe to talk to Kai.” 
“Not now, asshole. They’re talking to the Ryans.” 
“Then when she’s done.” 
Kate considered telling Dominic to stop calling the shots. It had been her idea to mention Kai to the captain, and she was having a hard time separating truth from lies. Between the three of them, officially, Omar was in charge and had given marching orders to them both. Unofficially, between Dominic and Kate, Omar was a double-crossing shit bag with plans of his own. But even beyond that, Kate had a few secrets herself. First, she wanted to make contact with Nicolai, not Kai. Second, she needed to make sure Dominic didn’t figure that Omar’s Doc-related secrets were, in a rather intimate way, actually Kate’s secrets. 
 “Look. I know Kai better than you do,” Kate said, trying to remember the specifics of that lie. She’d told Dominic that Kai was a sort of industrial spy, and that the two of them had met when working as hookers together. That one had raised Dominic’s eyebrows…and, probably, a tent in his pants. “Let me talk to her I judge it’s safe to do so.” 
And hopefully without you listening in, she added in her head. But that would be hard to pull off as well. The Beam permissions that would let Kate hide her upcoming conversation with Kai from Dominic were currently trapped in Nicolai’s head. There were lies on top of lies on top of lies. It was getting hard to keep track. 
At that moment, Nicolai looked over. He watched Kate for too long, but then Kai dragged him back into the circle with Natasha and Isaac. 
“My canvas says that’s Nicolai Costa with your girl,” Dominic said. “The guy Omar and the Doc Stahl guy in your head have in common.”
“I figured that out.” 
“But…his ID is reading funny to me,” Dominic’s voice added. “So…so maybe it’s not Costa?” 
“It’s Costa.” 
“How do you know?
Shit. Damned lies were so hard to keep straight. “I looked him up.”
“This is really strange,” Dominic said. There was a pause. “Hey, do you know how Omar got those last-minute invites? They certainly look official. And Costa’s…” His sentence ended in the middle, trailed off rather than glitched this time.
Kate hadn’t liked where that sentence was going, but she liked even less how Dominic had stopped speaking. 
“What?” she said, afraid of the answer. 
“It’s Braemon. He’s headed your way, with Omar behind him.”





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Sixteen
 
 
“SerenityBlue?” 
“I know,” Serenity answered.
“The knot. The map. It’s changing.” 
“I know, Wax. Thank you.” 
Serenity looked up at the boy as she knelt on her cushion. Her smile felt like a lie. She’d been trying to feel The Beam since Wax had come in last night. Sleep had been impossible. She’d felt herself wanting to fragment, to reach out to those who believed in and sought her. She’d found herself wanting to tip away from the physical world and become virtual, but the way had suddenly felt like a decimated landscape fraught with pitfalls. She’d gone out anyway and come back empty. But Wax wanting to show her changes to his map was ridiculous. It was like being struck by a train then enduring a doctor trying to prove you’d been hit rather than fixing the damage. 
“That dark cloud you noticed on the map earlier…” 
“I know.”
“Serenity,” he said, desperate to get in a few words. “Some of the others? They say people are talking about Violet James.”
“I see that now. It’s fine, Wax.” 
“It’s not fine!” the boy blurted. 
SerenityBlue watched him at the doorway, allowing his outburst to pass. The students were usually serene, but at root they were still children. There were things they wouldn’t understand — that they couldn’t understand. Serenity didn’t like what the ripples seemed to be saying. Or the realization that there were two shells out there, and that something malicious seemed to be following one of them. She didn’t like the black cloud, but at least now she might know what it meant. 
What Wax and the others didn’t understand was that at this point, little could be done. It was like watching an explosion in slow motion. The explosion couldn’t be stopped because in the ways that counted, it had already happened. They could only watch it unfold then count the bodies later. 
Finally, the boy’s face returned to mostly normal, and he turned, surely knowing that Serenity couldn’t say anything to make it better but perhaps understanding that in its way, that was okay too. 
“Will that be all?” she asked. 
Wax’s face changed. Perhaps it was the truth dawning on him. “Is there anything you’d like? Anything at all?” he asked.
This time, despite what Serenity knew, her smile came more easily. 
“No,” she said. “It was always inevitable.” 
“Then…” He tried again. “You’re leaving?” 
Serenity stood, crossed to the door, and put her hands on the boy’s shoulders. 
“I think I must.”
“When?” 
“Soon,” Serenity said.
“What should we do in the meantime?” Wax asked.
Her answer was as pointed as it was obvious.
“Prepare,” she said.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Seventeen
 
 
Natasha had her hand on Nicolai’s wrist, noting the flash in Isaac’s eyes when she spotted Shelly from across the room. 
“I’m sorry,” she said, interrupting her own words to Nicolai about how nice it was to see him, “there’s someone over there I need to catch before she gets away.” 
She gave the fan, Kai, a smile. She gave Nicolai a larger smile, being sure to turn in time to see Isaac’s reaction. Their recent banter had been so much more pleasant than normal. Natasha used to taunt Isaac by flirting with other men, but now the same actions were almost foreplay. In the past, she’d have honestly tried to get Nicolai to sneak into a back room with her, but right now she was enjoying Isaac’s hungry, possessive eyes, hoping to capitalize on that lust a bit later.
When Natasha moved to push out of their little circle (the first time in West knew how long that she’d left Nicolai without yearning for him), Isaac put a hand on her wrist. 
“Don’t go, darling,” he said, his voice a tad false. “I know how much you love your fans.” 
Natasha turned her smile on Isaac, but she saw nerves in him rather than sex. He’d been jacked up the whole ride over. But it had been a long time since she’d played cat and mouse with her husband, and maybe this was what his bedroom gaze looked like now. 
“I don’t know how long Shelly will be here. If I don’t catch her now, I might miss my chance.” She turned to Kai. “I’m sorry to seem rude. It was so nice to meet you.” 
“Oh, it’s no problem at all,” Kai gushed.
Natasha moved again, but this time Isaac slipped an arm around her waist. The embrace was sweet but incredibly awkward given the distance already between them.
“We haven’t talked to Nicolai,” Isaac said. 
“We’ve talked enough to this deserter,” she said, now smiling broadly and touching Nicolai to show she was kidding. 
“And Kai hasn’t even told you her favorite song,” Isaac added.
“We should actually go anyway,” Nicolai said, taking Kai by the arm. 
Natasha was preparing to humor Isaac and ask the woman for her favorite song when Isaac’s head swiveled the other way. Natasha turned to see what had grabbed his attention and found herself facing her brother-in-law. 
“Isaac,” Micah said. “I just found out Carter Vale is going to be here. Did you know?” 
“They changed the whole traffic pattern because he…” Isaac began. Then, lying as far as Natasha could tell, he changed tacks and continued: “Oh. No. I didn’t realize.” 
“Is there a problem, Micah?” Natasha asked. 
“I don’t think so. I just need to borrow my brother for a minute.” His eyes flicked toward Isaac’s. “To discuss President Vale.”
“I don’t really have anything to say about him. I barely know him,” Isaac said, turning back into the original group. 
“Mother wants to meet him,” Micah said. 
Kai’s and Nicolai’s heads turned toward Micah. Natasha felt her brow wrinkle. What was happening here? Looks weren’t just passing between Isaac and Micah; they were passing between Micah and Nicolai, too. And, strangest of all, between Micah and Kai, whom nobody supposedly knew from Adam.  
“Mother,” Micah repeated, giving Isaac a nod. 
Isaac sighed. He fixed his eyes on Natasha, looking deep, as if he were trying to hypnotize her. 
“I’ll just be a few minutes,” he said then firmly added, “stay here with Nicolai and Kai.” Then, because that didn’t seem to be enough, Isaac flicked his gaze to Kai and back to Natasha. “Remember, fans pay your bills. Nice celebrities don’t go running off while fans are talking to them.” He gave an insulting little chuckle as if he was joking, which for some reason Natasha felt sure he wasn’t. 
Isaac stepped reluctantly away, following his brother. Natasha watched after him then turned back to find Nicolai distracted. He was standing almost on his tiptoes, ogling a tall blonde in the corner. The woman wasn’t as attractive as Natasha and had obvious, predictable breasts. Too obvious and predictable for a man like Nicolai…and yet he was practically drooling. Strangely, Kai, beside him, didn’t seem offended as she watched him watch the blonde.
“Isaac is right,” Natasha said, finding herself ruffled. “We really don’t get a chance to talk anymore. What is your favorite song, Kay?” 
“It’s Kai,” Nicolai corrected.
She giggled. “Oh. Of course.” 
“I’m sorry, Natasha,” Nicolai said, already backing up, edging toward the woman in the corner. “There’s someone we need to talk to. Come on, Kai.” He nodded. “It’s been nice catching up with you.”
Natasha watched them go, biting her tongue to hold in a not entirely lighthearted joke about it being rude to embark on a threesome without inviting everyone. Then she found herself alone, all attention withdrawn, trying to be a big girl and not feel jilted. 
But nobody — despite her being Natasha Ryan — turned to join her. 
Natasha looked to the knot of people near the door into the dining room, toward where her old friend Shelly seemed to have vanished, and crossed the party to find her.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eighteen
 
 
“What’s the matter with you, Isaac?” Micah demanded.
Isaac was still looking across the room, hoping against hope that the group containing Natasha, Nicolai, and Kai would hold tight until he returned. Things didn’t look good. Nicolai’s eyes had strayed to some woman with big boobs, and he was pulling his date away while Natasha glanced around after them, seemingly prepping to leave. Natasha never listened. It was almost a thing with her. 
“I asked you a question.”
Isaac turned to face his brother. 
“You don’t answer when someone asks you a question?” 
“I figured it was rhetorical.” 
Micah sighed. “It used to be. But now I’d honestly like to know.” 
“What did you need to tell me about Vale? Or Rachel?” 
“Did you know Vale was coming?” 
“No, of course not. I…” But Micah raised his eyebrow, missing nothing.
“What, Isaac?” he prompted.
“Nothing.” 
“Did someone talk to you? About Vale?” 
“No! Why?” 
Micah’s eyebrow was still up. Isaac could practically feel himself sweating despite his rapid-cool nanobots. 
“Mother. Mother talked to you about Vale. She did, didn’t she? What’s she up to?” 
“Nothing!” 
Micah chewed his lip, steely eyes on Isaac. “You need to stay away from Kai Dreyfus.” 
“You know her?” 
“Of course I know her. She’s here with Nicolai.” 
Isaac didn’t understand the connection. “I’ve worked with Nicolai for six decades, and I don’t know her.” Isaac could feel his own eyebrow rising. If anyone looked over at the two brothers now, it’d probably look like they were in a duel of devious expressions. As usual, there was more here than Micah was saying. He hadn’t said to stay away from Nicolai’s date. He’d said to stay away from Kai. She was the subject, not Nicolai. “How do you know her?” 
“Professional relationship.” 
“She strikes me as an escort. Are you into pimping now?” Isaac wished there were someone around to high-five. It was so rare to get a dig in on his brother. But of course, Micah wasn’t paying attention. His eyes were scanning the crowd. 
“Looking for someone?” 
Micah pursed his lips. “I don’t like this. Rachel is up to something. Did she really not talk to you about Vale? Because it doesn’t make a goddamned bit of sense that he’s here, and it stinks of her wrinkly conniving. She’s going to ruin everything.” 
“What’s she going to ruin?” Something to do with Kai Dreyfus, Isaac figured. But what? And with all the assassinations and marital bombs in Isaac’s mind, did he really have the headspace to care? He couldn’t see Natasha anymore. Where had she run off to?
“Have you seen Braemon?” 
“No. I don’t even know him.”
“What about Jameson Gray?” 
“Jameson Gray is here?” 
Micah’s eyes became insulting slits before Isaac could catch his mistake. It wasn’t Isaac’s fault. He’d been looking at the buffet table — which didn’t seem to include a cake knife but did have a serrated carving knife sticking out of one of those enormous bioengineered hams. Could you kill someone with a ham knife? Sure you could. They’d just need to hold still long enough for some sawing. 
“Oh, right,” Isaac said, recovering. “For the magic trick.” 
“Yes, Isaac. For the trick. You’ve been practicing, right? I know it’s stupid, but it’s also going to be on that little stage over there, with every one of these powerful people watching. And it’ll be streamed. Half the NAU will watch live, and the other half will see it tomorrow.” 
Isaac laughed. “Practicing. Yes. I’ve been doing all sorts of practicing.” 
“Seriously, Isaac…” 
“He hasn’t even told me anything!” Isaac blurted. “It’s like he doesn’t trust me!” The moment of released pressure felt good. Maybe he should tell Micah about the murder afoot. Maybe Micah could get Isaac arrested because it wasn’t as easy as the criminals made it look. 
Micah laughed, at least being courteous enough not to validate Isaac’s thought. There was no question the most famous illusionist in history didn’t trust Isaac Ryan to keep his secrets. 
“He’s a magician. We only need to know enough to let him do his thing.” 
“But you’re the one making me disappear.” 
Micah flinched hard toward Isaac as if trying to frighten him, then made swooping magic hand gestures in the air.
“Ooh, magic!” Micah rolled his eyes then looked condescendingly at Isaac. “Hate to break it to you, but you won’t actually be vanishing. Unless we’ve been lying to you all along and I have access to experimental new technology and plan to teleport you into nothingness.” He laughed. “Look, Isaac. Gray is doing whatever’s being done. I’ve got my part, you’ve got yours, Natasha has hers. But it’s still Gray’s show.” 
“What has he told you? I don’t even know what to do.” 
“Well, what has he told you?” 
“I’m just supposed to ‘clear my mind.’ Oh, and he injected me with some nanos yesterday when we were working on particulars.” 
Micah nodded. “Okay, I can fill in a few of those gaps. We’ll whisk you off with some sort of swarm invisibility cloak, but when you return, it’ll be a holographic Isaac. A special kind of hologram since the lights are really bright in here and you’d be able to tell with a normal one — see dust motes running through your head or something.” 
“What does that have to do with nanobots?” 
“Permissions, I’m sure.” 
This was the first Isaac had heard of permissions for the trick. It was just one word, but he didn’t like it.
“Permissions for what?” 
“West, Isaac. Some trick of Gray’s will — don’t ask me how; he won’t share — recreate you onstage after the act is over. It’s the only way he can prove you’re not really there before you appear.” 
“Prove how?” 
“I’m not sure. Shove blades through a box at you, like in the old acts?” Then, when Isaac felt himself pale, Micah rolled his eyes again. “Oh, relax. You’ll be long gone with your invisibility cloak. But you know AI can’t just replicate living people, according to the official law about — ”
“Replicate me!” Isaac blurted. 
“Of course, Isaac. Replicate your image. How else could he pull this off?” 
Isaac considered retorting, but he was in too deep — and as much as he disliked the idea of Jameson Gray’s show, it was the least of his current concerns. He’d been talking to Micah too long already, and apparently there wasn’t any business to transact (about Vale, Rachel, or otherwise) other than the usual business of brother belittling brother. He needed to catch up to Natasha. She was a diva; it would take her a few minutes to cross a room filled with admirers to find this Godfrey woman. He might still be able to catch her. 
But replication, even in hologram? The idea twisted something in Isaac’s gut. 
“Oh, relax. Xenia has known the technology to selectively circumvent The Beam’s fifty layers or so of identity safeguards has existed for years. You honestly didn’t?” 
“It’s not a matter of the technology existing. AI can’t mimic people in image or manner, living or dead. It’s a civil rights issue! Or an identity theft issue. If AI can pretend to be me…” 
Deep sigh. Micah continued patronizingly. 
“It’s a thirty-second permission window that won’t do much more than smile, take a bow, and leave the stage. You’re giving that permission through the nanos Gray injected you with.” 
“How is that possible?” 
“Maybe it’s not, whatever,” Micah said, again rolling his eyes.
But it was possible, and it wasn’t fine. Isaac had been trying to figure out how the trick would work for days. His return, after disappearing, had always been the part that seemed most impossible. If, on the spot, one of Gray’s assistants planned to simply keep Isaac backstage while a slightly better-than-normal hologram impersonated him onstage, that was the only thing that had made any sense. But the safeguards were supposed to be stacked and impenetrable. Watchdog groups had been picking at the issue forever and had thus far declared it safe. AI couldn’t “pretend to be any person, living or dead, in manner, image, or voice.” Just about the only way it’d even be a little bit possible would be if some dumbass used above-Beau-Monde technology to intentionally drop his own identity firewall. Someone like Isaac Ryan, who had a history of being a dumbass when it mattered most.
“If you’re so damn worried about it, I’m sure Braemon has a Gauss wand. Go get yourself waved down, and kill them off.”
Isaac saw the bait but refused to take it. If he killed off Jameson Gray’s illegal nanos now, there would be hell to pay — from Micah, from Natasha, from his social peers, and from Gray himself, who Isaac suspected might be part of the supersecret group his mother belonged to. 
No, it’d be okay. He could do it after the show. It’s not like an AI clone could keep impersonating him after he’d wanded himself. And it’s not like the nanos would help Micah zap him off into places unknown, as he’d joked. 
“Well now,” Micah said, indicating a tall man across the room. “Look who’s arrived.” 
Isaac’s eyes were on a recently spotted group of people who, it turned out, had indeed stopped Natasha to admire her. All were men. Isaac didn’t know what Shelly Godfrey looked like, but unless she had testicles, it didn’t seem like Natasha had found her just yet.
Isaac didn’t reply. He began pushing through partygoers instead, headed where Micah had indicated. 
Yes, he needed to reach Natasha before she located Godfrey.
But first, he needed to have a chat with President Carter Vale.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Nineteen
 
 
“Harper,” Dominic said. “Were you ever a mall security guard?” 
“Captain?” the officer replied.
Dominic pointed at the Beam wall displaying its many rows of video feeds, including the one showing Isaac Ryan’s corner that had been bothering him. Quark PD, probably knowing the importance of good PR leading up to Shift, had let DZPD use their surveillance wall to monitor the fundraiser and had been deferring to DZPD cops for hours now. If Dominic didn’t know better, he’d think he was in charge in this big white room. 
“Have you ever spent mindless hours staring at a bank of screens like this?” 
“No sir, but…it’s just looking at screens, isn’t it?”
“You’re a smart cop, Harper.” Dominic stood and slapped the other man on the back, motioning for him to take Dominic’s chair. 
“Are you leaving, sir?” 
“I need to run in. You can watch the event from here.”
Harper became instantly nervous. “But sir! You’re the commissioner right now! I’m just…” 
“You can watch monitors the same as me. I’m still the commissioner. For today, anyway. I need to go on-site but will remain in command. No worries. You’re just eyes.” 
“But sir! What do I do if something goes wrong?” 
“Ping me. Tell me.” 
“But…” 
But nothing, apparently, because Dominic took a final glance at the troubling screen and walked away, leaving Harper to blubber. 
There wasn’t much to like about tonight. Dominic didn’t like being in bed with Omar — and although parts of him would very much like to be in bed with Kate, she was still a dust runner and an unknown quantity. She had the shell of a strange man in her — a man who didn’t have a good record, but did have connections to Omar. That man seemed to have gone suspiciously missing as if his life had hit an abrupt dead end — whose end, interestingly, hadn’t come from death. Dominic hadn’t managed to get much on Doc Stahl, blocked both by maddening erasures and by high-level permissions that even a commissioner’s access couldn’t touch. 
Dominic didn’t like that he was more or less breaking the law. He didn’t like the way he’d left things with Leah — not just for her sake, but the way she’d been left to deal with the Organas when he’d been called first by Omar and then to the station. 
He didn’t like that all of a sudden President Vale had decided to make an appearance, necessitating all sorts of new security and protocols. 
He didn’t like the way the feeds had been glitching a lot lately — something that had got him thinking he’d need to head in keep an eye on things in person for a while now. 
But he really, really didn’t like the way the feed of Isaac Ryan and Carter Vale set off all his internal alarms. Dominic, gray-area dalliances aside, was a good cop, excellent in ethics and great at his job. He knew, despite what Leah had or hadn’t found, that someone, somewhere, was walking around with a bogus Steve York in his pocket. And he knew, just by looking at Isaac, that Isaac was keeping a secret of his own. 
Maybe he shouldn’t have dismissed Isaac’s earlier call. But still, watching Isaac and Vale onscreen, it sure didn’t look like an assassination in progress. The two were talking feverishly, below the conversational privacy tolerances’ ability to overhear. It wasn’t just Isaac. Both were keeping this secret, and Isaac looked… 
Well, he looked guilty. 
Dominic crossed the Quark station, wanting to hurry without having to admit that a lot of people might be in trouble. 
Why was this whole fucking sector of The Beam glitching? Why were entire nodes overworked, as if caught up trying to process a massive backlog of files? That kind of thing happened on Dominic’s shitty little DZPD console canvas, but now it was happening on The Beam itself. What could The whole fucking Beam be chewing on? And why did it have to happen tonight, while Isaac and Vale were swapping secrets and Omar was trying to pull a rabbit out of Dominic’s ass without Dominic knowing? He could practically see the slippery son of a bitch trying to undermine everything with his own agenda. It might just be time to storm in there and stop it. 
Because really, fuck this whole plan. Dominic’s benefit, back when he’d made his deal with Omar and Kate, was supposed to be an uninterrupted Lunis supply chain. But now that the Organa problem was more or less solved, who needed Lunis? Certainly not Leo and the others. Dom was an addict, yes, but he understood the solution. He just needed to get enhanced a little. Get some nanobots or something. He’d rather do that than have a monkey forever on his back.
“Good evening, Dominic,” said a voice. 
Dominic looked up, recognizing the voice coming from all around him as Noah West’s. On his way out, he’d entered the white, Beam-surface hallway between Quark and the main DZPD station. The stupid motherfucking, judgmental, all-knowing hallway. He didn’t have time for its henpecking, righteous assessment.
“Not now, Noah,” Dominic told the avatar’s disembodied voice. 
“How is your back?” Noah asked. 
“It’s fine. And also, fuck off.” 
“I notice you’re carrying a lot of stress in your shoulders. Would you like me to book you a therapeutic massage?” 
“No.” 
“How about a therapeutic nanobot treatment?” 
“No. I’m just trying to get out of here.” 
“Suit yourself,” the voice said. “Let me know if I can help you with anything else.” 
Something swooped into Dominic’s mind. His feet stopped moving in the middle of the long, pristine hallway as his thoughts turned to his last few moments in the ruins of Flat 1, just before Omar had called in a panic.
“Noah,” he said. 
“Yes, Commissioner Long?” 
“I don’t have any nanobots and shit in me, right?” 
“No, Dominic. According to my records, you never have.” 
“So why did Leah’s gadget say I did?” 
“I’m afraid I don’t know what you mean.” 
“What does ‘Sector 7 Access’ mean?” 
“I’m afraid I don’t know that, Dominic.” 
“Can you scan me for…” He tried to think of what Leah’s scanner might have been looking for, and why this intrusive hallway, through all these years, had missed what Leah’s box had found. “For, shit, I don’t know. Anything at all that I might not have been born with?” 
“You have a carbon nanotube patch on your right radius, from when — ”
“I don’t mean when I broke my arm as a kid.”
“Your stomach currently contains a large amount of — ”
“I don’t mean my lunch either, dammit,” he huffed. Then, with a sigh, Dominic resumed walking. Stupid fucking worthless technology. The one time he wanted insights into his own body, Noah had nothing to offer. 
When Dominic was near the end of the hallway, Noah’s voice said, “Would you like to hear something interesting?” 
“No.”
Noah’s voice went on anyway. “Noah West is the only exception to the law restricting AI from being able to impersonate human beings. Did you know that?”
“No,” Dominic said, acutely uninterested in trivia games. 
“The early Beam created custom avatars for new users. Those avatars replicated people those users knew and trusted. But that was the first clue that The Beam — at first, anyway — didn’t understand humans because it turned out people weren’t comforted by their avatars. They found them to be a violation of privacy. So since the ’60s, many layers of safeguards have been put in place that now make it impossible for AI to mimic a person, living or dead. Except for Noah West.”
“Fascinating.” 
“Normally, I wouldn’t point any of this out. But I know I can trust you, Dominic.” 
Okay, that was a bit creepy. Dominic walked faster. He reached the hallway’s end then waited for the door to open, to let him exit into DZPD station. 
“I can trust you,” Noah said, “with your forgetful ways.” 
Dominic sighed, deciding to ignore the voice, creepy or not. He didn’t have time for this. He was needed on-site. That had probably always been necessary — what with Omar’s plans and his need for Dominic to creatively direct security and open a few locks with his temporary commissioner’s access. But Dominic (forgetful or not, according to the Quark hallway’s electronic opinion) didn’t like all the new variables in play. There was Vale. There was Isaac’s idiocy. There was whatever Vale and Isaac had been discussing…maybe hiding. What other surprises awaited him — right now, at this worst of all possible times, as the usually rock-solid Beam coughed and stuttered?
“If you practice a few mental exercises,” Noah said from the air around Dominic, “you could probably improve that memory of yours.” 
This was obnoxious. It wasn’t the first time Noah had prescribed exercise for Dominic. 
“Just open the goddamned door, Noah. I’m clean.” 
“Maybe,” Noah said, “and maybe not.” 
Dominic turned as if someone had tapped him on the shoulder. But still he saw only saw the long, surround-lit Quark hallway, its door back into Quark PD now closed as firmly as the one into DZPD.
Dominic’s senses prickled. That wasn’t normal.
“Why are the doors closed, Noah?” 
“Quarantine,” Noah answered placidly. 
“Quarantine of what?” 
“Of the software inside you that I’ve been ignoring for twenty-four years.” 
“What the fuck are you talking about?” Dominic demanded. He didn’t like this at all. Not with both doors closing him in. Not with The Beam acting funny, and currently in charge. Not with the only AI permitted to mimic a person as Dominic’s only company, according to recent trivia. 
“I think,” Noah said, “that if you’d practice a few mental exercises, you’ll remember that you know all about Sector 7.” 
Dominic’s mouth opened then he slowly shut it. 
Of course he knew: 2063. That crime scene. Where there had been two men found suspiciously dead where they didn’t belong, a worm discovered trying to erase them. 
A worm Dominic had picked up and held in his hand, and that had maybe been infectious even through his partner’s protective pouch.
A worm that, just maybe, had backwashed some rogue software into Dominic’s nerves. Software kept alive by perhaps a single nanobot, blinking binary, ignored by every scan he’d ever had for reasons unknown. 
A worm that two Quark agents had been very interested in gaining possession of. 
Two agents who, now that Dominic’s mind finally connected the dots, had been from an entity Dominic had never before heard of. 
From Quark Sector 7. 
“Open the doors, Noah,” Dominic said, feeling cold. 
“I’m sorry, Dominic,” Noah said. “I can’t do that just yet.” 





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty
 
 
Sam had stopped slamming himself into the walls. It seemed counterproductive. His divided mind had ceased fighting itself, and now there was really no question as to his whereabouts. He’d accepted that he was in a Starbucks at some time in what seemed to be the future rather than in his apartment at 4:16 p.m. That wasn’t the problem.  
Sam was stuck in a hole. 
And he had no idea how to get out. 
Since that realization, Sam’s sense of unreality had only increased. If Sam understood what he’d heard about Beam holes, he wasn’t in some sort of an immersion. It was, instead, a particular kind of schizophrenia. His mind was split, and the part that knew it was time to move on wasn’t shaking hands with the part that knew how to do so. 
Since he’d come to grips, his pet microfragment had become even more talkative, offering useless and likely perilous advice, repeating his name almost on a loop. 
Sam had been visited by Nicolai Costa, his head decimated. 
And now, there was this girl. This girl that Sam seemed to recognize, even though he didn’t know from where. 
“I’m not like the others,” she told him. 
“Yeah, yeah,” Sam replied, waving his hand. 
“You’re in a loop,” she said. 
“Yeah, yeah.” 
“You can’t give up. I can’t reach him. I’m being kept away.” 
Sam looked up at that. It didn’t sound like something that garden-variety dumb AI would say, or like the machinations of his subconscious mind. 
“Kept away how?” 
“One of my children mapped the event. The knot. There’s something controlling it. Orchestrating it.” 
“What knot?” 
“The one that’s causing this disruption. For you, for me, for Mr. Costa.” 
“You know Nicolai?” 
“I know he’s carrying something dangerous.” 
Sam sat up. He was on the floor, back to the wall. His head had been hanging, but now it perked up. This might be another trap, but for some reason, this woman seemed different, like she’d claimed. 
“Someone told me he was being led into a trap.” 
“He is. But you must not believe the one who told you that, either.” 
“You mean — ” 
“We both know who I mean.” 
Sam shrugged. The woman’s presence was strange. It was making the walls of his unreal mental prison seem to shimmer. 
“Who are you?” 
She either didn’t hear or ignored him. “It’s not just about Mr. Costa. What he carries? He thinks it’s like evidence. It’s not. It’s more like a bomb. I didn’t see it in time, and now there’s nothing I can do.” 
“Why not?” 
“It’s hard to explain. I’m already occupied.” 
“Here? With me?” 
“I’m only sort of here. Just like I’m only sort of other places.” 
“But not there. Not where Nicolai is, to warn him. Or to…stop the bomb.” 
“That’s right.” 
The room warbled. Sam somehow knew not to ask more. 
“Wax tried to warn me. Although I don’t know that there’s much I could have done then, either. None of us understood until the grip was too tight.” 
“You mean that you understand how Nicolai was lied to,” Sam said. 
“It’s just one plan within others. His cargo is like the key in a lock. But Costa carries something on his own, like York and Long.” 
“Who are they?” 
“It doesn’t matter. Right now, only your friend, Nicolai, matters.” 
“Why?” 
“Because he has the master key. Because it listens to him.” 
“You mean whoever’s controlling whatever’s going on, keeping you away, all of that?” Sam found he was only mouthing words. None of this made much sense and wouldn’t even if he wasn’t in a repeating loop of sticky unreality. At least the Lunis still seemed to be sharpening his focus. Without that, he’d still be scattered. Not that this sounded like the kind of thing he wanted to understand. 
“All of that.” The woman’s hair seemed to be flowing in a breeze that Sam himself couldn’t feel. Which worked, because neither of them were here, inside his head. She had to be a figment of his imagination. Or a microfragment. Or something larger, able to enter any corner of the network it pleased. Except, apparently, for wherever Nicolai was, because something else — something plotting and malignant — was keeping her away. 
“Something is coalescing,” the woman said. “And soon, I will have to go.” 
“Go where?” 
“It doesn’t matter.” 
“What’s ‘coalescing’?”
“It doesn’t matter.” 
“Well, then what the fuck matters?” Sam demanded, frustrated by the loop within a loop. 
“Stopping the killers that are coming.” 
“For me?” 
She shook her head. “For Stephen York.” 
“Who the hell is Stephen York?”
“He’s the one deceiving Mr. Costa without meaning to.” She looked at Sam. “You need to get out, Sam Dial. The place you are truly at, it’s not far from where you need to be. Security won’t stop you. Not once it begins.” 
“Once what begins?” 
The woman stood. 
“Get yourself out of this place, Sam.”
“How?” 
“Do what you do best. Make waves. Do something unexpected.” 
“How the fuck do I — ” Before he could finish the sentence, the woman was gone. 
Sam stood. Kicked the walls. Tried to contact Beam central admin. He shouted. Railed. Rallied. Raged.
Across the room, Sam’s clock ticked backward, moving from 4:17 p.m. to 4:16.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-One
 
 
Kate grabbed Nicolai by the sleeve. He’d noticed her earlier, but then they’d been pulled in separate directions: Nicolai detoured by Micah Ryan and Kate waylaid by Omar. Omar had shoved her toward Craig Braemon, and that had been a terrible idea. Kate was wound tighter than a taut spring, and she’d almost leaped down Omar’s throat. He’d nearly walked away with a fist wedged against his epiglottis, but then Omar had raised both hands palms-out and backed away, saying that of course Kate knew how to sweet-talk Braemon, and knew how to use the Doc shell to access his canvas once the man let her into the inner sanctum. Of course she did. 
Nicolai took a moment to blink with halfway recognition. Then he looked down at Kate’s large breasts.
“Wanna take a picture?’ Kate growled. 
“I like you like this,” Nicolai said, still staring. “Can I touch?” His hand went out, fingers tented. An older couple looked away, fearing something inappropriate. 
Kate slapped the hand away. 
“Be cool. Omar’s afraid of me right now. I told him I’m on the rag and that he should know better than to test me. But if he sees me talking to you, that ain’t good.” 
“Does he even know me?” 
“Listen, Luigi. Omar knows everyone.” Her head darted around as she tried to remember who knew her, who knew Nicolai, and who’d care if they were together. Kai was nowhere to be seen. “Just act casual.”
Nicolai nodded. “So. You enjoying the party?” 
“It’s peachy. I talked to that coma girl’s mom for like twenty minutes. Learned a fuckton about comas and mercy killings.” 
“Violet James’s mother? She’s here?” 
“It’s her foundation’s name that’s on the invite Omar shoudn’t’a got,” Kate said.
Nicolai, playing along, raised a glass of red wine. Or maybe it was sangria. Like Kate fucking knew. “Ah, yes. That was a landmark day for humanity versus Respero. Did you know four out of ten doctors thought Violet might have woken up one day if they hadn’t …you know…murdered her?”
Kate rolled her eyes, shoving Nicolai farther out of sight from Omar’s could-be-anywhere eyes. For the first time, she found herself noticing Dominic’s silence. He’d been in her ear all night, and now, with Omar circling and privacy needed, the cop wasn’t helping? That wasn’t fair. 
“So I heard. At boring length,” Kate said. “Listen. We can probably trust Long. But I don’t want him involved until it’s too late for him to fuck things up, so keep your voice low. He’ll see us, and he knows who you are, but I can tell him I was just checking up. Then I act shocked when he says the privacy threshold didn’t let him hear us.” 
“Yes. I know how to be a spy, thanks.”
Kate looked around. “Where’s Kai?” 
“Preparing to kill Rachel Ryan.” He watched surprise dawn on Kate’s face and added, “Oh, relax. Rachel is okay with it.” 
“Micah Ryan’s mother?” 
“Yes.”
“Good riddance to more of that clan.” Kate still owed the Ryans for one vagina, two tits, and the loss of one life savings. Not that Doc would ever have thought he’d resent anyone for the first two.
“So we’ve got the same mission. Get to Braemon’s canvas,” Nicolai said. “Between the two of us, I think I have a better chance.” 
“I’ve got my old identity in here,” Kate said, tapping her head. “Omar thinks it’ll get me in.” 
“Omar thinks it, huh? Well, that’s a good enough reason for me to try the identity I’ve got instead.” 
“Who’s in your head, Mario?” 
“I thought I was Luigi?” 
Kate stared. Nicolai relented. 
“Someone that will work. It’s what I used to get you and Omar your invitations.” He looked around again. “It’s also supposed to contain information some folks don’t want public. About Mindbender.”
“Where’d you get it?” 
“From Rachel Ryan.” 
“I see. The person Kai is headed over to kill. Makes sense.” 
“I’ve heard some whispers that Vale is here is to give a Mindbender update. I don’t know how this conflicts, but I do believe it’ll — what’s the term? — ‘fuck shit up.’” 
“Fine. You want to be the hero, you can do it. I’m coming with, though. Omar expects me to break Braemon’s lock, so I need to be headed in the right direction. And you’ll need me to get past Braemon.”
“I don’t know about that,” said Nicolai. 
“I’ll head over and sex him up. Omar expects it. I’ll get him to let us in, maybe promise to fuck him. He comes with us, you hit him with something. I’m a lesbian now.” 
Nicolai looked Kate over again from bottom to top without comment. 
“Okay,” Nicolai said. “When?” 
“During the magic show, so everyone’s distracted.” Kate watched a look form on Nicolai’s face. “What?” 
“That’s when Kai wants to kill Rachel.” 
“Because they’ll be distracted, sure. Except that they’ll probably be in the main room here, watching the show?” 
“Rachel doesn’t want people distracted. The idea is to make her assassination public, so everyone sees.” 
Kate considered weighing in on the plan, but things were complicated enough. Kai was a big girl capable of making her own decisions. 
“Fun,” Kate said. “I guess it’ll be a hell of a show.” 





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Two
 
 
Things weren’t getting better. Talking to Carter Vale hadn’t helped. It’s not like Isaac could come right out and tell the president, whom he barely knew, that he’d been sent to kill him. You had to really know a person to say something like that. So instead of unburdening himself, Isaac had been given an earful about egalitarian access to Mindbender, on top of the one he’d already had in a closed-door Mindbender meeting a few days ago. 
The president really was a Citizen Scout. Isaac now wanted to kill him even less. The conversation had merely increased the obstacles between Isaac and his task. He’d gone in nervous and come out jittery. He’d pushed Vale into a corner and whispered so Vale’s guards wouldn’t hear, and more than once they’d pulled Isaac away. Now everyone thought he was up to something. And probably, they thought Vale was up to something, too. This Enterprise room was already predisposed not to like Isaac or the Directorate president, and now it probably looked like they were plotting something. 
Isaac wanted to punch himself in the head, but he couldn’t afford the luxury of self-pity. Right now, he needed to be prepping for this stupid magic trick. The trick he didn’t want to do, didn’t understand, and knew would somehow make him look stupid — because that’s what usually happened when Micah and Isaac shared a room. 
And Jameson Gray, who was more of a friend to Micah than to Isaac. 
And Natasha, who as of a few minutes ago had begun giving Isaac the deadliest stare he’d ever seen, anywhere, in his life. 
She must just be nervous, Isaac rationalized. Natasha was used to the stage, sure, but not to magic. Gray was the only one of them who truly understood how this worked, and Natasha was probably as afraid that she’d screw it up and look dumb in front of the nation. 
Except that Natasha wasn’t afraid of anything. 
Isaac flashed his wife a smile. Her eyes, he could have sworn, turned red. He thought he could hear her teeth grinding. 
Oh, yes, she knew. He’d lost her for a while, and he’d lost Shelly Godfrey at the same time. It hadn’t been long, and they’d been called to the stage shortly after. But it was enough time for Natasha to learn all she needed to know. 
The smile fell from Isaac’s lips. Across the stage, as assistants prepped, Natasha moved toward Micah and whispered something. Then Micah smiled, and Isaac felt his blood go cold. 
Isaac took two steps toward them both, summoning his wits, and then Jameson Gray appeared at the stage’s side. 
“Okay, kids,” he said with a grin. “It’s showtime!”





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Three
 
 
There was a noise from the stage at the large room’s far end. Kai watched as everyone present seemed to heed it, ceasing conversation, stilling, turning toward the curtain. 
Beside Kai, in her elevated chair, Rachel said, “Wait until the end to do it, because I want to see this.” 
Kai turned to look at the old woman’s face. Impossibly, she was smiling. 
This was simultaneously the easiest and most difficult assassination of Kai’s life. On one hand, Rachel hadn’t just given Kai the green light; she’d helped Kai figure out how best to kill her and practically choreographed the entire thing. On the other, Kai couldn’t help but admire the woman the longer she knew her. She didn’t trust Rachel one whit. But she respected her plenty, and adored her style. 
“You’re sure about this?” Then, feeling as awkward as a girl asking for a date, Kai said, “You know, I don’t even really want to kill you.” 
A small laugh. “You need to, honey.” 
“I’d really rather not. And it’s Micah who sent me. Do you really want to let him win?” 
Rachel smiled wider, wrinkles stretched across leathery skin. “I know this is strange for you. But there’s much more happening here than you realize. I know Mr. Costa took you to see what I left for him. That’s important. It’s something that’s been kept from the public, which is why it’s appropriate that he cracks it open. Because Nicolai wants to expose some things, and this is the way.” 
“About Mindbender? About Shift?” 
“About a lot of things.” 
“How did you know Micah was planning to have you killed?” 
“It’s only logical. That’s why it’s important that he gets credit, and why I’m allowing you to do this. I saw it coming, but that doesn’t mean he didn’t take initiative. It means he’s not afraid of making difficult decisions. Those above him need to see he can do what’s necessary.” 
“But it’s your life.” 
“Bah. I’ve had enough of life.” 
“Who’s above Micah?” 
Rachel cackled. “Me.”
“Who else?”
The old woman glanced over then back at the stage. “There are always unseen hands at work. Even now. Micah thinks he’s acting on his own, but he isn’t. He’s a smart boy, but there are things he doesn’t understand. Things he’s taken for granted.” 
“Which things?” 
“I don’t have time to explain.” Rachel smiled. “And besides, where would be the fun in that, if I just told you?”
Micah had popped through the curtain, run into the front row for something, then dashed back. 
“Look at him up there,” she said with what sounded like pride. “That’s my boy.” 
“He’s a killer.” 
“So am I,” Rachel snapped. “And so are you.” She glared at Kai. “You want to kill him instead?” 
She didn’t want to kill him, either. Even after all he’d done and how long he’d held her back, Micah was like a father to Kai. 
For the first time in an eon, Kai wondered how damaged she was to have the morals she did. Most people didn’t face these kinds of dilemmas. 
“I just want to move into the Beau Monde.” 
“You will. I’ve seen to it.” 
“And Nicolai. And D — ” She stopped herself, looking horrified. 
“And Doc Stahl,” Rachel agreed. 
“Except that he’s dead,” Kai said, trying to recover. 
“Sure he is.” They watched the stage for another minute. Then Rachel said, “Now, like I said, wait until it’s over. Until Jameson makes Isaac reappear.” She looked up and met Kai’s eyes. “You got it?” 
“Sure.” 
“Wait until I scream. Everyone will turn.” 
Something popped into Kai’s head. Something she hadn’t considered because it hadn’t dawned on her how eager Rachel would be for this, or how obvious she’d want it to be.
“How can I possibly get away?” 
“Run out the doors.” 
“But security…”
Rachel reached over and patted Kai’s cheek in a patronizing, grandmotherly manner. “Such a sweet, naive girl.” 
Kai opened her mouth to ask what that meant, but onstage, the curtains were parting. 
“Wait until the show is over,” she repeated, eyes forward. “Not just for me. For you too.” 
Kai’s eyes flicked to the small stage with its trademark Jamesonian flare. Then she looked back at Rachel.
“Oh, yes,” the old woman said. “You’re going to want to see this.”





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Four
 
 
Isaac stood center stage as the curtains parted, feeling dumb. 
Micah stood beside him. Natasha and Jameson Gray were visible to Isaac but invisible to the crowd, standing behind the stage-left curtains. Braemon’s building didn’t normally have a stage, but the one the bots had fabricated seemed to fit as if it had always belonged. Enterprise, unlike Directorate, spared no expense, even when the gathering’s stated goal was supposed to be raising money rather than spending it. The platform itself was synthetic, intelligently molded on-site after being poured to the floor in a puddle. The materials and design process couldn’t have been cheap. But again: Enterprise. 
Isaac felt vulnerable in enemy territory. 
The event’s official purpose was twofold: to raise money for the Violet James Foundation’s Respero Dinner charity and to make nice between the parties after the Shift run-up’s many disruptions and high emotions.
But Enterprise didn’t care whether poor people got nice Dinners before being evaporated in Respero. Neither did anyone involved with the event. 
And the parties — no matter how much they smiled for Beam media — didn’t want to make nice. 
By the book, there were supposed to be no hard feelings. But as Isaac looked out across the mostly Enterprise gathering, he felt plenty. Until Vale had pulled his Prime Statement stunt, resurrecting the Mindbender pipe dream from storage and blowing the dust from its top, Enterprise had been positioned to take this Shift like candy from a baby. Now the tables were turned, and Directorate would almost surely win — and no matter the official line, no one in attendance was fine with it. 
All eyes were on Isaac and Micah. Natasha came into the open, and their eyes moved to her, too. 
The Enterprise champion. 
The famous wife, who’d shift to Enterprise and leave her husband behind. 
And the Directorate face man in the middle, arms at his sides, clueless as to what he was supposed to do next other than “clear his mind.” 
Isaac felt sure, now more than ever, that this had all been a setup. This was everyone’s revenge upon him. He’d stand on stage while his angry wife and vindictive brother listed his shortcomings. Detailed his public failures. Explained his inadequacies. Maybe pulled down his pants and laughed at the size of his dick — which he’d had enhanced, but still shriveled when he was nervous. 
This had been a phenomenally bad idea. 
Jameson Gray stepped onstage. He was dressed in his usual finery and began circling around the other three with theatrical gestures. 
“Well, here we are on the eve of Shift. They say politics are incestuous. They say politics make strange bedfellows.” Jameson stopped then looked at Micah, Isaac, and Natasha. “Now, just look at the Ryans. They’re proof of both!” 
The crowd laughed. Isaac didn’t think the joke was remotely funny. What was the implication? That Natasha was fucking them both? That Micah was fucking Isaac? The first would never be true (or true again) based on Natasha’s furious expression, and the second was figurative and had been occurring for decades. The comment managed to be false and obvious at once. 
“Now, have any of you ever seen a vanishing cabinet trick?” Jameson asked the crowd. 
“No, never!” said a man in the front row. There was more good-natured laughter. 
Jameson’s face registered mock disappointment. “Wait…you have?” 
“No, never!” the man repeated, and the same people laughed again.
“Oh,” Jameson said, feigning nerves, looking stage-right as Natasha crossed behind Isaac. “Well, I’m sorry, but that’s all I have for you, and it’s too late to change my act now.” 
A few people booed, playing along. Carter Vale, in the front row, made a motion like throwing a tomato.
Jameson looked over. “Natasha? Would you please bring out the cabinet?” 
Natasha went behind the curtain, stood out of view to the crowd, and made a few grunting noises. Her eyes were on Isaac: playing her role like a dutiful performer, but still able to stare daggers at the same time.
“Natasha? The cabinet, please.” 
Natasha, still out of sight, still staring at Isaac: “It’s too heavy!” 
Jameson bit his lip, slapped his hand against his leg, and looked around the room. Finally, he pointed to the man who’d spoken earlier. “You, sir. Could you help her?” 
The man walked forward. Jameson picked three more people: two women and another man. All came to the stage then looked Isaac over as if he were in the way. 
“Right over there. Please grab hold of a pair of handles on each side, and bring it in. It’s quite heavy, so be careful.” 
Natasha had stepped aside and was now smiling toward the four people, gesturing at air. The people moved over with more urging then grabbed hold of absolutely nothing as Natasha directed them. She motioned for them to lift the nonexistent cabinet, then walked beside them as they carried it, pointing. 
The four volunteers were awkward at first, but by the time they reached center stage, they were part of the performance. The men huffed, and the women pretended to strain against the imaginary cabinet’s weight. Their acting wasn’t flawless; the carriers in front led too far, and those on the side pushed too close. Clearly, Isaac thought as he watched, this invisible cabinet wasn’t staying a consistent size. 
The lead man ran into Isaac without apology, and Isaac found himself shoved aside while the volunteers jockeyed the invisible prop into position. Two of them gave Isaac the evil eye, seeming to wonder why he was loafing around while they were straining and doing all the work.
“Okay, thank you,” Jameson said. “Natasha can’t usually move this cabinet by herself. It’s a new model and very heavy. But it’s an exceptional vanishing cabinet. See?” He waved his hand through the space. “It’s completely vanished already.” 
More laughter. 
“Would one of you please open the door, so my friend Isaac can get inside?” 
One of the men pretended to open a door and hold it for Isaac. After an awkward moment, Isaac stepped into the space. One of the women told him to watch his head on the low door. The crowd chuckled.
Once inside the nonexistent vanishing cabinet, Isaac’s mind wondered just what the hell was going on. This was a horrible idea. The nation was watching, and yet again Isaac Ryan was being shoved around by others, oblivious, looking like he alone hadn’t a clue. The volunteers had decided the cabinet was small, so the four people, who still had their hands on the handles, surrounded him in a huddle. Natasha was off to the side, again near enough Micah to whisper. Every once in a while she’d look at Isaac, her gaze hard and hateful. 
Yes. This had been an awful idea. 
Jameson circled the group, asking the volunteers to push on the cabinet’s sides, to turn dials, pull levers, and generally prep the nothingness around Isaac for the upcoming vanishing. Isaac didn’t know that there would be this many people around him, or that the stage would be so open. 
Jameson told the crowd earnestly that there would be no Beam tricks. No trap doors in the stage. No teleportation apparatus. People laughed at that, too. 
“Is your mind clear?” came a whispered voice. 
Isaac looked over to see Micah very close, pretending to hold something between two spread arms. The volunteers were a pace away, being instructed to “check the cabinet’s bolts.” 
Mumbling, trying not to open his mouth, Isaac said, “What?” 
“It needs to get at that recording you made. There’s a jam field around the stage so you are now the only source of local broadcast. Weren’t you listening?” 
Isaac had heard Jameson telling a few additional volunteers something about jamming, but his mind had been elsewhere. He saw those people now, monitoring something on their handhelds to prove there would be no trickery. Whatever scanner and projector setup Jameson had, it must be reading Isaac and Isaac alone. The only way to command hoverbots and play a holo recording with a measurable jamming field in place, apparently.
“Maybe if you’d told me ahead of time.” 
“He told you to clear your mind.” 
“But he didn’t bother to tell me to — ”
“Shh!” Micah hissed, as if he hadn’t been the one to initiate their whispered discussion.  
The crowd gasped. Isaac looked up at a wall monitor, which now showed the event’s Beam feed on a three-second delay. He saw the scene onstage with the four volunteers and four participants then watched himself blink from existence for a half second. His moment of invisibility had lasted no longer than a flash, but it had earned the crowd’s attention.
All eyes were on Isaac. The chatter had stopped. Isaac could even make out his mother on her elevated chair, with the dark-haired woman from earlier standing beside her. 
“Hey! Which one of you touched the wrong button?” Jameson demanded. 
The crowd laughed again, but this time the chuckles were slightly nervous. Apparently, the hoverbot invisibility cloak was convincing, even though Isaac had no idea the things were flying around him. Given that several of the volunteers were centimeters away — and one had touched him since the blink to make sure he was still there — it’d better be convincing. How the hell was he going to walk out of his invisible box, anyway? He might manage to crawl, but if he brushed their legs, he’d be sunk, and look like a fool yet again. 
The woman to Isaac’s right brushed his sleeve. Isaac looked over, but she’d already turned back to the magician. 
“Okay,” said Jameson. “Thank you for helping me set up my invisible vanishing cabinet. Would you mind giving it a spin to show everyone the back, so they know it’s not a trick cabinet?” 
The volunteers paused, but then pretended to turn the cabinet in a tight circle. Isaac found himself rotating with them, pushing down a bark of shock (to match murmurs from the crowd) as he spun in place. Thousands of bots must have sneaked below his shoes to make him rotate. Isaac wondered if his “open mind” was controlling those bots, too. 
“Now, if I could get your help, Micah,” Jameson said. 
Micah feigned shock. “Me?”
“Well, yes. Mr. Braemon — ” Jameson nodded toward the big man standing near one of the room’s sides, “ — told me your brother has given you a lot of trouble during this campaign.” 
“He and President Vale stole Shift from us,” Micah said. 
“I had nothing to do with it,” Vale said, holding up his hands, palms-out. There was more laughter. 
“You can’t make a president disappear, though,” Micah told Jameson. “Not without a grassy knoll.” 
Isaac might have laughed, but he was too nervous, and Natasha was still staring daggers. 
“So maybe we can get rid of Isaac instead. What do you think?” 
“You okay with that, Mom?” Micah said, projecting. 
Rachel said nothing, so Micah said, “Absolutely.” 
“What about all of you?” Jameson asked the crowd. “Would it be okay if we got rid of Isaac Ryan?”
Isaac found himself not liking the way Jameson had emphasized “rid.” The crowd shouted its enthusiastic agreement. 
“Okay,” Jameson said. But then Natasha, who’d gone stage left, handed something to the illusionist. Jameson held it up: a long, sharp sword. “But when we do vanishing cabinet tricks, aren’t I supposed to slide swords through the box first?” 
The crowd cheered. The woman beside Isaac touched him again. Just checking to make sure you’re still there, her hand said. But Isaac’s eyes were on the sword, which he hadn’t known about until now. How was that supposed to work in a nonexistent cabinet? 
There was a flash, and Isaac’s eyes flicked to the Beam feed screen. It flickered again, to black for a moment. The lights flickered to match. Heads looked up and around. Probably part of the act. At some point, there’d be a big distraction, and Isaac would slip away, maybe replaced by his hologram. Seemed like the switcharoo would be easier if anyone had bothered to tell Isaac what was supposed to happen. 
The screen flickered again. Now others noticed, moving eyes from the stage to the screen before looking back. 
The hand touched Isaac again, possibly anticipating the same trick. He snapped his head around to glare at the woman, barely restraining himself from slapping the hand away. 
The screen showed Carter Vale. But it wasn’t Carter in the crowd or Carter from old footage. It appeared to be Carter Vale from a few moments ago, as seen through Isaac’s eyes. A few people noticed then looked at Isaac and Vale in turn. 
“Watch your control,” Micah hissed. “Clear your damned mind!” 
Isaac wanted to spit back that if something was happening, it wasn’t his goddamned fault if nobody had bothered to tell him what was coming, or what to practice. 
The image of Vale vanished, and the normal Beam feed resumed. Isaac’s eyes lingered on the screen, feeling like his fly was unzipped. Had what the screen just shown been a memory of Isaac’s? How was that possible? Was something inside the room (or inside his head) somehow reading his mind and showing it to the room? He couldn’t stand the thought of his head as an open vault. 
He met Micah’s eyes and tried breathing slower, but his heart rate had doubled. 
Jameson seemed flustered. He wagged the sword to retrain the crowd’s attention then handed it to Micah. 
“Look how much Isaac has messed things up,” Jameson said, smiling, looking at the now-flickering Beam screen. His delivery was smooth, but Isaac could tell this hadn’t been part of the trick. Something was wrong. Jameson’s eyes met Isaac’s, almost pleading. He wouldn’t move his mouth and give himself away, but Isaac could read his glance: Get ahold of yourself, Isaac!
Swirling emotions wanted to burst forth in a torrent, but Isaac held himself in check. What the hell did they expect? Keep the idiot in the dark then hook up some ninja mojo to read his mind — ninja mojo on which the entire trick’s integrity seemed to depend? It was a terrible, stupid plan. Why hadn’t they told him how this was supposed to work? Why hadn’t they let him practice?
Jameson’s calm smile went to a burly man by the side of the stage, opposite Braemon’s bulk like a matching bookend.
“Matthew?” Jameson said, “before I show Micah here how to make his brother disappear and get out of Enterprise’s hair forever, we should make sure the feed is working so the watchers can see clearly. Can you check the feed?” 
Matthew’s attention was already down, tapping on a handheld, rapping on an access panel affixed to the wall, and Isaac realized: This is a crisis in the making. Jameson and his crew were scrambling, trying to find their feet. Maybe it wasn’t only Isaac’s fault after all. If it fell apart, maybe he wouldn’t be the only one to look stupid. 
But Isaac kept looking at the blade in Micah’s hand — the sword that magical tradition said was supposed to be slid through the cabinet to raise the tension. 
“There’s some sort of an issue with the feed,” the big crew man said. “Sorry, Jameson.” 
“Just go ahead!” someone shouted, his voice slurred by drink. 
“Sorry for the difficulties, everyone,” Jameson said. 
“It looks like local interference,” Matthew said. “Something in the canvas.” 
Another big man had come up beside Matthew, also looking at a handheld. 
“It’s not just in the canvas. There’s been fragmentation in this sector all day.” 
“This is different,” Matthew said. 
“Quark crews are already on it. Here: I just got an update. ‘Expect slowdowns. Redundant protocols will protect all user data and connectivity. We apologize for the inconvenience.’” 
“I’m telling you, it’s something local.” 
“Forget the feed!” a woman yelled. “Just do the trick!” 
Jameson smiled up at her, but to Isaac, the smile looked threadbare. If something was going wrong with Braemon’s canvas — now, of all times — Isaac doubted the trick could just be done. Somehow, Isaac’s mind was broadcasting to control the hoverbots. Somehow, his mind would be the archive that would play the holo-recording to make himself reappear…and that required a canvas, and a connection. 
The crowd gasped. Isaac’s eyes went to the screen. He watched himself vanish again, and this time stay gone. Then Micah’s eyes refocused, and Isaac decided he must have reappeared. Isaac’s gaze, meanwhile, had strayed to the room’s rear. His mother didn’t seem surprised in the least. And beside her, the dark-haired woman, Kai, seemed to be ducking behind Rachel, looking furtively for something…or someone. 
“Ladies and gentlemen,” Jameson said, “it looks like our vanishing cabinet is having troubles. Maybe it’d be best to — ”
Isaac watched someone appear onstage beside him. It was a hologram of Carter Vale. 
The crowd’s eyes moved between the real Vale, in the front row, and the newly appeared hologram. As if to demonstrate which was which, a glitch shimmered through the hologram before it snapped into perfect focus. As before, the hologram showed the Vale from earlier, from Isaac’s memory. It was Vale as he’d looked speaking to Isaac in the corner, just before Isaac had come onstage. 
“Honestly,” said the holographic Vale, “I don’t love the idea of raising money for Respero. I mean, just think of what we’d be celebrating.” 
Vale, in the front row, glared at Isaac as if he was doing this on purpose. Isaac tried to make desperate shrugging gestures to show he wasn’t at fault, but both of them knew that Isaac was if anyone was. The crowd was seeing a projection of Isaac’s POV stream from their earlier chat, recorded as faithfully as if Isaac had worn a rig to sell the footage later. It was as good a holo as the streams Natasha sold of her concerts, but this was just an ordinary memory. Still, Vale’s eyebrows were knitting with anger, as if Isaac had recorded their private words to play later using an illicit implant. 
Holo Vale seemed to lean in. Isaac remembered the moment in real life; Isaac had been contemplating blurting his mission of murder. Thank West he hadn’t. His guts were on display enough as it was. 
“I feel like a hypocrite supporting Respero Dinners, Isaac,” the Vale hologram said while the two burly crewmen tapped their handhelds and Jameson Gray shouted orders. “We all know what those little ceremonies are hiding.” 
Isaac wanted to run, but the people onstage were holding him in place. If he vanished now, they’d know the trick. But now, they seemed to have a motive other than magic: to hold one of the men who, along with Carter Vale, was fast becoming the reluctant man of the hour. 
Isaac wanted to swat at the invisible Fi streaming from his head like an insect. He wanted to erect a firewall that would be impervious to Jameson Gray’s practical magic, if he’d had any idea how. But most of all he wanted to get away before Vale’s recording said the next thing: We all know that Respero is murder.
It wasn’t a secret, but it wasn’t something that anyone — especially the president — should say out loud. Of course everyone knew Respero was murder. Rich people threw fancy Dinners when the time came and pretended it was graduation, but nobody truly walked willingly into Respero…and nobody, accordingly, liked to be reminded. It was society’s dirty little secret, and as many riots had been brewing recently between rich and poor, the coming footage would only multiply the inevitable. A new face for the death penalty didn’t change what it was. No one opted for Respero. 
Across the room, Violet James’s mother had her hand over her open mouth. 
Isaac cringed, but the next thing the recording said wasn’t he’d expected it to — what he remembered the real Vale saying in life. Instead, the specter shifted on its feet and said, “Given what we do with Respero’d minds, we should at least give people the dignity of pretending we didn’t want them to die.”
In front of Isaac, Vale’s eyes widened to the size of dinner plates. His jaw hung open. The reporters, who’d been respectfully keeping their distance, moved forward in the chaos and surrounded Vale, shoving wands in front of his face, yammering questions. 
Vale pushed past them and put his hands flat on the stage, his expression furious. Isaac stepped back, his clothing held tight by those who’d so recently been volunteers. He tripped and half fell. Beside him, Micah still held the sword. Jameson Gray and Natasha had gathered around the techs, shouting and berating, yelling profanity while the techs pressed useless buttons. 
“I may be required to keep my mouth shut about Respero and Mindbender,” holo-Vale said, “but I refuse to pretend it’s all just flowers and daisies.” 
The real Vale found himself trapped by two aggressive reporters, their Beam eyes whirring with focus, wands held high. Isaac could hear them begin to shout questions. But then Vale elbowed one away and looked right at Isaac to shout, “I didn’t say any of that!”
“Your family works with Xenia, Isaac,” holo-Vale went on. “Do you have any idea what the stick rate is these days? How many Respero’d minds even have anything worth filtering rather than just blowing apart?” 
“I didn’t say any of this! It’s a lie! Someone made this up! A fabrication!” 
At the back of the room, Rachel Ryan was laughing. 
“You’d know, Isaac. You have access to those records, right?” The recording glitched and recycled to just before Vale’s last word. Again, the room watched him say, “Right?” And again, and again, and again, Vale blipping from one position to a subtly earlier one, caught in a loop. 
“You have access to those records? Right? Right?” 
“Tony!” The real Vale shouted, stabbing a finger at one of his dark-suited guards. Vale’s finger moved to Isaac once the guard looked over. “Arrest him!” 
The room surged. The crowd, disoriented, was beginning to churn. Agents moved toward the stage, but half a dozen new techs had joined Matthew and the others. Jameson was shouting at them all. Micah had dropped the sword, stepping back, finally surprised. There was a loud bang somewhere toward the back as if something had broken or a door had been slammed, but the shouting and murmuring quickly buried the sound. 
All eyes were forward. Moving from one Vale to the other then finally to Isaac. Watching one president spill counterfeit secrets while the other lost his cool. 
Isaac broke free of his captors and stumbled back. He caught Natasha’s eyes and saw hatred fill them. Her green irises spoke one word: Coward. But Isaac didn’t have a chance to prove her right or wrong because the second he broke away and turned to run — to sever this horrific mental hijacking, if nothing else — three things happened in quick succession: 
There was another loud bang from the room’s rear, wood splintering, Plasteel rending. 
The techs yelled something about a shutdown and a dangerous surge of data coming across The Beam, forced across Quark’s node from Xenia Labs.
And the holographic Carter blipped out of existence, replaced by the crouched form of a girl in a flowing blue gown, like a nightdress. 
The noise from the rear continued, but nobody seemed to hear it. The entire room’s attention was on the girl — and Violet James’s mother, who came running forward. 
“That’s…” a woman in the front row began, looking at the girl in the nightdress. 
The girl stood up. She watched the older woman rush to the stage then flinched as the woman fell through her. It was as if the girl were trapped in digital form, projected as a hologram…but still very much alive. 
“That’s…” the woman repeated, still watching the girl, seemingly unable to finish. 
 “Violet!” Violet James’s mother shouted, her voice full of desperate tears. 
“SerenityBlue,” the woman in the front row finished in a whisper.
Isaac looked at his wife. Natasha looked back, her hatred eclipsed by shock — at the Directorate president’s behavior, at the reappearance of the NAU’s most famous Respero case, at all it implied about Vale’s mind-bending promises.
“Did you always know that Respero was — ” Natasha started to ask. 
Another crash came from the rear, and the room filled with a spill of highly armed, highly enhanced bodies. 
First came the warriors. 
Then came the blood.
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Chapter One
 
 
February 19, 2053 — IggNite Productions 
 
“Forget it,” said Iggy. 
“But — ”
“No, Noah. Alexa can’t know. She believes; that’s her strength. That’s good enough. When it’s time for your story to pop its top, you’ll need faith, not knowledge. Knowledge is hard-edged. It gets in its own way. When people know something, it fixes them into one way of acting. Obstacles come, and they’ll doubt what they know. Faith isn’t like that. The steadfast can’t be dissuaded from their faith. And if you doubt me, let’s go down to St. Matthew’s and take a contingent over to the Seventh Street mosque. I’ll start explaining how to tell who’s right. Think we can walk away with everyone agreeing?”
Noah shifted on Iggy’s couch. They were clearly in Iggy’s wheelhouse tonight, spinning the yarn that would become Noah’s legend, and Noah was trying to keep up. But the lack of support — from anyone on Panel, and especially the woman who had technology Noah needed — felt like an oversight rather than poorly constructed storycraft. 
“Look, Noah. Alexa has been looking for God in the machine for as long as any of us have known her. It’s her quirk. Rachel mocks her and the rest of us indulge her, but right now she’s your best friend.” 
“Exactly. And with the dispositional data O has been gathering since — ”
“Forget O’s algorithms. They’re for Alexa, not for you.” Iggy didn’t seem to like Noah finishing sentences. The man was tall, lanky, and overly energetic. In his own element, Noah was used to being the tireless one, but he and Iggy had been constructing a curious brew of vital and boring — and here, it was Iggy who never shut up. Noah didn’t have the head for it, and Iggy didn’t take dissenting opinions for an answer. 
“She’s been looking for God in the machine,” Iggy went on, “so it’s your job to give it to her. Not for a long time, but eventually. The rest of us will be around Alexa after you’re gone. We’ll keep cajoling and nudging her deeper into her faith with the excellent tool of mockery. When it’s time, Alexa will need a way to connect the dots and follow the breadcrumbs. If you’ve used O tools to do what we need you to do, she’ll see those tools’ hallmarks…and then the jig will be up.” 
Iggy stopped pacing and looked at Noah. Then, with an air of chastising, he said, “Do you have any idea how tricky it is, in a story, to lead a character to realize something without actually telling it to him?” 
“No,” said Noah, “considering the storyteller is in control.” 
Iggy laughed as if Noah had told an obvious joke. Then, seeming to consider the matter closed, he said, “I’m not a tech guy. This is your ball, your court, your everything. Define the problem for me. And don’t lean on O’s mined user data as your solution.”
Noah sat up. “Mindbender is tricky in a very specific way. We’ve been able to interpret and reproduce most of the electrochemical impulses from a brain. That part isn’t terribly difficult, and a lot of the same technology is already live on Crossbrace. So it’s just copying data. The problem is what I think of as a dislocation paradigm.” 
“Mmm-hmm. That’s the philosophy stuff.” 
Noah considered splitting hairs again, but Iggy hadn’t understood the difference the first time and probably wouldn’t now. 
“Sort of. It’s a question of which mind is really the mind. If I’ve duplicated my mind online, there’s…” Noah paused. This part made him uncomfortable. He’d never been religious, but working on Mindbender made him wonder if he maybe always had been. “There’s something that seems determined to only recognize one or the other mind as primary, but not both.” 
“In other words, as long as you’re using your mind and soul and spirit within your earthbound body, the Mindbender mind you’ve copied onto Crossbrace — ”
“Onto The Beam.” 
Iggy rolled his eyes as if the difference wasn’t crucial, which of course it was. “As long as the mind in your head is still in use, someone out there keeps treating the other as an archive. Just files, and nothing more.”
“Right.” 
“You know, I have a doctor I should introduce you to.” 
Noah sat up. 
“Real old-world kind of guy. Works in a castle.” 
Noah sat back then rolled his eyes again. 
“Name’s Frankenstein. He’ll give your Crossbrace brain the spark of life.” Then, when Noah didn’t react favorably, Iggy slouched and added, “And you think Alexa can help? Alexa Mathis. The erotic writer turned porn mogul.” 
“She was gathering biometric and behavior data since before she hooked up with the rest of the Six and formed O. Since then, that’s what the company does: gathers user data. Did you ever hear the adage about how McDonald’s is actually a real estate company?” 
“No.”
“O’s like that. They’re a data company, and sex just happens to be the most lucrative thing to sell — once the data shows you what people want. Innovation at O has always outstripped Quark’s in highly focused areas because it’s directly driven by things O can manufacture and sell. O’s profile aggregates and predictive models are the best out there. Because here’s the thing: Some parts of our Mindbender uploads do light up, as if parts of the upload are willing to consider themselves independent. So what we need is a way to figure out what makes those parts special, and that’s what I’m hoping O’s information can show us.” 
“Independent parts of an upload? Isn’t the idea to have one cohesive mind, not a bunch of little bits of intelligence, like random AI?” 
Noah shook his head. He’d thought so for a long time, too, but as usual, breakthroughs tended to come when assumptions were tossed out the window. Inside a human head, the brain’s wetware had to be kept in one central place. But in computing, power had always come from distributed parallel processing. As early as the Internet days, even human tasks hadn’t been immune to the same idea. Recaptcha and mechanical turk had proved that huge groups of individual people, used efficiently, could parallel-process large tasks in no time if enough people shared the load. 
Processing in pieces wasn’t the problem. The trick was in perfecting the system. You needed an efficient way to break a whole into pieces then a reliable way to bring those pieces together in the end. 
“It’s so much harder to maintain the integrity of an archive — and by ‘archive,’ I mean a discreet mind that used to live in a discreet skull without other minds touching it — than it is to allow that archive to fragment and live in bits that communicate with each other.” 
Iggy frowned. “You want to upload your mind…then let it break apart?” 
“It’s the way the network wants to work. ‘All for one, and one for all,’ in a way. Trying to create discreet clusters not only violates entropy, which moves much faster in the new world — ”
“You mean online.” 
“Right. It not only violates entropy; it’s also just totally inefficient. Fragmentation isn’t the problem so long as you have a way of keeping track of all the pieces.” There was more, but Iggy wasn’t technologically inclined. And there was something else, too: Just as intelligence moved faster if it was allowed to work in parallel chunks, Noah was loath to put 100 percent of his trust in Iggy’s hands. There were parts of this plan that only Noah should know existed, for insurance. 
For example: Iggy shouldn’t know that one piece of the fragmented puzzle (the master cypher, which unlocked the code) actually needed go into another person’s mind entirely rather than being stored with Noah’s. Or that another piece (the coalescence engine, which showed the pieces how to defragment and reform) would need to be stored inside yet another. 
But for Iggy’s purposes, this was good enough. A smart man always kept a back door open, and aces up his sleeves. 
Noah stood from the couch, crossed to Iggy’s bar, and opened a crystal decanter of scotch. He smelled it. Noah barely drank, but liquor’s scent was intoxicating. 
“I need O’s user data,” Noah said, restoppering the bottle, “because with a large enough data pool, I can model mind uploads, predict outcomes, and run experiments. If I know Alexa, O has probably done some of the analysis already. You’ve hear the way she talks about sifting her sex workers’ key talents so O can build their avatars. It really is religious with her. But an avatar…why, that’d be most profitable for O if it truly resembled a human mind. When you think about it, Iggy, O growing an avatar from user data is a hell of a lot like what we’re trying to do with Mindbender.”
Iggy snickered. “No wonder Alexa believes. But the things that make her able to figure some of this out for herself make her more important as a believer and a future ally, not someone who’s in on the story’s truth from the start.” Iggy shook his head. “I’m telling you, Noah: O’s data is off limits, and we cannot tell Alexa what we’re up to. Trust me on this. You’ll need to find another place to get your mind data.” 
“Where the hell am I going to find that large a pool of intelligence data?” 
Iggy tapped his chin. Noah watched him then turned his search inward. The issue mattered, and Iggy was strategic enough to understand. At first (and maybe for a long time), making Mindbender click would only matter to Noah West. But once the model was proven, anyone with means would be able to upload, live digitally, even build new bodies for themselves and create utopias in the sky to live like gods. Until then, official word even among Panel would need to be that Mindbender had met a dead end. Iggy, out of them all, was patient enough to keep the secret and wait. 
“What about Respero?” Iggy said.
“Respero?” 
“You’re the computer guy. Would that work?” 
“Would what work? I don’t even understand the question.” Noah blinked hard. Maybe he understood it after all. And worse: He wasn’t nearly as repulsed as he should be because Iggy’s off-the-cuff suggestion was right. It fit the bill far better than O’s data pool ever could. 
“Never mind,” said Iggy. “It was just a thought.” 
Noah held up a finger. “No, that could work. A Respero chamber is essentially just an evaporator. Who do we know in Respero? High up.” 
“Everyone.” Iggy laughed. “You do know the strings that Panel can pull, right, Noah?”
“Okay. Then we start immediately.” 
“Start what?”
“Start on a new Respero unit design.” Noah began pacing, now making Iggy look stationary. He’d need to entangle the changes with patents and decoy technology so that anyone who cared to investigate would believe the new units were merely enhanced reclamation chambers. “Two-stage cycle. The second is evaporation, same as now. But the first is a high-bandwidth Fi upload.” He tapped his chin. “This won’t be easy. Can I talk to Eli?” 
“Only if you want him figuring out the rest.”
Noah paced. And thought. “Okay. I’ll push pause on Beam development to make time. The units won’t be able to upload that quickly, though, to get it in before the evaporation cycle begins. So we’ll need the subjects mapped beforehand.” 
“You mean just follow Respero cases around with scanners before their time comes, painstakingly making a brain map so the upload can go quickly?” Iggy made a sarcastic smile. “I think they’d figure out something was up.” 
“More than that,” said Noah. “The cortex needs to be primed to create the map. So we’ll also need subjects reflecting during the scan.” 
“Reflecting?” 
“Thinking about their pasts. Reliving memories.” 
“So in the hours before their deaths,” Iggy said, frowning faux-thoughtfully, “you want state-mandated euthanasia victims to look through photo albums and remember the good times. While being scanned. Sure. That’s easy.” 
Noah’s mind was churning, pieces falling into place. If this could be done, Respero could be revitalized from the ground up. New units in every Department of Respero would, with proper maps made ahead of time and multiple overlapping scanners working in parallel, be able to conduct Mindbender uploads in the seconds before the subject was evaporated. Uploads made in such a rush would be messy, and that was a problem because Noah’s own experiments proved that even meticulously collected uploads tended to crumble. But hundreds of people were Respero’d every day in the NAU, so the pool of uploaded minds would rapidly grow. Within a year, even accounting for losses due to rushed uploads, Respero would create a database larger than anything O could possibly have. 
Once the database was formed, Noah could experiment all he wanted. Respero subjects were officially dead and gone, and nobody went looking for them. With hundreds of thousands of new minds to sift every year, Noah suddenly felt confident that it was all just a game of numbers. He could suss out what made some archives stick and others fall apart. His estimates right now predicted that at current failure rates, only 0.002 percent of minds would be able to maintain the level of data integrity required for Mindbender viability. But given the numbers involved, Respero would still give him plenty of success stories to choose from — many solid minds he could study to learn how to make it work. 
Noah looked at Iggy, who was still waiting for an impossible answer. In order for a quick upload in the Respero chamber to have any chance of holding together, the machine would need a neural map. And in order to get a complete neural map, scanners would need hours of deep-memory activity to lead the mapping software in the right direction. 
“We ritualize it,” Noah blurted. 
“Ritualize it? What do you mean?” 
“You’re the storyteller. So we tell them a story. It’s supposed to be mercy killing anyway, right? So we make it look like the state wants to make the whole thing more merciful. Right now, people are wheeled into rooms in hospitals, and they never come out — neat and tidy, but kind of a bummer and pretty sterile. But what if we turn Respero into something totally different? Stop thinking of it as medical, and make it social as well. Hell, make Respero graduations an honor; I’ve seen O do stranger manipulations to what you’d think were immutable morals and beliefs. We create events around the whole thing. Maybe before you get evaporated, there’s a ceremony. Or better — a fancy dinner. A time for…oh, yes, this could work…a time for family and friends to say goodbye.”
Iggy nodded. “Okay. And…what? Someone’s there with covert scanners, to make the maps?” 
“State Respero agents. But they have to dress nice. Seem to be part of the party.” 
“Sounds expensive.” But now Iggy was rediscovering his stride. A moment later, he said, “But the state doesn’t pay anyway. Like you said, we make it a point of honor to have a great Respero Dinner. It’s already ritualized a little; people accept it; there are cards you can buy, for shit’s sake. So…yeah.” 
“What about poor people?” Noah asked. 
“Quick and dirty. They get a short version — just long enough to get the map. Like a final meal more than a fancy dinner, but…but everyone who knew them still gets together. Shares photos, shit like that. Get them reflecting on those old days enough to push the right buttons.” 
“What about people with no families? Gutter Enterprise, people like that who get sent to Respero?” 
Iggy waved a dismissive hand. “Can’t win them all. But this would allow the units to upload most of them. Okay. I can work with this.” He nodded and paused. “Should I ask the ethical question?” 
“Which ethical question?” 
Iggy laughed. “Okay. I guess I won’t ask it. Because this is all for the good of mankind, right?” 
Noah hadn’t been joking. Iggy’s question had been serious, but already Noah could see the tall man rationalizing. And it really was for the good of mankind. For mankind’s best and brightest, anyway. Because that was the thing about evolution: in order for it to work, only the strong could survive. 
But still, in the wake of his laugh, Noah could see doubt forming on Iggy’s face. The issue as a whole was solved; Iggy was practical that way. But the man was also a thinker, and the disturbing facets of the idea had wormed beneath his skin. Noah could see it forming like a benign but troublesome cancer. 
“What?” Noah asked, watching him.
“I was just wondering what it’d be like,” Iggy said. “Expecting to die then waking up again if they’re one of the few minds that stick. What would they think, returning to consciousness and swimming amid the billions of failed, fragmentary, probably demented Resperos? The ones that survive — would they wake up on the network, do you think?” 
They’d have to. That was the point. The statistical few who made the upload intact would be Mindbender’s first successes, albeit scattered and less-than-ideal ones. They’d have undergone the brute force, sheer-numbers filter that no person would ever voluntarily undertake on their own — but they’d be successes nonetheless. 
“For the good of mankind,” Noah said, dodging the question.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Two
 
 
Violet awoke to the sounds of screaming. 
For the first few seconds, she felt totally disoriented. The last thing she seemed to remember was being wheeled into the alloy chamber. Her mother had held her hand and hadn’t wanted to go. Dad had wanted to pry Mom away. Violet had been watching the ceiling, unable to move, only noticing her parents when they entered her view. It had been that way for most of Violent’s recent (at least she thought it was recent) memory. She’d been able to hear and see, but the doctors kept saying she’d never improve, that she was locked inside her mind and worse than terminal. Still, without the ability to respond, seeing and hearing had felt like a hollow talent. So when everyone had begun saying that poor little Violet James was destined for Respero, Violet had figured it was no big deal. She’d been dead and a burden to her family for a long time anyway. Except that Mom, in those last seconds of memory, must have forgotten her acceptance. Until Dad peeled her away, she’d refused to let her little girl go into the darkness alone.
For Violet, in the last bits of memory she could recall, there had been only ceiling. She’d felt a sense of lifting, and the air had seemed to fill with fireflies. 
And then she’d been here, wherever this new place was, suddenly able to move. Not exactly able to feel her body…but able to come to her knees, look around, and see the way the rear of the large room of well-dressed people was tearing itself apart. She didn’t know where she was. But within seconds, she did know one thing: that she definitely didn’t want to be here. 
Everyone was shouting. People were rising from behind, as if from the floor itself, dressed in what looked like mecha armor. Shots were being fired; Violet could see the deadly things striking the ceiling overhead and raining plaster dust like snow. She saw at least one person blown back when one of the warriors took aim. That person did not get up. Violet hoped they were okay. She hoped she was okay. 
She remembered a man. A man in an apartment. A man who’d been struck. 
But there was no proper place for that memory, especially here and now. Her mind felt divided. On one hand, Violet felt sure she’d never met that odd young man — never had the memory that somehow felt far more recent than the Respero chamber. But there was another part of Violet — a serene part, and that was definitely the word: serene — that felt sure that she had been in that apartment with that man. That she’d tried to help him. That she’d tried to give him clarity. Because that man knew something that others didn’t, and those others needed to find out what he knew before it was too late. 
Violet shook the thought away when Mom appeared at the crowd’s front, practically elbowing a man in the face to sprint forward. Behind her, a woman seemed to fly through the air as if tossed by an impossibly strong hand. To the flying woman’s right there was a loud banging before a red splatter appeared on the wall. 
Mom ran to Violet. Violet stood. Then Mom ran through her, stumbling to fall on the floor. 
“Violet!” 
She reached back to help her up. But again, the other hand went right through Violet’s as if she wasn’t here. 
There was shouting to her right. Violet saw four people: three men in formalwear and a woman in a sheer gown. The woman was goggling at her while two of the men scrambled to drag the others away. Somehow, the woman seemed familiar. Just a touch, as if they’d once passed each other in public. 
Then one of the men turned, assisting the last member of their party in trying to pull the tall red-headed woman away. Her face seemed to clear at the new man’s touch. The woman’s focus moved from Violet to the man. And she punched — not slapped — him hard in the face. 
“Dammit, Natasha, move!”
“You son of a bitch! You evil, selfish, stupid son of a bitch!” 
Another of the men grabbed the redhead, and they both pulled, dragging her away. They were just in time. Something hit the wood floor where Violet was sprawled, flashing blue like lightning. It ripped boards asunder in a long gash, its noise like thunder. 
As the woman was dragged away — actually dragged, with both men hooking hands under her armpits — Violet became aware of Mom, kneeling, trying to touch her. Each time, her mother’s hand went through her leg, her arm, her torso, her shoulder, her face. 
“You’re a hologram! What…where are you, Vi? Is it really you? Are you…are you really here?” 
Amid the chaos, her words were strikingly out of place. Violet wanted to urge her mother to get out but was curious for the answers herself. 
A few of Violet’s memories were beginning to surface — or to return, perhaps. They were distant, like her memory of the man in the apartment. 
A school.
She had children, despite being little more than a child herself. 
A sense of floating. 
A feeling of a spoon made of chocolate, melting as it stirred in hot soup. 
“Where…where are you, Violet?” 
“I’m right here.” 
A sense of being everywhere. Everywhere at once. 
“But you’re being projected! Where’s the…the…” Then, more slowly: “The file?” 
“Mom, what do you — ”
Violet stopped when a new shot struck the stage. This shot hit her mother too, and she crumpled into a corner. The daughter was the one who was supposed to die. But that’s not what had happened. 
The others had fled. The room turned to chaos, people versus something like cyborgs. The half-metal woman who’d shot her mother with fire was coming forward, gunning for Violet. 
The room screamed. 
And now, with her mother dead, Violet screamed with them.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Three
 
 
Nicolai and Kate were about to bar the door with a chair — as if that would help — when Kai elbowed her way in. 
“Thank West it’s you,” Nicolai said. 
“Who were you expecting?” 
“Anyone. Maybe Braemon. Kate promised to meet him here after the magic show.” Nicolai looked into the hallway before shoving the door closed and propping the chair in place as planned. 
“I don’t think a chair under the knob will keep anyone out who wants to come in,” Kai said. 
“What’s going on out there?” 
Kai sounded out of breath. “Some sort of an assault squad. Highly equipped. They seemed to come up from the…from the fucking floor. Not police. But not like a normal riot, either. It’s…it’s precise, Nicolai. It looks like chaos, but I can tell it’s not. They’re looking for something.” 
Nicolai turned toward Kate, who was still banging away on Braemon’s canvas. “Anything?” 
“I uploaded the Doc shell, but nothing’s opening up. It just glitched hard.”
“We saw that happen in the front room,” Kai said.  
Nicolai stepped forward. “Let me try York.”
Kate’s eyes hardened, and for a second Nicolai saw Doc Stahl’s formidable intensity. “I told you, this is the plan. You’re our last resort. Rachel fucking Ryan wants your shell used, that’s reason enough not to use it. This is our plan, Hopalong, not yours.”
Nicolai turned to Kai as Kate returned to her work, trying to force Doc Stahl to open doors that Nicolai knew perfectly well had always been a wild goose chase. 
“Speaking of Rachel…” 
“Dead,” Kai said.
“Just like that?” 
“It’s not hard to kill someone, Nicolai,” Kai spat, her manner all business. “I did my job. Now you do yours. Tick-tock.” 
“Stay away, and let me work,” Kate growled, her manner fully Doc’s. Even hair, legs, and large breasts couldn’t convince Nicolai that Kate wasn’t his old dealer in sheep’s clothing.
Nicolai listened as something exploded in the front room. He felt instinct prickle inside, suddenly sure that it was only a matter of time before someone stormed down the hallway. There was no reason to come back here if the action was in the front room, but for some reason Nicolai still felt certain that someone would be here in seconds. The sense was animalistic, like a prey smelling a predator on the wind. 
“You’ve got ten more seconds, and then it’s my turn,” Nicolai said. 
“Motherfucker, you are not going to install that shell!” 
“Let him try,” Kai said. 
“You stay out of this, freckles.” 
Kai’s composure seemed to break. “Let him try! This is the last fucking resort! While you two were back here measuring your dicks like you always seem to — ” she stared directly at Kate, her eyes saying, You heard right, “ — I was out there while cyborg commandos were coming up from the…from the motherfucking sewers, I don’t know…and doing my job. And if you’ll just fucking step aside and let Nicolai try what we already know will work, maybe we can get out of here without this all having been useless!”
Kate’s hands raised in surrender. “Fine! Fine. You want to do what Rachel Ryan wants, be my guest. I’m getting the fuck out of here.” 
Kate stormed forward, avoiding eye contact with Nicolai and Kai. She ripped an antique hunting rifle from Braemon’s wall and made for the door. 
“There’s no way you’ll be able to shoot that,” Kai spat after Kate. 
Kate turned to lock eyes with Kai. The blonde was a full head taller. She turned the big weapon end for end, holding it midbarrel like choking up on a bat. 
“I ain’t plannin’ to shoot with it, sweetheart,” she said. 
She ripped the chair aside, opened the door, and stormed out.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Four
 
 
Sam sat in his apartment. Just to torture himself, he checked the time. It was 4:16 p.m. 
The woman’s arrival had given Sam a burst of hope. Even her departure had given him hope. Somehow, he’d been certain that she was a real person — not even AI, benevolent or malignant. And if someone could join Sam in the hole and then escape, there must be a way out. 
But it had been — well, there was no way to say how long it had been, since he’d renewed extrication efforts at 4:16 p.m. and it was now already the ripe old hour of 4:16 p.m. Still, here he was, with only a stubborn idiot microfragment for company. 
Was the physical presence of the microfragment cause for encouragement? It meant his mind hadn’t fully succumbed to the illusion. Some part of Sam’s used-to-be-tech-addicted mind hadn’t entirely redonned the cape of addiction. That part was letting him see the fragment for what it was. And it didn’t take a genius to figure out that a floating fractal that changed color and shape when it spoke in its electronic voice wasn’t a part of everyday, not-in-a-hole reality. 
“If I kill myself in here,” Sam said, “would I really die?” 
“Sam Dial Sam,” said the microfragment. It became a three-dimensional starburst, pulsing like a heart. It became a mostly flat dodecagon. It became a cube then blushed red. 
“If I die in here but not in life,” Sam said, “would I just reset?” 
“Sam Dial Sam Sam.” 
He stood. He’d destroyed the illusion’s walls a few times. He had to keep trying, but he was so damn tired. And he’d made no real headway other than inviting the microfragment and possibly the angelic woman. That had been a boon: She’d revealed important information that he couldn’t act on. Now he was still just as fucked, but at least he knew exactly how much damage he was doing by failing to deliver his message. 
He had to let Costa know that whatever he’d been told, it was a trap. Time was frozen, and he had no idea how long he’d been in here, but he could sense awareness leaking through the glitches. He could sense the real world out there, even if he couldn’t reach it — and to Sam, it felt like it was falling apart.
“It’s not just me,” Sam said. “There are a bunch of holes forming on The Beam now.” 
“Sam Dial,” the microfragment replied. 
“Something with The Beam. Something is changing. That’s what she pretty much said, right? The woman? The woman who had no problem leaving this place?” 
“Dial Sam.” 
Sam stood. The microfragment swooped out of his way like a startled bird. He looked into his apartment’s corner, where wall met wall. Near where the woman had been. He tried to remember her, tried to push out with his mind. 
Nothing happened. 
“There must be a way.” 
“No,” said the microfragment.
“She got in,” Sam countered. 
“Crazy.” 
“And she got out.” 
“Crazy,” the microfragment repeated. 
When you were trapped in a hole, you had to do something that forced the system out of its repeating rut. Something…yes…kind of crazy. But he knew, somehow, that time wasn’t as late as he’d feared. Just as he knew that the woman wouldn’t have been able to speak with him before this section of The Beam had begun to fracture and change. Things were different now. But there was purpose to everything, it seemed.
A firm conviction, spoken in the woman’s voice, entered Sam’s mind: You wouldn’t have got the warning if there wasn’t a way to deliver it. 
Something unexpected. 
Sam slapped the wall. 
Sam punched the wall. 
“My name is Sam Dial, and I’m stuck in a hole.” And because it was odd and unexpected behavior, he stood on one leg. 
The wall blinked. For a split second, Sam saw the Starbucks room before his own room reappeared. 
Sam stood on his single leg again. 
“My name is Sam Dial, and I’m standing on one leg.” He used the other leg to kick his table. It hurt. Good. So he kicked it again, enough to spill a glass of water. 
A blink. The wall was gone for longer. 
Encouraged, Sam hopped. His mind tried to focus, to see the truth, to hold the image of the Starbucks carrel in his mind’s eye. 
I’m there, not here. I’m there, not here. And then, because it was bizarre in his apartment but made perfect sense where he actually was, Sam said, “Canvas! Bring me a latte!” 
No latte appeared, but now one entire wall became the smooth pale surface of a Starbucks room. It looked odd abutted to his apartment’s walls but was definite progress. 
“I still have time.” 
“Maybe,” said the microfragment. 
“I can stop him. Whatever Nicolai is going to do, I can stop him in time.” It didn’t matter that Sam had no idea what Nicolai wasn’t supposed to do, that he didn’t know what Nicolai had been told or given. It didn’t matter that Sam didn’t even know the motherfucking time of day. It only mattered that he had a way out. And that he wouldn’t have been given the warning if there wasn’t a way to deliver it. 
“Maybe Sam Dial Sam,” said the microfragment. 
Sam slapped the microfragment. It was a digital projection and shouldn’t have been touchable, but Sam’s mind was finally clawing its way up. Unplugging from his old enhanced brain’s rote circuitry, from before he’d gone underground and become Shadow. The microfragment — possibly a representation of whatever had locked his mind into this loop — spun like an assaulted cartoon character.
“My name is Sam Dial, and I’m kicking your ass!” Sam shouted. 
“Sam.” 
“My name is Sam Dial, and I’m stuck in a hole!”
The microfragment started to pulse as if planning to respond, so this time Sam kicked at it. The something inside him gaining strength must have landed a kick too because the thing shot across the room, struck the wall, and made a stylized splat, complete with sound effect. 
Giddy, Sam rushed forward then did a little dance in front of the assaulted microfragment. The loop wanted something unexpected? Sam could do unexpected. 
He pushed his rear toward the slowly reassembling microfragment and gyrated. 
“My name is Sam Dial, and I’m wagging my butt!” 
A second wall fell away, again becoming white. There was a strange sucking sensation, and Sam, who’d been quite sure he was standing, found himself sitting in a molded Beam chair. He’d surely been here all along, but now he could see it. He could feel it, pressing into the butt he’d so recently wagged. 
Sam looked around the room. Saw the room. Believed. 
And it shattered, becoming nothing, and then he was again in his rented privacy carrel. The table beside him, as he watched, delivered the latte.
Sam threw his hands in the air, knowing how ridiculous he’d look if anyone was watching. But they weren’t. And he didn’t care. And there was still time. Just as Ebenezer Scrooge realized at the end of Dickens’s tale, there was still time.
“My name is Sam Dial, and I finally got out!”  
Sam expected the canvas to blip in acknowledgement, but instead the microfragment reappeared for a split second in his hazy inner eye. It seemed to say Sam Dial Sam Sam then was gone forever.
Sam bolted from the chair. Checked the time. Checked Beam Headlines to watch streaming video of the Respero fundraiser at Craig Braemon’s place, where Nicolai would be. 
Something was going wrong. A commotion, which would let Sam sneak inside, just as the young woman had told him.
It wasn’t too late.
Sam ran. He watched a huge sum tick out of his account in his heads-up display — the fee for his rental. He pushed through the front door then ran and ran.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Five
 
 
Leonidas saw only the cloud. 
All of his old augments had activated. Every single one. Just as all of the others’ augments and new add-ons had activated. It was laughable, with Leo’s current perspective, to think he’d ever believed himself dormant. And really, for as smart of a girl as Leah was, it was laughable that she’d thought her detector would be able to circumvent his programming. He’d felt the commands unlock one after the other: new knowledge coming to him like a string of epiphanies. 
He didn’t need to understand how to reactivate the refurbishment nanos that would lubricate and restore composites in his Warrior’s Fist. 
He didn’t need to understand how to reboot the hardware in his eye — which, come to think of it, he was pretty sure he’d had mostly scooped out when his nanobots were supposedly flashed. 
The hardware understood enough to do the job. Or rather, the software understood enough to tell the hardware how to pick up where it had left off. Dead nanobots must have come alive; Leonidas had felt it like a shot of adrenaline. His old arms again felt young. His fist again felt strong. As the things re-tinkered the old configuration of his eye — not the same as it was, but improvising with what his body still had inside it — he’d again been able to see his heads-up display. 
At that point, he’d begun to see the cloud. They were networked, so he’d pushed it out. All the old prison augments had a few nanobots still inside them, and of course those nanos had been reproducing, on an exponential curve, for hours. Now that the cloud fell upon them, Leonidas found that his will (his compulsion, his directive) belonged to the group. Leah’s limitations had snapped like nothing. Weapons had replenished. Bone had been stolen and fashioned into native shivs — appropriate given the add-ons’ prison origin. Those who’d had metal in their bodies would surely find it rerouted. 
The intelligence took care of it all. 
The cloud took care of it all. 
The software — which felt to Leo like buried memories — easily stepped right over Leah’s barriers. It was of a higher mind, like Gaia’s Hammer had always been. Now they were all of a higher mind. 
As the last of the group climbed through the hole they’d blown in the gathering’s floor, Leo’s tracker began to search. What had been an urge became a compulsion. 
His target was here. Just as the Beam signature promised, York was here.
A man came at Leo with a firearm — something kept concealed for just such an emergency. It was a slamgun, not a slumber. 
The man fired. Leo felt the sting of splitting skin, but the man had struck an under-skin component, nothing vital. He looked up from his blood-spattered, shredded shirt, staggering forward after rocking on impact, and met the man’s eyes. 
Leo loosed the swarm. 
Within seconds, the man was clutching his head. Grabbing his ears. Leo walked away, not caring to see the man’s eyes burst, which might happen. The swarm would do damage until vital signs ceased. Sometimes, that damage was invisible. Plenty of times, it wasn’t. 
He marched forward. There was something happening onstage in the large room. He could see several well-dressed people fleeing after Scooter blew a hole in the wooden platform. Scooter fired again, and Leo watched a woman fall, but despite his compulsion and directive, Leo found his eyes drawn to a girl who’d been beside the woman. A girl who was now screaming as Scooter fired shot after shot — shots, which, it seemed, were flying right through the girl as if she wasn’t even there. 
Leonidas knew her. Somehow, he knew her. 
But the tracking arrow was blinking, and Leo felt himself wanting to turn. His fist clenched. His target was near. The signal was confused. It kept seeming to blink around. But he could still home in on it. He could still see it. And it was close. 
Leonidas turned. He saw a woman who, in another life, had shared a garden with the man that Leonidas had temporarily become, after implantation and before activation. He seemed to recall that she’d specialized in growing carrots. Leo watched as she overloaded a nearby man, forcing her signal across The Beam and into his inputs. 
York. 
He hadn’t realized it until recently, but the need to find and end Stephen York had been beneath his skin for a long time, like an itch. And now was the time to scratch that itch.
A new blip. A fresh direction. 
Leonidas turned, sensing the cloud. Screaming and shouting continued behind him. 
He walked on, heavy metal ready for action. 





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Six
 
 
None of what Leah was seeing made sense. 
All it was making right now was Leah nervous. 
For most of Leah’s life, she’d been both a conscientious observer and an action taker. That, she’d always thought with a small amount of pride, was what had differentiated her from the other Organas. They talked about peace and simplicity and fighting The Man. But Leah, often with Leo’s help, actually fought. She’d found Null, then become a force within it — not as an anonymous drone like the rest, but as someone with a name and an online face. She’d gone to school to hone her hacker’s tools. While the other Organas discussed The Beam’s evils, Leah had got herself in front of a pair of Quark PD clerics then dropped nanobots and their keyhole AI behind the firewall. She’d used those nanobots to pop the other, more-content-to-braid-flowers-and-bitch-than-do-anything Organas out of NPS custody. Leah had taken it upon herself to dig deep, to snoop, and to eventually uncover the cabal’s transcript, pointing to some sort of bizarre assassination plot against…against Crumb, of all people. 
If Leah had been like all the others, she’d have done dust, worn rainbow clothing, and maybe participated in an occasional sing-along. But she wasn’t, and never had been. 
And yet right now, Leah had to admit there was nothing she could do. 
The sensation was horrible. It was like being on the back of a screetbike driven by a maniac. What she saw on the small console screen made Leah’s heart skip beats, and yet her hands were tied. Someone else was driving this catastrophe, and she could do nothing as they headed toward the cliff — or into a growing fireball. 
Leah paced the hotel room Leo kept in the city, her feet heedlessly kicking her small pile of belongings as she passed. She’d been here over a week and hadn’t spread much beyond her small circle around the couch. It was a decent metaphor for Leah in life: she’d always left a tiny footprint. 
She picked up her handheld then reopened the Undercover app even though she already knew what she’d see. It was still all fragments. All noise. All chaos, as if the app wasn’t looking at The Beam at all but was instead facing a raw dump. It didn’t look like that on the surface; she could watch the canvas’s console and see that much. But the fragmentation made the entire sector feel like thin ice. One misstep, and anything could happen. 
And none of it made sense. 
She tried to ping Shadow. The ping returned an echo — an automated response proving that Shadow, wherever he was, had received it. After Dominic’s paranoia about Shadow, Leah had crawled through Undercover’s belly (before the app had begun showing nothing but garbage) and applied a temporary geotag. Shadow was here, in DZ, not far away, and on the move. 
Shadow — whoever he was in life — had been in a Starbucks parlor for hours. Now he was rapidly moving toward the Braemon event, refusing to answer her ping. 
When that made Leah feel an uncomfortable itch, she’d called Dominic. But the captain was nowhere to be found, so either The Beam obscured policemen’s locations beyond Leah’s abilities to find them or he was…well, dead. But she couldn’t hear or see any evidence of Dominic communicating with the event, so the idea of him being somehow hidden didn’t quite square. Wasn’t he supposed to be in charge of this whole thing? Wasn’t he the interim police commissioner? If so, why wasn’t he paying attention? 
So Leah had called Leo. No dice there. Leo wasn’t visible, probably because Leah no longer knew what his Beam signature looked like now that he was carrying all that deactivated Beam-facing hardware. She’d deactivated most of it, but the network components were still up, and even the dead parts in the Organas were sort of noisy. 
But Leah saw no Leo. No amorphous new collective stumbling through the city. 
Where were the Organas?
Where was Leo? 
Why was Shadow hauling ass toward the fundraiser? What business could he possibly have there?
And where the hell was Dom?
Feeling ridiculous — like a control freak robbed of her control, maybe — Leah had even tried to ping SerenityBlue. When Serenity hadn’t answered, Leah had gone snooping. But what she’d been able to see of Serenity had been somehow different. She’d felt different. And then Serenity had more or less vanished, too. 
Leah paced, faster and faster. She picked up her handheld and sent Shadow a Diggle, tagged Urgent. Nothing came back, and on Leah’s display, the dot showing Shadow’s disintegrating tracer continued to move. 
She should dose with her tiny remaining amount of Lunis. She should dive deep then try to make sense of the nonsensical mess she was seeing at the node that seemed to be forming in the core network. But there wasn’t time, and no way she’d be able to relax fully enough to let the drug do its meditative work. 
Leah sat. Went to a wireframe. She overlaid her platform-stripping app and looked beneath the Beam-level language, under the architecture, down deeper than any programmer who valued her efficiency would bother to go. Leah zoomed in and out, removing and re-placing the stripping filter.
It almost looked like SerenityBlue was part of this. Almost, but not quite. 
There was a halo around it all. Fragmentary code that carried many of the same quirks — either a programmer’s peculiar way of commenting his code or something the AI wanted to center on the same key identifier, like a Beam ID. 
Bigger shards of something broken. To Leah, who still had some dust in her blood, these looked like pieces of a broken vase that someone was intent on trying to reassemble. 
Leah couldn’t see the contents of what she assumed was Craig Braemon’s canvas, but she’d learned enough tricks to peek into the cycling buffers and see that one of them was vastly overloaded. There was an enormous amount of data in Braemon’s system, doing nothing but checking its own integrity, over and over again. 
And there was something else, too. A file fragment that had been dragged away and was being drawn forward like driftwood toward a waterfall’s edge. A short primer sequence that someone seemed to have forgotten, sequestered in a different system. Leah had been watching that last one since she’d seen someone, somewhere, beginning to pick its lock — a hacker out there who wanted that code and was scratching at scabs, trying to free it.
Leah sat. Stood. Watched. Fretted. 
She switched to Underbelly to watch the local Beam node shatter below the surface. 
She looked at the map, at Shadow running toward the event he had no business attending. The event that… 
“Oh, shit.”
Leah had been looking at everything but the obvious. The rest of the world only had one way to observe what Shadow was hightailing for, and Leah, whose nose had been buried in code, hadn’t thought to check. 
She dragged open a new screen and tuned to Beam Headlines. The top five spots were all about the Respero fundraiser in DZ’s heart. Leah picked the top one — a video stream — then found herself watching a from-the-ground view of the event, shot by a unit that someone had dropped. 
Leah saw the chaos and then something else. 
Finally, she understood.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Seven
 
 
Violet watched the stage wall flash with the words: 
 
Incoming call from:
JUST ANSWER NOW!!!
 
But this wasn’t her house, so whoever was calling, it wasn’t for her. Answering would be rude. And besides, Violet had other things to worry about. 
The slamshots, fireballs, flashing blades, and general melee in front of her, for starters.
Her mother being dead, for another. 
But as much as Violet knew how badly those things should upset her, she’d only had a few seconds of screaming terror before the moment had passed. Because this wasn’t real. If Mom was gone, she’d feel sad. But this was all too odd to be reality. 
For one, no one in the chaotic room seemed to be able to touch her. Violet had been shot a few times, and a few Samaritans had tried to drag her off the stage after the well-dressed people had run away in a panic. But everything went right through her, as if she were a ghost.
And second, Violet was quite sure that she, herself, was dead. That had taken some getting used to, but part of her mind seemed elevated, as if she was looking down from below. That part of Violet (a part she didn’t remember from before her death; it seemed rather angelic) viewed things like Mom’s death as part of the natural cycle. It also didn’t have a problem with Violet being dead because that part of her had figured it out a long time ago, and made peace. 
Third, she really did seem to be in two places at once. The sensation was like a dream she couldn’t shake off — but instead of falling apart in her mind like a normal dream, this one grew stronger. 
She was herself, as she’d always been before she’d been wheeled into her Respero chamber and forced to say her final goodbyes. But she was someone else, too. Someone who had her own memories that Violet knew she (as Violet, anyway) had never experienced. 
There was a filthy man with a beard who’d been somehow very important. 
There were children. Children that the other part of Violet thought of as Violet’s children, even though she had none and was barely old enough to marry.
Strangest of all, there was the man across the room intent on killing many people. Normally, Violet didn’t like people who killed others. But she liked this man. Somehow, in a way that went deep — below the killer, perhaps.
Violet stood. Her feet obeyed the wooden stage, as if she were actually walking on it. She went where others had fled, behind the curtain and down a set of two steps, her feet obeying the steps as well. She couldn’t feel anything, but that was okay. Her higher part said it was okay, normal, this was how it would be from now on. Integrated and split, but somehow still just a part of the natural order. 
That part of Violet could also sense someone beside her, even though she was alone with only the sounds of chaos for company. It was a feeling like being squeezed between two overweight passengers on a mag train.
“Who’s there?” Violet’s voice, to her own ears, sounded present. But with nobody to hear, she couldn’t know if she’d made a sound. 
Keep moving, a voice inside seemed to whisper.
Violet came out from behind the curtain, now moving into struggle and bloodshed, passing through all of it like a specter, looking for the deadly man with the gray braids.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eight
 
 
Micah finally shook Natasha away when he realized he was essentially leading a conga line: Micah in the lead, Natasha holding his hand, and Isaac holding Natasha’s other hand. Jameson Gray had vanished. Good. A three-person conga line in the middle of a massacre was plenty, and Micah still wasn’t sure Jameson hadn’t caused all of this in some way, anyhow.
Natasha looked at Micah after he pulled his hand from hers, and Micah saw her eyes soften into fear. The glance kept him from shouting at her, even though she was Jameson’s buddy. Maybe she’d been part of it, too. 
“It’s blocked,” Isaac said from behind. 
“I know it’s blocked,” Micah snapped. 
“What do we do?” 
“I don’t know, Isaac. Maybe you should fucking think for yourself for a change.” 
Micah didn’t look back, not trusting himself to hold back a brimming torrent of abuse if he met his brother’s eyes. Isaac and Natasha had both become sheep the second the crisis had erupted. Oh, both had had plenty to say about the way Micah always played big in their day-to-day, but now that lives were on the line, they wanted Micah to lead them. That line about being your brother’s keeper? Oh yes, Micah knew it well. He was keeper of both his idiot brother and his bitch of a sister-in-law. Two corpses shackled to his ankles, unable to move unless Micah dragged them. 
Instead of looking back at Isaac, Micah focused on the hallway gridlock ahead. He saw only tuxedos and gowns jammed behind what must be a locked door, but he could hear stomping coming from the left and right. He pushed his albatrosses back into a short hallway, nudging them out of the way like troublesome cargo, and peeked around the corner. 
He saw blades. Guns. Blood. 
Back into the room behind Isaac, at their small group’s rear. The doors here swung on old-fashioned hinges and looked like wood, but in a place like Craig Braemon’s, they’d have Plasteel and carbon mesh cores. If the locks were as offline as the front door seemed to be stuck online, he could always shove furniture against the door. 
Inside, Micah found their party expanded to five. There were two men in workshirts already in the study, a panel removed from the wall, working as if nothing was amiss. When they didn’t turn toward Micah, Isaac, and Natasha with weapons, Micah decided to ignore them. He closed the door, which seemed to lock — but who could unlock it, Micah had no idea. 
“Hey,” Micah shouted to the workmen. “Secure this door.” 
“You secure it,” one of them snapped. In the exposed control panel, something flashed, and the other man swore. The first man turned back, ignoring Micah. 
“Maybe you didn’t hear the shit going on out there,” Micah said.
The second workman turned. He was holding a weapon Micah had never seen, leveled at Micah’s chest. 
“Maybe you’d better stay where you are and keep your mouth shut.” 
Natasha stepped back. Isaac let her settle against him, but then Natasha turned, saw Isaac, and almost slapped him. 
The workman shoved the weapon into his pants then turned back to the panel. They began chattering urgently while Micah did as instructed. But of course Natasha didn’t listen. She never did. 
“What are you trying to do?” she asked. 
Outside, there was a blast of some sort. Micah heard splintering wood, maybe shattering glass coming from the front door. 
“To get that window open.” One of them pointed at what seemed to be a rather ordinary window, looking out on the street beyond. 
Isaac picked up a chair. The workman laughed. 
“It’s not glass. It’s a projection.”
“Oh.” 
“Something locked the place down.” 
Micah said, “Something?” 
“During your little stage show. There’s some sort of a glitch. I can’t even pull up the…”
 The other man, looking over at his companion’s pause, asked, “Did you get it?” 
“No. I was just noticing this.” He pointed at something on a screen under the removed wall panel. Apparently, the parlor, like much of Braemon’s high-end place, had real fabrics and plaster in the walls. To Micah’s mind, that made the entire apartment more quaint than useful, but Braemon probably thought it spoke of elegance.
“Dammit,” said the other man. 
“What is that? What’s making it hang?”
“I don’t know. It’s drawing most of the processing power of the…shit, look at this.” 
“That can’t be right.” 
The door seemed to shake with impact behind them. But it must have been someone running by rather than trying to enter because a moment later there was only the same sounds of shots and breaking as before.
“Can you get the window open or not?” Micah demanded. 
Ignoring Micah, the first man said, “Shit.”
“Shit is right. You want to crawl in and unplug it all then try an isolated restart?”
The other laughed, as if this all made sense but the idea was preposterous.  
“So it won’t open. Because of…” He trailed off, his finger indicating something in the panel. The other man must have understood because he sighed. 
The men turned back to Micah, Isaac, and Natasha. The one with the weapon — now raised again — tipped his chin toward the door. 
“Back out into the hallway. You first.” 
“Why? We’re safe here.” 
“Because I said so.” 
Isaac stepped in front of Natasha. The move was probably supposed to be gallant, protecting her from harm, but it only annoyed Natasha. She shoved him away. 
Isaac said, “We’re staying. You can go.” 
The man with the gun rolled his eyes. The weapon dipped a little. To Micah, it was an almost reasonable gesture, as if the man had grabbed his gun just in case, but didn’t want to use it if he could avoid it. 
“You don’t understand. The canvas here is under attack. The apartment is a sealed environment and has about ten layers of louvers and filters to keep the air pure. Problem is, it’s controlled by The Beam. If we don’t get out soon, we’ll run out of air. And that’s assuming the security system doesn’t decide we’re unwanted visitors and retaliate first.” 
“That’s ridiculous,” Isaac said. 
The first man nodded toward the panel. “Be my guest. Pull up the roster. You tell me who’s authorized and who’s not because to me it’s all garbage. The network connection is falling apart, and the fucking processing buffer is full. Full. How is that possible, if not a malware attack?” 
Micah had no idea what any of it meant. He understood “attack,” though, and that was enough. But Isaac was still posturing, hands now on his hips. Behind them, the door shook again, underscoring an important and troubling issue: They’d come in through a single point of entry. If whoever had stormed the party decided to knock, they were trapped. 
“You want to go back out there, go ahead. My wife and I are staying.” 
“Speak for yourself, asshole.” Natasha walked right at the workmen, practically impaling herself on the man’s weapon. But it must have been the last thing the men expected because they let her go past, to the door, to the lock. It took her a second to figure out how to open the thing, but then it turned easily and Natasha was out with her prima donna hips swinging beneath her fancy gala dress.
Too late, Micah heard something coming, full steam ahead. 
Natasha screamed, backing up. 
Isaac ran to grab her, but the assailant was already there at the door.
Micah moved to intercept. Between Isaac and Natasha, he had no idea where to go first. He tried for the door, to close it, to shut them back in. There wasn’t time. The newcomer raised his weapon.
A shot fired. 
A body fell.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Nine
 
 
Behind Kai, the door opened and closed. Nobody had done anything to secure it in the minutes it had taken for Kate to lose her dignity. The noise made Kai flinch; the office door was concealed from the outside, so the fact that someone was entering was, in itself, troubling. But it wasn’t an intruder. It was only Kate, back already. 
“Guns,” Kate panted, her back to the door, her giant breasts rising and falling. 
Kai had already instructed her nanos to release endorphins to counteract the adrenaline that had been dogging her since the first incursion, since she’d used the tumult to slip Rachel the deadly cloned cells the old woman had so badly wanted. By then, the magic act was as over as it was going to be. Rachel had been laughing. Either she’d known the show wouldn’t conclude or was excellent at rolling with punches and going with the flow. 
Well, maybe she had been excellent at it. Because Rachel had slumped like an empty sack under Kai’s fingernail barb just as she had in the immersion back at Alpha Place. This time, it was real. Rachel Ryan, rest in peace. 
Kai didn’t respond to Kate. Nicolai was still at the console, still trying to figure out something he’d more or less assumed would be straightforward: transferring the Stephen York shell to Craig Braemon’s canvas. But the Fi jack rig hadn’t worked, and Nicolai didn’t exactly have a data port in his head. Maybe there was a way to immerse and download York the way they’d uploaded him, but doing so while a war churned outside felt both indulgent and dangerous even if their hideout seemed like a suitably hidden one — if there had been an apparent way to do so, which there wasn’t.
“Lots of guns out there,” Kate repeated, facing away from the door. Then she seemed to realize that her back was exposed to all of those guns should they somehow discover and then shoot through the security doors and stepped away. She reached out, locking the thing using a clever manual-looking offline lock. Instead of the screen turning red, it oscillated between red and green in a spastic blink, looking like Christmas lights.
“We heard you the first time,” Nicolai said. 
“You got that shit uploaded yet?” 
“Thought you were against my uploading it…Kate.” 
Kate stepped forward like a man full of testosterone. Kai stood in her way, chest to chest. Kate looked down, Doc’s familiar lecherous smile spreading onto Kate’s soft features. 
“Stop it, both of you,” Kai said. She looked over her shoulder at Nicolai. “Maybe we should bail. Maybe we just run out of here and forget about this part.” 
“Good luck running.” Kate looked toward the door and jerked her thumb. “Party’s still raging out there. Nobody went home. It’s like the doors are locked.”  
Nicolai shook his head, exhaled, tapped the screen, then took a moment to read it. “I see that. Yes, the doors are locked.” 
“Open them,” said Kate. 
Nicolai’s head snapped toward Kate, his patience with the tall blonde finally gone. “You’re so helpful. Why don’t you unlock them?” 
“How the fuck’m I supposed to unlock this place?”
Nicolai began to cross the room. “You were going to hack Braemon’s canvas with that scary shit in your head. What a great idea. Having any second thoughts there, Doc?” 
Kate shoved Nicolai in the chest. For a minute, it looked like they might come to blows — something that made sense when Kate had been Doc but seemed downright surreal now that Kate was Kate. Kai couldn’t remember how many enhancements the Kate/Doc refurb had included. Was Kate stronger than she looked? It hardly mattered because she was bigger than Nicolai and seemed plenty strong even without artificial help. 
“Knock it off!” Kai stepped between them. “We’re stuck here, okay? Nothing changes that. You couldn’t get in, and you can’t get in either. If you ask me, you’re both idiots for buying into this. Braemon is Beau Monde, and we’re not. The way you said Omar talks, he’s something even bigger than Beau Monde. So whose brilliant idea was it to send this chucklehead in to fuck it out of him?” 
“That wasn’t the whole plan,” Kate said, defensive. 
“Right. Because you had Doc in your head. And we all know how well things worked out for Doc. We all know the crazy levels of above-Beau-Monde privilege Doc had, don’t we?” Kai drolled, her voice dripping sarcasm. “No, it totally makes sense. Doc had all sorts of access to people’s shit. That’s why he almost got killed by my boss, almost got pinched as a smuggler, and got his fucking dick cut off!” She slapped Kate’s adequately padded chest and stomped away, furious. 
“It’s not that I can’t get in,” Nicolai said after a moment. “It’s that the Fi is all gummed up, like the firewall broke and everything is streaming in. Just a few minutes ago there was — ”
“I’m pissed at you, too!” Kai blurted, glaring at Nicolai. 
“Why?” 
“Because you listened to this stupid asshole! Because Micah sent you here, and you were dumb enough to believe him!” 
“Micah sent you too.” 
Kai stabbed her finger toward the door hard enough to break through the wood if she’d been closer. “I did my job, Nicolai!”
“I can’t control a Beam failure, Kai!” Nicolai snapped back.
There was a booming from outside. Kai’s lips firmed, and she spun to face the two men — one of whom had tits but was still definitely a man. She looked down and kicked the small box on the floor toward him. “Just set up a damned hotspot.” 
Nicolai looked confused, staring down at the bargain peripheral box. 
“That’s party swag. I doubt a spot like that will even talk to Braemon’s canvas.” 
“It will if York is as fancy as you think he is,” Kai spat. 
“It’ll take forever.” 
“We’ve got nothing but time. Nobody knows the door to this room is even here. If you didn’t have York-vision, even you’d have thought it was a bookcase.” 
“Someone could blow a hole in here and — ”
This time, Kai kicked the box hard enough that it left the floor and struck Nicolai in the shin. “Just do it! You decided to partner with her, and you — ” she pointed at Kate, “decided it was smart to partner with Omar, who I’ve had to listen to you complain about for years. You did this, and now my chance to get what I have coming to me might be blown forever. So if there’s a chance, even a little one — ” she kicked the box again, taking a step forward, “then you will goddamn man up and do what you came here to do in whatever way you can!” 
There was a noise from Kai’s left. She looked up to see Kate pressing her lips together. A witty rejoinder had been on the way — possibly something to do with Kai, her ovaries, and the former’s hiking up of the latter — but one look at Kai’s expression seemed to keep Kate quiet. Kai had killed one person tonight. It wouldn’t be smart to tease the death of two more.
She turned to find Nicolai setting up the rinky-dink hotspot and tapping the canvas screen. He made a small eyebrows-up expression showing surprise then turned to look at Kai from behind his pointless round glasses. 
“Let me guess,” she said. “York got you in after all.” 
Nicolai nodded slowly. “Seems so,” he said, his voice thick with wonder. 
Kai was about to answer — maybe start the peacemaking process — when a thin blonde girl in a blue gown blinked into existence near the room’s doorway. She didn’t enter or slowly materialize. It was like a jump cut in an old film: one moment she wasn’t there, and the next she was. 
“Hold your breath,” she said in a soft voice. “It will get worse before it gets better.”
Beside the woman, there was a tremendous booming as the concealed door turned to splinters and shrapnel.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Ten
 
 
The doors to Craig Braemon’s apartment must have opened less than a minute before Sam arrived because just as he watched streetlights along the block blink on and off and Beam screens go dark, he was struck with a wave of well-dressed people who made him totter then fall. 
Once the rush of people had passed, Sam stood from the street and brushed himself off. Amazingly, he appeared to be unstomped, unmauled, unflattened. He’d been kicked once, but the crowd had been remarkably agile. They were focused only on going the opposite direction as Sam meant to go, and it was as if they’d carefully avoided him even in their panic. Trampling Sam would unseat them, and if they fell, they’d die. 
Or so they’d seemed to think. With the crowd rushing away behind him, Sam found the street curiously quiet. Motors and fans that should be running were intermittently silent. Lights continued to blink. Nobody was pursuing the people who’d seemed so chased. It was just Sam and a street and, ahead, the mouth of the place he’d been running so hard to reach. 
The thought made him surge on despite the danger. Those partygoers had definitely come from the Respero fundraiser, clearly terrified. Many had been splashed with blood, and all looked disheveled, awash with animal panic. Something had to be waiting ahead. But Sam saw nothing. 
He was running again in seconds, trying to make himself ignore the bodies and injured people littering the doorway. Beyond was a large room that looked like a slaughterhouse. Sam saw gore everywhere, tattered clothing, spilled tables that might once have held expensive hors d’oeuvres and champagne. The place held a strange silent echo, as if it missed the recent departure of so many warm bodies. 
Sam focused on his pounding feet. He leaped over the dead, many of them twisted into contortions, their features unrecognizable. He dodged what looked like body parts. 
Only after taking several big strides did Sam finally stop. 
Someone had done this. So where were they? 
With his feet stilled, he stopped to listen. His errand’s urgency pounded in rhythm with his overworked heart. He tried to quell his heaving breath, but doing so made him lightheaded. He pulled up his shirt and breathed into the fabric to muffle his exhales, but still he couldn’t hear much, if anything. 
There’d been a crack, like a lead-slinger gunshot from an old movie, as he’d entered. Now, from that direction, he could hear a commotion. But it was a small ruckus, indicative of only a few rather than the dozens of mechanized assailants he’d seemed to see on the Beam feed. 
So where were the rest?
Had the security system kicked on? There must be one. It would be hard to tell registered partygoers from those who appeared as intruders, especially if the cops hadn’t been paying attention. From what Sam had seen on the feed on the way over, the cops had been among the first to go. Sam had spotted a few on the feed and another few dead in the big room — unequipped, apparently, to take down the cyborg things that had seemed to come up from the floor itself. If there was still human security in the area, Sam couldn’t see it. And house security? Maybe the safeties had been set low, allowing human protection to take up the slack. 
But if The Beam was on the fritz (and, judging by Sam’s connection, it seemed to be), maybe security was as worthless as the locks that were supposed to be holding the doors closed. 
Maybe the cops had run out. 
Maybe the cyborgs who’d done this had run out, too. 
Down the right-side hallway, toward the earlier gunshot, Sam heard someone screaming. He was about to head in that direction when a tremendous smashing boomed from the left. An invisible fishhook snagged his mind and pulled him toward it. Sam heard a familiar but not entirely welcome voice whisper into his inner ears: 
He’s that way. 
The voice seemed to be Integer7’s, talking to Sam through the flickering Beam rather than the handheld where someone kept trying to ping him. The one who’d humiliated Shadow at the Prime Statements, proving just how thin Sam Dial’s disguise truly was by appearing over and over — and who, if Sam had to guess, had something to do with all of this. That’s what the woman had implied, too, now that he thought about it. 
From the direction of the booming noise, Sam heard voices: at least one woman’s and at least one man’s. 
He’s that way. You have to warn him. 
Warn him against what? Sam still wasn’t sure. If “he,” on Integer7’s virtual lips, still referred to Nicolai Costa, it was hard to imagine anything that Sam could warn him about at this point that could make any difference. There must still be warriors in the house. If Nicolai was facing them, he didn’t need warning.
Except that’s not what Sam had to warn Nicolai about.
And come to think of it, Sam wasn’t entirely sure what he needed to warn Nicolai about. 
Except that it involved lies. 
And deception. 
And someone who’d told Nicolai to do something he shouldn’t do because it wouldn’t accomplish what Nicolai had been told and would instead…would instead… 
But Sam had no idea what it would do instead. He’d lived through most of a day inside a hole, so it was possible he’d made headway a dozen times then been reset and forced to forget it all. It was possible the woman he’d seen inside had sneaked her way in repeatedly and told Sam what he was facing before he’d erased it. 
…would instead… 
He almost seemed to know. Something bad. Something Sam had to prevent, and that would happen if he didn’t stop it. 
Sam moved forward, slowly. He could hear chatter. There were more than two people. Several men. Several women. One of the men sounded like Costa. Of that much, Sam felt certain. 
“Just let me…” Sam said quietly, trying words on for size. It felt like he was speaking someone else’s words, as if he’d heard them without really noticing them. Or sensed them. 
…would instead… 
What would happen if Sam wasn’t there to stop it? The answer was close, a maddening itch. He had to know. He must, deep down. Because the woman he’d met had known, and they’d shared the hole for a while. The hole was mental, so their co-presence meant their minds must have blended. He and the woman had shared some of the same delusion. So he had to know, even if he didn’t know what he knew. 
Just let me… 
…would instead… 
This is important. Just let me finish the… 
…would instead…unlock something?
…just let me finish the upload. 
Integer7, if it was Integer7, speaking to Sam through The Beam, through the hole, through the rip the microfragment may or may not have left inside Sam as he recovered.
The image of a key in a lock. A door swinging open. 
The key was supposed to open a door. But now Sam could see it: it unlocked more than just the door it was meant to. 
Demons. Ghosts. Sam’s nightmare imagery, interpreting real-life horrors. 
His paralysis broke. Sam ran forward and was about to shout when the tableau stopped him dead in his tracks. 
In the room ahead, the door blown asunder, Sam saw an armed man with two gray pigtails and a bandana. 
He saw Nicolai Costa, with his arms raised in front of the weapon. 
A tall woman and a short one. 
And the girl. The girl Sam had last seen inside his mind. 
“Just let me finish the upload,” Nicolai said to the man with the guns, his hands up and pacifying. “You’ll see. I’m not who you think I am.” 
Sam understood.
His handheld, in his pocket, vibrated. It was silenced, but the vibration was audible to the man with the guns, who turned his head toward the new arrival. 
Nicolai made to reach for the man’s weapons, but he was too far away. 
Both weapons discharged as the old man’s head turned. There was no kick. 
The tremendous blast struck Nicolai Costa in the chest.
“Stop the upload,” Sam stammered at the two women, at the girl from his hallucination. “Break the connection. Hurry.” 
The gray-haired man turned toward Sam. 
And charged. 





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eleven
 
 
The first blast from the huge apartment’s other end almost broke Natasha’s hypnosis. The second broke it more. This time, she could make sense of a few of the distant shouts. But for some reason, the closer cries were harder to understand. Everything was fragments of sight and sound.  
I’m in the Viazo. I’m on The Beam. None of this is real.
And it shouldn’t be. None of it should be. Things like this didn’t happen in real life…except she knew that was wrong because things like this seemed to happen to Natasha Ryan a lot lately. When she’d begun singing, she’d done it to survive. Via Persephone had started her star rising, and by the time she’d released its sequel, she was supposed to be untouchable. Back then, there had barely been a middle class. After the Fall, there’d been only rich and poor. Until Crossbrace, the chasm had been enormous. Natasha had caught the shirttail of rich and left poor behind, determined never to return. Life was supposed to be champagne and fancy gowns from then on. 
She’d had both. But she’d also had the Aphora riot. The Sap riot, from which Isaac had saved her even though he’d got her into it in the first place. And now he’d saved her again. 
“Natasha. We have to go.” 
Natasha shook him off. It didn’t matter that the first time had been a lie. This time, it wasn’t. Maybe Isaac had staged the riot. She’d orchestrated plenty of things herself. She’d cast her stones, and he’d cast his. They’d been through a lot. It didn’t change this moment. Except that this moment changed everything. 
“Natasha.”
Gentle. His voice was soft, almost patronizing. The way you talk to a crazy person. Above her, the two workmen still had the gunman pinned. One of them had hit him, but it hadn’t seemed to faze the half-metal man. So the workman with the gun had shot him instead. That had slowed him a little. Enough to pin him anyway, and it was still undecided if the shooter would be shot again. 
“Go,” the first workman said. “We’ll hold him.” 
“Don’t hold him,” Natasha said.
“I’m not letting him go. Don’t worry.” The man held a gun on the big, half-machine assailant. He looked like a parody of 2040s enhancement. It was as if someone had pulled iron plates from a junkyard and used them to build this man armor and a weapon. He was wearing a faceplate, but the thing had been knocked aside when the second workman had elbowed him in the face. The big armored man seemed confused now that his processor had taken a shot, but he could stir at any moment. And in that moment, they both needed to go. 
“Natasha.” 
“I said don’t hold him.” 
“Natasha. We have to go. He’s…” Micah gave an almost-regretful sigh, as if he weren’t a hypocrite. “He’s gone.” 
Natasha came to her feet. Her heels were still on below her red-stained lower legs, and she felt steady in them. Because this wasn’t real. Isaac wasn’t dead. Not yet he wasn’t. 
“Let him go,” she said to the workman pinning the big man’s arm. 
Micah again took her, this time by the wrist. She shook him away then slapped the workman hard across the face. 
“Natasha!” 
Instead of turning to Micah, she hit the man again. And again. His hands came up. Off the man he was trying to pin. His weapon spun on its trigger guard, swinging on his index finger like a kid on a swing. Natasha hit him again and snatched the small gun. She had no idea what it did since her head had been turned when it had been fired the first time. But she knew the basic pieces, and that at point-blank, just about anything was deadly. 
“Natasha, don’t — ” Micah shouted, lunging, his legs tangling on Isaac’s body, his waving arms meeting the workmen’s rather than hers. He gave Natasha plenty of time to shove the tiny firearm into a soft spot under the armor across the chest of her husband’s murderer. And to pull the trigger. 
The report was small — some sort of nano-weapon, probably, driven more by flying bots than powder. But the effect was big. Natasha felt her bare neck and shoulders splattered with something warm as she blinked against incoming gore. Then the big bag of meat sagged to the ground. She let it go, finding a large dent in a Plasteel-reinforced wall behind, its cavity painted red. 
She dropped the weapon. 
“We have to take him with us,” Natasha said, looking down. 
“It’s done. Let’s go.” 
“We have to take him!” She pushed away from Micah and became a storm of fists and feet, punching and kicking her stupid brother-in-law everywhere she could reach. Her stupid brother-in-law who’d pulled Isaac into this, who’d dragged him where he was never supposed to be. This was an Enterprise event; this was an Enterprise man’s home; Isaac had wanted to leave; he’d wanted to flee with Natasha and never come here, never have had to save her for real, never have needed to prove, now that it was too late, that he’d always — 
Natasha’s head rocked as Micah struck her, hard. 
She was still dimly aware when she tipped against his shoulder then mostly blacked out by the time he lifted her feet from the floor. 
And after that, for long enough, she was gone and knew nothing.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twelve
 
 
The overhead lights seemed too bright, with torture inside him. The worst of the white-hot pain bled across his chest, but his arms were on fire, too. 
Nicolai blinked from his position on the floor. There was something going on across the room. Instinct told him to keep his movements small, so he rolled his head only slightly — just enough to see the scuffed shoes of a man near the doorway, wearing blue jeans with something crusted in a streak down one leg — maybe dried blood, maybe dirt. Scrolling up, Nicolai could see his gray hair, in pigtails. He was wearing a rainbow-colored headband, of all things. Like an Organa. Then Nicolai remembered: that was the man who’d shot him.
He still was threatening two or three people — Kate and Kai, who’d backed into a corner, plus Sam Dial, a bit down the hallway — with what had to be a weapon. Nicolai couldn’t tell for sure; the man’s back was turned. 
There was a girl in the corner whom the gunman almost didn’t seem to have noticed, in her late teens or early twenties. Unlike Kate, Kai, and Sam, the girl didn’t look afraid at all. As Nicolai watched her from his back, head tipped just enough to look around, the girl came slowly to her knees and crawled toward him like a child. 
“So you’re him,” she said softly.
Nicolai tried to reply but couldn’t. He had to be dead. She had to be an angel because she’d crawled directly through a chair on her way to him. And he’d been shot full in the chest by two weapons that felt like they must have unloaded the force of a jackhammer. He could still see Sam, his hands raised in surrender. Sam certainly seemed to think the gray-haired man’s weapon was worth fearing. 
“Can’t you talk?” the girl whispered.
Nicolai rolled his eyes toward the door. Maybe he shouldn’t talk even if he could. This looked like a standoff in progress — one he’d recently been part of. Although maybe it didn’t matter. Everyone at the door was shouting. They wouldn’t hear these whispers anyway.
Nicolai tried to move his mouth, but no words came. He had no breath. So he raised his neck and looked down at his chest, sure that he’d see a gaping hole. His chest didn’t disappoint. His jacket and dress shirt were both shredded enough that neither qualified as a garment. Beneath that was only blood, and what looked like scraps of skin. 
“I guess it wasn’t done with you,” the girl whispered, following Nicolai’s eyes. Except that where Nicolai saw ruin, she seemed to see hope. As if his chest hadn’t been… 
Well, it hadn’t been scooped out, which was where that thought had been going. It hurt like hell and was a mess of blood and flesh, but his chest still seemed to be there. No hole at all. 
Nicolai touched his abdomen. Instead of encountering familiar skin, Nicolai’s fingers slid across something smooth and hard. Almost as if someone had installed a new enhancement without his knowledge. Or as if it had grown there. 
“What wasn’t done with me?” he managed to ask.
The girl smiled. “The Beam.” 
Nicolai’s fingers were still trailing over his chest. He wiped away the scraps of skin and clothing, starting to see the thing there for what it was: a thin, flexible, apparently impenetrable suit of armor. Only instead of wearing this body armor under his shirt, Nicolai had been wearing it under his skin. 
“Hurts.” 
The girl nodded. But as the seconds ticked by, it seemed to be hurting less. If he wiped away the blood, he could see the armor’s strange gray color replaced by a blushing peach. It must be nanobots at work — far better and faster ones than Nicolai ever remembered having injected. 
“I don’t remember much,” the girl said, still kneeling over him. “But I know it plays favorites.”
“What?” 
This time she rolled her eyes a little and repeated, “The Beam.” 
Nicolai tried to slow his breathing. Tried to slow his pounding heart — which, thanks to the strange new armor, was quite unharmed. He thought of the slowly diminishing pain. He thought of how he should try to help the others, if he could figure out how to move again. He thought for some reason of Europe, of his trip through the Chunnel, of the way his scrubbers had somehow come back to life after they should have been long dead. How his Doodad had never run dry despite its ancient battery. How the Doodad, according to Micah Ryan, had called satellites and left a footprint for others to follow. How that old gyro car had somehow started outside Amsterdam when it had no business doing so. How time after time, despite impossible odds, Nicolai had always miraculously managed to stay alive, as if he’d had a guardian angel. Or maybe a trillion of them. 
He came to his elbows. In the doorway, Sam Dial was shouting at the gray-haired man, pointing past Nicolai’s position and toward Craig Braemon’s desk. Sam sounded panicked — but not, interestingly, panicked by the weapon that Nicolai had to assume was leveled at his chest. And it wasn’t usual Sam panic, either. He sounded scared but coherent. Not Beamsick at all. 
In the corner, Kai had turned to look at Nicolai. Her eyes were wide. She flicked them away, but Kate had already seen. Kate’s disbelieving expression was less discreet. 
As Nicolai sat up farther, his torso ran into the girl’s swinging blonde hair and went right through it. He had to move quickly. Right now, the assailant was focusing on Sam. He was alone; the other people who’d stormed the party must have fled, possibly back through their entry hole. Nicolai was behind the gunman — and based on Kate’s expression, he was probably supposed to be dead. 
He could do this. He could do something. 
“You have to stop the upload!” Sam was shouting, still pointing. “Shoot me; I don’t give a shit! Just stop it first!” 
The man wasn’t listening. He took a step, saying nothing. 
“One of you, do something!” 
But Kate was still looking directly at Nicolai, who’d made it to his knees then into a hesitant squat. His skin must be knitting; most of the pain had gone, leaving only his concussive shortness of breath. Sam saw Kate’s gaze and looked right at Nicolai. And the gray-braided man —
Oh, shit; the man was turning his head. 
There was nothing to use against him. The weapon Kate had snatched from the wall was nowhere to be seen; it must have turned out as useless as Nicolai figured. Craig Braemon had an otherwise weapon-free office. Nicolai couldn’t even hit him with anything. He didn’t trust his muscles much yet and saw nothing heavy. Nothing he could grab in the two seconds it took for the man to turn around. 
Sam tried for the man’s back, but the minute he touched the assassin’s skin, he jerked as if electrocuted, then leaped back. The man had come prepared. There simply wasn’t time, without armament, to riddle around his defenses. 
He was holding two weapons. Both came up — not to Nicolai’s chest this time, but to his head. Nicolai wondered if he’d grown a second skull, too. Not that it mattered. Once the man fired, he’d no longer have a face. 
“York,” he said. 
“My name is Nicolai Costa.” He raised his hands, palms forward, at his shoulders.
But the man wasn’t interested in talking, or in giving anyone time for improv or debate. Both index fingers depressed triggers.
But this time, nothing happened.
The assassin looked at the weapons. He shook them then tried again. Again, both failed to fire. Finally, he tossed them aside and came forward with his hands up, fingers curled, some sort of enhancement whirring beneath his skin. 
From Nicolai’s side, Kai gasped. At almost the same time, he heard a sharp metallic sound, like that of a sword being rapidly drawn from a scabbard. 
Nicolai pulled his attention from the advancing man for long enough to turn his head. The old man did the same. And they both found themselves staring as a floating metal ball — one that had just now grown spikes — moved closer. 
“What the fuck is that thing, Nicolai?” Kate said, her voice shaky. 
Nicolai knew. It was a piece of his father’s technology that he’d last seen during the Fall, when he’d loosed his old home’s security system against the Rake Squad. An oldie but a goodie — antiquated, but plenty effective. And this time, he hadn’t even needed to summon it. 
Although based on what the girl had said, Nicolai sort of suspected he had. 
The old man, however, didn’t seem to know what the spiky ball was. 
Then he found out.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirteen
 
 
“Leo.” 
Leo blinked. He could feel his heart becoming sluggish. He could feel the blood leaking from his wound. There had just been the one hard strike, and to Leo it had felt like running into a countertop, back home, that he hadn’t noticed until it was too late. He remembered seeing the thing that had killed him, but he didn’t know why it had come at him, or how he was here. 
He’d been with Leah and Dominic. He’d headed off with the Organas. Then he’d felt an overwhelmingly powerful notion about how to circumvent the police roadblocks. At the time, it had seemed like an excellent idea. There may have been fighting. And now he was about to die because he’d made a mistake, or someone had made one for him. 
Leo rolled his head. It was all he could do. His skull felt like it must have a knife inside it. But seeing the girl above with her blonde hair hanging between her face and his, like a tunnel of light connecting them, made Leo feel a little better. The girl was familiar even though he’d never seen her before. And then he seemed to remember, even though the answer that came to his lips wasn’t quite right for a dozen reasons — the wrongness of her appearance being only the most obvious among them.
“SerenityBlue?” he said.
She shook her head, but the small smile didn’t leave her face. “My name is Violet James.”
Leo tried raising a hand to touch her. There was no question in his mind; she was SerenityBlue. She didn’t look like Serenity (which, to Leo’s eyes, meant like Leah, too), but this was her, all right. 
But Leo couldn’t touch the girl. His hand went right through her face. 
“You’re not here.” 
“Maybe you’re not here,” she said. 
“Am I dying?” 
“I think so, yes.” 
Leo didn’t know what to say. He hadn’t expected such a blunt reply. He was 121 years old. That was enough life, wasn’t it? 
“Why are you here? How are you here?” 
“I thought I wasn’t here?” Again, there was that tiny smile.
 Leo sighed. He could feel his thoughts fogging. There seemed to be someone standing above him, beyond the girl, vigilant, watching but not speaking. Someone elsewhere in this place was shouting. Several sets of feet were rushing around whichever room he was about to die in. It was all so unimportant right now. 
“I did something. Something bad.” Leo closed his eyes and sighed, feeling an enormous weight on his chest. He wondered if this was it. But his eyes opened again, and Serenity/Violet was still above him, her hair still around him in a halo.  
“How you begin is unimportant,” she said. “It’s how you end that matters.” 
Leo groaned. The weight on his chest felt heavier. Was it death? Or guilt?
“It was worthwhile,” the girl said, as if seeing his thoughts.
“What was?” 
“The time you spent. You made a difference. After it all, you made a difference.”
Leo tried to nod. His neck no longer seemed to work. Something was wrong in the corner of his eyes. He could feel wetness, like reluctant tears. 
“Look out for her,” Leo said.
“We all take care of each other.” 
Leo wanted to say more, but the room was growing gray. He felt himself sliding away. Away from this world, and into another.
“Goodbye, Leo,” the girl said. “Maybe I’ll see you again.” 
Leo tried to reply. But he was sliding faster, falling deeper. And then he was gone.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fourteen
 
 
Kai’s attention snapped away from the dead man and holographic girl and toward Nicolai’s mysterious reporter, Sam. Nicolai had described Sam Dial as scattered, distracted, almost comical. But despite his clear panic, Sam struck Kai as together and clear-headed. Since he’d come in, his focus had been on one thing: the hotspot Nicolai had set up to move the York shell from himself to Braemon’s canvas. He’d seemed almost relieved when Nicolai had been shot — as if it was regrettable but would at least halt the file transfer in progress. Now that Nicolai had somehow survived, Sam seemed more focused than ever. 
He made it to the desk, skipping past the felled assassin who’d seemed to think Nicolai was York. He picked up the hotspot brick. Sam even made it as far as inspecting the thing for a manual switch or cords to pull, but whatever he was trying to stop, he didn’t seem to have made it in time. 
“Shit! It’s finished.” He looked at Nicolai. “Can you recall it?” 
“Recall it?” Nicolai already looked bizarre with his clothed back and blood-smeared bare chest. His new expression made it worse. “What do you mean, recall it?” 
“I don’t know! It’s your fucking file, and it’s a goddamned person! How am I supposed to have any idea how this works?” 
“Just delete it if there’s a problem. Hell, Sam.” 
Sam wasn’t assuaged; Kai watched as he slapped at the screen. He seemed inspired for all of three seconds then swore. 
“I can’t talk to the canvas.” 
“Sure you can.” Nicolai projected his voice. “Canvas!”
The canvas chirped in response. 
“Not like that. I have a Fi implant. A really good one — or at least, it was top of the line six years ago. But there’s security here like — ”
Kai came to Sam’s side. “It’s a Beau Monde system. Of course there’s security. What’s the problem?” 
“The shell. It was something pretending to be your Stephen York guy, wasn’t it? That’s why that old man wanted to kill you — because he thought you were York?” 
“Maybe, but what does that have to do with — ”
 Sam slapped the screen as if it were the canvas itself rather than simply a monitor. “Fuck!” 
“What?” Kai asked. 
“This is seriously malicious code. With some seriously high-access permissions, too.” He scrolled. “Holy shit. The canvas is unlocking. All of it.” 
Kate stepped forward. “That’s good! That’s what we want!” 
Sam looked up at her, his lips pressed together, his expression mature and serious. “It’s not good. It’s open season. You don’t understand. I know a lot of people in the hacker community. They set AI monitors on secure junctions and wait for things like this to happen. Whatever you just uploaded, it’s more than just some person’s spoofed identity.” 
Kai thought of York as they’d seen him in the simulation, in Ryu’s parlor. He’d said, the boson I carry. The lost piece of Project Mindbender.
“We knew that,” Kai said. “It’s a Trojan horse.” 
Sam exhaled through his mouth, shaking his head. “It’s a key in a lock. Based on some things I’ve been told, I seriously doubt it’s even the person, York, that you were told it is. Someone used you to get this in here — and they didn’t do it to help you out.” He shook his head again. “West. It’s calling out.” 
“Out where?” Kate came around the desk. “To the hackers?” Her lips pursed. “Can this get us into the Beau Monde? You see anything on there about Beau Monde?” 
“It’s calling out to Xenia,” Kai said, pointing. “Look. Incoming from something at Xenia Labs.” Below the stream were two tags that under normal circumstances Kai felt quite sure were for Braemon’s eyes only: Mindbender and Respero. 
“That was a while ago, by the timestamp,” said Sam. “And the Xenia stream was incoming, not outgoing. Here’s the call out. In fact…wait, what’s this?” 
Nicolai: “I don’t know. Can you trace the call?” 
“This isn’t my system.” 
Kate looked at Sam. “Thought you were a hacker, Skippy?” 
Sam sat, his urgency turned to something like resigned fascination. Spellbound by an unfolding tragedy’s hideous details. 
“I was wrong. The canvas isn’t actually unlocking at all. Not to the outside, anyway. What your uploaded software is doing is very selective. See this? And this?” 
Kai squinted. She saw nothing. 
“See the identifier on the call out?” Sam blinked. “Quark. It’s calling Quark PD.” 
“The canvas is calling the cops? Is this part of the security system?” Nicolai’s eyes went toward the dead man, beside whom the strange, apparently holographic girl was still sitting. Probably looking for the floating morning star from earlier, wherever it had gone before breaking the old man’s skull. 
Sam shook his head. “This isn’t security. It’s being done by the virus. Here. It’s formed a tunnel. Looks like a connection Braemon is authorized to have. It’s baked in, keyed to…I’d guess this is his ID?” He pointed. “Look. That’s the tag. The tag that…” His hand went to his pocket, and he pulled out a handheld. Almost absently, he said, “I need to call someone.” 
Kate reached over and began tapping the screen, probably looking for a way to finish their mission and give herself Beau Monde status. “If it’s calling the cops, we should hit the road.”
“It’s more than that,” Sam said, setting the handheld on the desk. “What’s it doing over here? West, this is deep, deep shit. This looks highly encrypted. Superencrypted with a rotating cleartext cypher. Seems like your Mr. York can unlock anything, including all of Craig Braemon’s private goodies. And talk to Quark as if it were Braemon. Where did you get that shell, anyway?”
Kai stammered and looked at Nicolai, unsure if she wanted to let this new young man in on the details about what Nicolai had just loosed on the system, including whether they should have trusted the old woman who’d led them to it. 
But Kai didn’t need to respond because Sam was again pointing at the screen. “Look. Braemon has a backdoor connection to something at Quark PD that…” He squinted. “Hell, I doubt Quark PD even knows it’s there. Says ‘Sector 7.’” 
Beside Kai, Kate stiffened. Kai glanced up at the blonde but said nothing, filing the information for later. 
The screen continued to scroll and flash. 
“We shouldn’t be seeing this. Any of it. Does anyone know where Braemon went?” 
“Probably ran off?” 
“Someone watch the door. Craig Braemon doesn’t…well, he doesn’t take well to prying.” 
Kate moved to the doorway and peeked out, saying nothing.
Sam tapped the screen then zoomed in on a tree cluster that made little sense to Kai. But then again, she’d never trespassed inside Quark’s inner circle. 
“I can’t even stop it,” Sam said. “This is all hardcoded, and I’m locked out.”
“York can’t let you in?” Nicolai asked. “That same shell got party invites for Kate and her buddies, and got us into that canvas — ” 
“York is what’s locked us out. It’s pulling data from all over and has put its hand inside Braemon’s credentials to use him like a puppet. And now it’s after something.” He shook his head. “Seriously, Nicolai. Who gave you this software?” 
Kai looked at Nicolai with a question in her eyes: Tell him or not? So Nicolai did. 
“It came from Rachel Ryan.” 
“Micah and Isaac Ryan’s mother? Where is she now?” 
“Dead,” Kai said.
“I don’t understand,” said Nicolai, watching Sam’s profile. “You came in here as if you knew exactly what was going on. So what’s this thing doing?” 
“I don’t know.” 
“You were screaming to stop the upload. You were shouting it!” 
“I don’t know what it’s doing.”
“Then why did you want to stop it?” 
“I don’t know!” Sam blurted. “I don’t know, okay? I spent the day thinking I’d die in a hallucination, and the only thing I knew through it all was that this was wrong, that this was something I had to stop! But nobody fucking bothered to inform me or give me all the details! All I know is that someone is playing us all, and we just keep doing…exactly…what…they…want!” 
Sam was staring at Nicolai, whose eyes were hard behind his false lenses. Kai saw someone at the end of his wits, barely controlled, as if he’d been through too much in too short a time. Kai, who’d seen plenty now and in the past, could relate.
Kai tried to focus on the screen. She could see the tags Sam had mentioned, and where it said Sector 7. Then she saw something else the York virus seemed to be working hard to open, possibly deep inside Quark PD’s servers across the pirate connection York’s shell had established: a file labeled Creeper 051563. 
Obeying a strange sense of intuition, Kai raised her head to look at the holographic girl. She was placidly watching the cluster of people around Braemon’s monitor. A holographic girl, Kai thought, who must have come from the canvas — resurrected from Respero, if this was indeed the famous Violet James. A girl who might have actually been the data transfer Sam had noted, hacked, and then streamed over from Xenia labs. 
A girl, Kai thought, who might be part of this.
“What’s the virus doing?” Kai asked. 
“Fetching what Mrs. Ryan wanted,” the girl answered.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifteen
 
 
Dominic had slumped to the Quark PD hallway floor, his back to the wall, when he finally heard Noah’s voice again after their long mutual silence. 
The disembodied voice simply said, “Thank you.” 
Dominic looked up. After as long as he’d been trapped in the hallway, he was equally resigned and annoyed at every other cop in the city. Why had nobody realized he was in here? The hallway was in use all day long. Had foot traffic between Quark PD and DZPD been rerouted through manual detectors? Had Quark closed shop, letting DZPD spread out to handle the city? Who was running the damned Braemon fundraiser? Didn’t it seem odd to anyone that the commissioner né captain had simply vanished? Grabel should be calling him every five minutes. Without Dominic’s oversight, how were those fancy-pants diners getting their drinks refilled and their shrimp kept safely on ice? 
It was beginning to feel like he might need to live here forever. Noah could have food sent in. He’d even entertained the idea that this wasn’t just a mistake — the product of a Beam glitch on the eve of Shift. Maybe this was the hallway’s plan to force Dominic to lose weight. It had been bugging him for ages, so maybe it had finally decided on tough love. 
“Thanks for what?” Dominic asked. 
“Sector 7 authentication required.” 
“Okay,” Dominic said. “Granted.” 
“Are you sure you want to do that?” 
“Why the fuck not? Sure.” 
But the hallway wasn’t talking to Dominic. It acted like it was obeying someone else’s commands but didn’t realize it was having a digital embolism. Stupid fucking glitchy thing. Dominic, thinking anti-technological thoughts, felt like Grandy. But right now the idea didn’t make him feel old and crotchety; it felt justified. Grandy used to bitch about over-automation, and Dominic had been bitching about idiot AI for years. He didn’t like Quark PD, Quark policies, or this stupid fucking Quark hallway that Quark hadn’t even asked the real cops if they could build. Quark had just sauntered in, swinging its big electronic dick, and added a wing to the station.  
Well, this time Dominic would be the one laughing. Everyone went on and on about how The Beam had a zillion failsafes and redundancies; The Beam could be trusted; The Beam’s shit didn’t stink. Why not tie everything into the damned network? Why not let it watch everything everywhere, and hold all the cards? Why not abdicate every shred of human responsibility? Why not just have The Beam wipe everyone’s asses? 
This is what you got when you let machines control everything. One glitch, and the whole goddamned thing fell to gibbering rubbish. 
“Hello, Dominic,” Noah’s voice said. 
Outstanding. Now it was talking like it had just rebooted. Acting like Dominic hadn’t been trapped in here for hours.
“Hello, shitbox.” 
“Your environment is being conditioned. Is there anything I can do to make you comfortable?” 
“Bring me a pizza.”
“Dinner has concluded. Would you like any particular music or any special projections?”
Dinner has concluded? That didn’t make sense, especially considering his pizza request had been ignored. Dominic wanted to kick the walls like Grandy used to slap his television.
“How about you let me out?” 
“The process will take a few minutes. Some people like to watch projections as it proceeds.” 
“What process?” 
“Please. Either sit down, or lie on the cot.” 
“Cot? What the shit is wrong with you?” 
“Please try to be calm during your transition. This is a pleasant time of graduation.” 
Dominic had been about to yell at Noah, but that last one stopped him. His mouth, which had opened, slowly closed. 
“Wait,” he said. 
“Are you sure you wouldn’t like to hear music?” 
“What kind of ‘graduation’ are you talking about, Noah?”
“Your family and friends are proud of you. You are loved.” 
“Noah, let me out of here.” This time, Dominic pounded the wall. Then he pounded the door. “Open up.” 
“Please relax,” the soft voice said. 
“This is Capt. Dominic Long of the District Zero Police Department. Override…” He stumbled. He knew this process, but he’d never had to use it — and as it turned out, keeping a clear mind and steady voice while his heart slammed in his throat wasn’t easy. “Override code…override authentication 417 dash beta.” He took a breath. “Open both ends of the transdepartmental corridor.” 
“Your vital signs suggest that you are nervous. If you would like, I can release endorphins to calm you.” 
“Don’t you do shit! Open this goddamned door right now!” Again, Dominic slammed his fist against the molded Plasteel. 
Around Dominic, something under the wall’s skin began to whirr and change. True to the experience, light shifted, and everything around Dominic turned the ultra-brilliant white of a proper Respero chamber. 
“Override authentication 417 dash beta! Open a channel to Captain Sloan of Quark PD! This is Captain Long speaking, do you fucking hear me?” 
The air around Dominic shimmered with the distinct feel of a waiting electric charge. His arm hairs seemed to stand on end. He could smell the change, like fresh ozone. 
“Noah! Noah, let me out of this goddamned hallway right fucking now! Open the door, goddamn you! Open this f — ”
Words could no longer leave him. The charge became more tangible. It was everywhere. Dominic felt his eyes wanting to close because they were no longer necessary. He looked down and saw a strange digital reality, his body disintegrating around a glowing center. 
As Dominic watched, the glowing thing snaked out of his chest, rose into the ascending mist, and was gone. 
Then the rest of Dominic broke apart and ascended to Quark’s unknown Heaven, into the soup, into nothing.





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Sixteen
 
 
Stephen York blinked awake in what appeared to be the same apartment where he’d been Beamwalking an unknown amount of time ago. He was no longer in a strange, digital transport, assailed by microfragments. Kimmy, the girl, was gone. 
In front of him was the obsolete laptop canvas he’d been using before the girl had hijacked his quest. He jumped when he realized an old woman’s face now occupied the screen. Her hair was probably naturally white, but she’d had it done in straight blonde. The woman was laughing.
York had a thousand questions, but he could only force one past his confounded lips. 
“Are you Alexa Mathis?” 
“I am. I’d ask how you found me, but I think I know.” 
“Ms. Mathis, my name is — ”
“I know who you are, Stephen.” 
York held his next question, allowing Alexa to speak. 
“I should have known you’d find me. Did Rachel’s drones find you?” 
York thought back to Bontauk. Noah’s avatar — an avatar who’d felt far too familiar for comfort — had sent him here. Kimmy had guided him. Too much was coincidental. Too much was perfect. There was little reason to evade, especially on something Alexa clearly already knew.
“I think I confused them long enough to get away.” 
“And then let me guess: They stopped following you?” 
York hadn’t thought about that. He’d clearly been running from something while also running toward Alexa; Noah’s avatar’s urgency had told him that much, even if Kimmy hadn’t mentioned pursuers during their strange journey. But the drones hadn’t returned. He’d been prepared to evade them for days or weeks, yet he hadn’t so much as seen them again. 
“Don’t try to figure it out,” Alexa said. “Rachel is a crafty old bitch. If she sent those drones to find and save you but they suddenly stopped coming, rest assured she found a different way.”
York’s eyes narrowed. “Save me?” 
“I’d tell you what she told us, but I’m sure it’s only more lies. Something tells me this was never about Mindbender. At least not in the way she told Panel.” 
“Panel,” said York. “So there really is such a thing.” 
Alexa scoffed. She looked toward the corner of her screen then back at York, directly into his eyes. York found himself almost able to believe the old adage about eyes being windows to the soul. Despite the woman’s wrinkled skin, he felt sure he could see pure youth beneath it. 
“Yes. I’m on it. Rachel is on it. Noah was on it. Same for Iggy, Craig Braemon, Jameson Gray…I could go on.” 
York found himself breathless. He’d drawn the same basic conclusions years ago in the Quark lab with his reverse image search and undercover algorithms — absent Braemon and Gray, who must have joined in the interim. 
“Why are you telling me all of this?” 
“Because you asked.” 
“But…Noah kept the secret so carefully.” 
“Don’t blame Noah. The official code is that nobody speaks of our group, ever. Nobody talks outside it. Nobody meets in private without the others. And with the recent exception of Rachel, the rule was always that all meetings must be attended in person. It’s a perfect cone of silence.” 
“So why are you breaking the code?” 
Alexa smiled. “Because you should have been on Panel from the start.” She paused. “And because I’m dying.” She looked at her wrinkled hands, shaking her head minutely. She didn’t say more, but York knew the ghost of vanity when he saw it. Alexa should appear young, even now. Whatever she was dying of, it had either sabotaged her restoration nanos or exceeded their capacity. 
“Dying?” 
“It’s a long, boring story.” Alexa waved a dismissive hand. “I’m not afraid.” 
“Why not?” York couldn’t help himself and wanted the words back immediately, but exhaustion had lowered his inhibitions and defenses. 
“I’ve never really been afraid. Because I believe.” 
“In Heaven?” 
She shrugged. “In an afterlife.” 
“Oh.” 
Alexa laughed. “I know that ‘oh.’ It’s what everyone but Rachel used to give me. Rachel didn’t patronize. She outright called me a naive fool, and still does. Everyone else was at least polite enough to pretend that they understood my faith. But you? I’ve always wondered if you’d believe, Stephen.” 
“Why?” 
“Because you’ve been there. You helped to build it.” 
“Build what?” 
“My afterlife. You were there. With Noah, at the end.”
York slowly nodded as pieces fell into place. He’d heard this about Alexa: that she was superstitious, that she believed gods could be found through anthroposophic study of the network, of other realities. If the avatar he’d heard from at Bontauk was any piece of Noah, that avatar would know what Alexa believed. What Alexa, it seemed, actually knew: a way to use what Noah had done to make her faith real. 
“You’ve been uploading your mind in preparation for death. Like I did for Noah.” 
Alexa nodded. “There hasn’t been much progress on the real Mindbender while you’ve been gone, but unlike Rachel, I don’t think the missing piece has eluded us because it’s something that The Brilliant Stephen York needs to help us figure out as he scrapes through ones and zeroes searching for the solution. For the record, I’m glad the assassin hasn’t found you simply because you deserve better, not because you’re the handyman that will finally fix Mindbender.” 
Stephen wouldn’t normally put much stock in this conversation, but Noah had sent him to this woman, and Kimmy had guided him. It seemed that he was meant to be here, and hear what she had to say. 
“Then why do you think the missing piece of Mindbender is…well…missing?” 
“Because it’s a leap of faith.” 
York paused. 
“You don’t believe in a leap of faith?” Alexa asked.
“I’m a coder. I believe what I can see.” 
“Then you should believe this. You helped Noah complete his final upload. He was sent to The Beam. There was a massive data deluge at the time — a deluge that, on today’s increasingly clogged network, is an everyday occurrence. We know Noah was fragmented. Dashed on the rocks like water from a waterfall. But you still believe he’s out there like I do, don’t you?”
York took a slow breath then nodded. He’d seen too much. He’d felt too much. Leap of faith, indeed. 
“Everyone thinks I’m ridiculous, putting faith in my little program of digital hospice. Every night, my day’s new patterns are sent to The Beam. I’m as much there as I am here. The only thing missing is Frankenstein’s spark. ‘It’s alive!’ and all that. Everyone thinks it’s false hope, that one day I’ll be like Noah — that my little false self will become the real me. They think it’s like cryogenics. Remember cryogenics, when people used to freeze themselves for the future?” She chuckled. “Well, it was hard to blame them. But now I get the last laugh. Now, I can finally die.” 
York looked around the room. This was too surreal. He had a strong sense of déjà vu, sure that he’d gone through this all before. He saw himself beside Noah’s deathbed twenty-four years ago, sending that final stream. Alexa was hoping for the same thing…and the worst part was York — always an objective, logical thinker — couldn’t find it in himself to disbelieve her faith. 
But then something she’d said clanged in his mind like a bell. 
“Wait. Now? Why now?” He squinted. “Because you’ve met me?”
“Of course not. I’m not that airheaded.” Alexa laughed. “Because not twenty minutes ago, my archive began to crawl with software I’ve never seen. It’s…I don’t know how to describe it. Holographic?” 
“Your archive projects’ holograms?” It didn’t make sense. 
“No. Like how every piece of a hologram contains a shadow of the entire thing? It’s…self-referential? Self-assembling?” 
“Of course. It’s an archive.” 
Alexa smiled. “Maybe it’s not much to you, Stephen, but to me, this is the sign I’ve been waiting for. If I die and my data breaks apart now, there are instructions in all of the fragments on how to assemble the whole. It will pull order from chaos, and then I’ll wake up on The Beam as a digital being.” 
“Twenty minutes ago?” 
Alexa nodded, smiling. “Quite a coincidence, isn’t it? It couldn’t have worked out better if it had been orchestrated. Or destined.” 
“I’m sorry, Ms. Mathis,” York said. “I just can’t believe in destiny.” 
“You don’t have to.” A wider smile. “The holographic encoding happened whether you believe or not. I could show you. The software itself assembled from fragments on The Beam, as if it, itself, was a holographic archive.” 
“Why now?” 
“Maybe it was time.” 
“But where did it come from? Not the code, but the…it must have had a codex? A way to unlock all those little pieces you say were hanging around? So where did the solution come from? The activating sequence that made them assemble, to make them into the software you’ve been waiting for?” 
Alexa shrugged. “That’s not for me to ask.” 
York drummed his fingers on the tabletop. Something was itching at him, but he couldn’t articulate what it was. Then suddenly he had it: He’d always been after something. He’d always been important. He’d always had a quest, or something to do. But if someone had been after him but now, per Alexa’s thinking, was no longer following him,
then what did that say about what came next for the great Stephen York? 
“So you don’t think they need me after all — whoever locked me down, saved me for later, then decided to uncork me because they needed my help to fix Mindbender.”
“Maybe and maybe not. Not everyone has my faith. Rachel tried to have you killed, but then she had a change of heart, thought you were important, and decided you were worth saving. So one idea, if you’re so inclined, is to seek out Rachel Ryan and offer your services.” 
York watched the old, dying woman on his screen. There was something inscrutable in her eyes. Something she wanted him to say but wouldn’t offer a hint. 
“But you don’t think I should do that.” 
“I wouldn’t.” 
“Because there’s nothing required to fix Mindbender. Because you believe your archive will live on its own thanks to this brand-new, mysterious development.” He paused. “And that means that Mindbender already works, and has for twenty minutes now.”
Alexa nodded. “For anyone who knows about it, yes. For anyone with the access, the equipment, and the means, I believe it’s now possible to live on The Beam.”
“If I’m not here to help fix Mindbender, and going to Rachel Ryan is a mistake,” York said, “what should I do, Ms. Mathis?” 
“Wait,” she said. 
“Wait for what?” 
Alexa smiled. “For Noah’s digital self to tap you on the shoulder and say hello.”





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Seventeen
 
 
Sam heard the scream before he saw the girl standing in the doorway. 
At first, he thought the party’s marauders had returned despite Nicolai’s strange assurance that they wouldn’t. But then he looked up and saw the girl standing alone, her back strapped with something that looked like a groundskeeper’s leaf blower, her brown hair in thick pink mats that looked like sausages made of fuzz. She was young if her appearance was natural — maybe a bit younger than Sam, perhaps a bit older. Her face had twisted into something ugly, but even as she fell to her knees in grief Sam could tell she was, in happier times, quite pretty.
“Oh shit. Oh West. Leo!” The girl dropped to her knees beside the dead man on the floor, the dead man whose head was still being cradled by the holographic girl — or, at least as cradled as a hologram could manage. Her hands went all over him, shying from the mess of blood soaking his head and shirt. Then the new girl’s head jerked toward the closest of the room’s occupants (it happened to be the tall blonde), and her eyes were momentarily hard. They softened almost immediately, perhaps as a reluctant truth dawned. 
“What happened?” she asked. 
Kate’s eyes flicked toward Nicolai. His eyes passed the buck to Sam. That was hardly fair. The ball of spikes that had killed the old man hadn’t been the only one in the house. They had to be part of Craig Braemon’s security system, but Braemon, who seemed to have vanished, wasn’t controlling them unless he was doing so from a distance. Each ball had entered the room, just to the doorway. If they’d had eyes, it was clear they’d have looked at Nicolai — and then they’d gone, having duly checked in. If the old man was this pink-haired girl’s friend or father and someone was to blame, it was Nicolai, not Sam. 
But the girl’s eyes still went to Sam, waiting. So Sam swallowed and said, “He tried to kill us.” Then he nodded at Nicolai and added, “To kill him.” 
The girl’s eyes were filling with moisture. She wiped them absently in a gesture of getting down to regrettable business, then pulled a handheld from her pocket and held it up, the device’s back toward Nicolai. She pushed buttons, seeming to scan. 
“You were wearing a shell earlier, weren’t you?” she finally asked.
Nicolai looked at Kai and nodded. 
“It looks like it really had its hooks in you. You’re resetting now, but…” She shook her head. “This is just a guess, but does the name Stephen York mean anything to you?” 
Nicolai didn’t hesitate. No reason to be coy now. 
“It was his shell.” 
The girl looked down, found a clean spot on the dead man’s head, and ran her hand affectionately over his gray hair. “Oh, Leo,” she said, sniffing. She blinked hard and looked up. “If you give me your ID I can explain later, but it…” She shook her head regretfully. “He couldn’t help it. I think he was programmed. There’s no way he even knew this would happen, that he’d be triggered to come after…” She looked at Nicolai. “Well, after Stephen York.”
“What do you mean, he didn’t know it would happen?” Sam asked, thinking of the way Leo had stormed in with his guns blazing. It was bizarre, watching the girl comfort the dead rather than apologize to the living. But when she looked up, the girl only sniffed and waved the question away. 
“Later.” She tapped her handheld’s screen, ignoring the others. It was fine with Sam. They were done here. After the York shell had pilfered what it wanted from Quark using Braemon’s credentials, it had self-destructed, and the system had reset. Braemon, if he returned now, probably wouldn’t even notice a difference. All the security was back in place. Sam couldn’t even use a calculator app on it now if he wanted. 
Sam’s handheld buzzed. He pulled it out, seeing half a dozen ignored messages from n33t on his lock screen. n33t really must be coming to trust Shadow. n33t had told Shadow about the secret society with the ultra-high-level tags on their IDs, and now he was skipping Diggle to hit Shadow’s inbox directly. 
The new buzz was from n33t, too. It said, where r u?
Sam, not wanting to be obvious in all this company, used his thumbs to reply. craig braemon in the city - respero fndrasr & massacre
The response came back almost immediately. It said, where tho? hiding? have to cap a un/archive. v important. will explain l8r
Sam squinted at his screen. Why did n33t care where specifically Sam was at Braemon’s horrific event? And what was this about capturing an unarchivable archive? Sam had only heard of the things, mainly on the Null forums, mainly from deep Beam hackers whose obsessive immersion into code bordered on religion. Normally, the idea of a file so enormous that it literally couldn’t be massaged, compressed, or even transmitted due its precise sensitivity and the chance of fidelity loss would have seemed like folklore to Sam — on par with digital hexes and ghost stories. But before today he hadn’t truly believed in Beam holes either, or believed anyone could be fooled so completely while inside one. 
And hey, if you even wanted to attempt to contend with an un/archive, the geeks all said, you needed either a stable, protected canvas or a highly elaborate, overstabilized slip drive. The things he’d seen sold to suckers for such purposes didn’t even look like computer equipment. They looked like something from a hundred years ago. They had a self-contained, self-actualized canvas, several layers of redundant cooling centers, a mechanical drive, and the accompanying micro-motion cancellation stabilizers — on and on. Geeks called the devices “proton packs” — a reference to some old movie that Sam had never seen. They were huge. You couldn’t even carry one. You had to… 
Sam looked up. 
…to wear them on your back like a backpack. Or maybe like a groundskeeper’s leaf blower. 
Sam typed into his handheld, hey, n33t.
The response came back: ???
And Sam typed, look straight ahead.
Across the room, the girl with the pink hair had shifted her attention from the dead man to the holographic girl — a digital presence too strange to be anything but an unarchivable archive, now that Sam thought about it. 
The girl with the pink hair and the mechanical backpack looked up then met Sam’s eyes. 
“Shadow?” she said. 





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eighteen
 
 
It was probably important to protect the integrity of Kate’s cover, but after all that had happened, Kai found herself unable to care. So when Kate had fallen into step between Kai and Nicolai, Kai had said nothing. The three of them shouldn’t be together. Kai and Nicolai weren’t supposed to know this strange blonde vixen, with her reputation for moon inspector killing and dust smuggling. But Kai was tired. Nicolai, too. And Kate, who was walking the line between protecting herself and trying not to admit that she may have undergone ID refurbishment for nothing, seemed both exhausted and beaten. 
They’d left Nicolai’s reporter friend, Sam, behind with the pink-haired girl. Leaving the party hadn’t even been tricky. Kai, Kate, and Nicolai had simply left through the front door. There was no security. The police — possibly due to whatever the York shell had done to Braemon’s canvas and possibly due to a still-glitching Beam sector — hadn’t so much as shown their faces. Kate had said she’d been working with the captain, but he was nowhere to be seen, either.
The partygoers who’d survived were gone. 
The people who’d invaded the party were gone. 
The police, Quark officers, City Surveillance, even the fucking media (which normally swarmed events that were even remotely interesting) were all no-shows, at least for now. 
To Kate, it almost seemed as if something was keeping them away. Allowing them to flee without question. Maybe protecting Nicolai from his casual, I’m-too-tired-to-be-careful association with Kate. Or maybe protecting the girl the nation had once watched die in Respero — before reappearing tonight as a digital ghost.
Thoughts of that last piece dogged Kai as the trio found Kate’s hover — as Kate finally, with a sense of merely paying lip service, turned on her spoof to anonymize and disguise their uneventful escape. Only now that the threat of peril had passed did she allow herself to admit what she’d seen: The girl who’d shown up to warn them had been Violet James. Unless someone had cracked The Beam’s deepest security and manufactured an avatar in the image of a real person (which was significantly more impossible than the many other impossible things Kai had seen lately, according to consensus), it was actually her. And everyone knew Violet James had been dead for years. 
“Want to hear something funny?” Nicolai said from the passenger seat beside Kate.
“Hit me, chuckles,” Kate replied. 
“I spent the last six years preparing Isaac Ryan for Shift. Then it looked like I might end up getting roped into spending the last weeks before Shift helping Micah whether I liked it or not.” Nicolai turned his head enough to meet Kai’s eyes, unspoken animosities passing between them without comment. “And now it’s two days until Shift, and Directorate is going to win just like they were supposed to all along, before the bullshit over beem currency, before Carter Vale’s Mindbender trick at the Primes. All those machinations. All that worry and plotting meant to steer the Senate a few points in one direction or another.” He sighed. “But now, I can’t imagine even caring about Shift. At all.” 
There was a beat of silence in the hover. Then Kate said, “I was promised something funny.”
“Isaac and Micah can both go fuck themselves. I’m sure this won’t even rock them a little. They’ll wake up tomorrow, and one will call the other, and they’ll start bitching and yelling and plotting and scheming. Bet you anything one of them will use what happened tonight as a leverage point.” Kai watched Nicolai’s head begin to bob. “Yes. Micah. Micah will probably call a press conference. Say that this time, Enterprise do-gooders were only trying to help a good cause, and the raff still wasn’t happy. You saw that guy who came at us.” 
“Who came at you,” Kate corrected. 
“Rainbow headband. Braids. Some sort of borderline malcontent. That’s what Micah will say. Even though it won’t be remotely enough to move the needle on Shift, he’ll try anyway. And he’ll throw Isaac under the bus. Because that’s how he is.”
The car fell silent. Then Kai said, “That girl. The hologram.” She looked at the backs of Nicolai and Kate’s heads. “That was Violet James. The real Violet James.” 
Nicolai, who of all people should have appreciated the hideous revelation that logically followed, merely sighed. Respero was a sham. Dead people’s minds were being harvested and bulk-saved, probably for use as Mindbender guinea pigs, based on what the Vale hologram had implied. So what? It was too much to think about now. And Kai, in the quiet that followed, found herself having to agree.
Kai jumped as her heads-up display activated without permission.
“Gettin’ excited back there?” said Kate, apparently noticing Kai’s start. 
“Just got mail.” 
Kai blinked and took a slow breath before responding. 
“It’s from Rachel Ryan.” 
Nicolai turned fully around. The hover swerved as the autodrive snatched control back from manual. They all lurched sideways in their seats.
“I thought you killed Rachel,” Nicolai said. 
“Based on the timestamp, she sent it this morning. It’s on a delayed send.” Kai swallowed. “Meant to arrive after she knew she’d be dead.”
Still turned, his arm across the seat, Nicolai said, “A message in a bottle. What’s it say, Kai?”
Kai opened the message then read the text on her display’s semitransparent screen, watching Nicolai’s serious face as he waited. 
Kai blinked the display away. 
“It’s a gift. For all of us.” 
“All of us?” Kate said. 
“Even you. Apparently, your secret isn’t as safe as you’d thought. It’s for all three of us, plus Omar Jones, if you ever care to see him again.”
Kate scoffed at that, but Nicolai was still watching Kai’s eyes. 
“What is it, Kai? What did Rachel give us?” 
Kai looked out the window then back at Nicolai. 
“The Beau Monde,” Kai said. “We’re all a part of it now.”





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Nineteen
 
 
“You’ll be pleased to hear,” Clive said, “that your request was granted.” 
Micah looked up. He didn’t want to be in Clive’s office right now. He didn’t want to be waiting for the Shift results to come in — not just right now, but possibly ever. And he definitely didn’t want Clive thinking he’d done Micah a solid, and might be owed a favor in return. Because what could Clive do right now that Micah could possibly appreciate? Had he brought Isaac back from the dead? Had he somehow managed to get Carter Vale killed after all? Finding out that Vale survived Braemon’s fundraiser as cleanly as Micah (and, appropriately, Braemon himself) had been baffling. He’d assumed his mother had been behind what had happened — not just the little rug-pull at the end of Jameson’s trick, but the ensuing melee — but had likewise assumed the reason was to cover an assassination on Vale. 
No such luck. Not that Micah cared about Shift anymore. It was just nice to have company when things fell to shit. 
“What request?” Micah didn’t even try to keep the annoyance from his voice. 
“Beau Monde for your friends, Costa and Dreyfus.”
“I thought it was out of your hands?” 
Clive sat opposite Micah, a drink in his hand as usual. 
“It wasn’t out of your mother’s.” 
“Rachel?” 
Clive nodded. “The morning before she died. She didn’t hold all of the aces, but she did pluck those four.” 
“Four?” 
“Your two, plus two more. Omar Jones and Kate Rigby.” 
“Who’s Kate Rigby?” 
“You aren’t curious about Jones?” 
Micah sighed then picked up his own glass from the end table. Maybe alcohol would make it better. 
“No. Omar’s slimy as hell. I’m surprised it took him this long.” 
Clive crossed his legs. “You aren’t pleased? You came to me asking about it, and now it’s done.” 
Micah lifted his eyes without raising his head. His tongue found the corner of his cheek, and he felt his brow stiffen. 
“Don’t pretend you had anything to do with this, Clive. It was all Rachel. She knew what I was planning, and yet again she was ten steps ahead of me. She was probably behind those cyborg intruders, though I can’t imagine why…or maybe that was Purcell?” 
“You can ask him yourself if you want.” 
Micah stood. He couldn’t get comfortable. This should be a time of victory, and yet it was all so sour. He crossed to the window then looked out across the city with his hands clasped behind his back as if this were his office and he were in charge. 
“You got what you wanted, Micah,” Clive said from his chair. “Your membership to Panel went through without a problem. Iggy didn’t even need to fight for you. He told the others that it’s what Rachel wanted, and he has seniority. Only Alexa seemed bothered — probably because she’s never liked it when Rachel got what she wanted. And if you ask me, we’ll be filling Alexa’s seat next.” 
“How long do you think she has?” 
“Forget about Alexa. Let’s talk about you.”
Micah turned. To Clive’s side were two large Beam windows that almost spanned the entire wall, one red and the other blue. Each had a large black number in the middle. Why Clive had his room set up to watch the Senate tally roll in as if it were a sporting event, Micah couldn’t imagine. They’d know before the public would, but so what? It was all so banal. It was strange to think that the entirety of the last six years came down to two numbers on a wall — and even stranger to think that either outcome could truly matter to any of Micah’s twenty new best frenemies. But for the past hour they’d been watching those numbers tick like an unsteady heartbeat. The blue Directorate wall was winning by a few Senate votes, as predicted. 
“I don’t feel like being psychoanalyzed by you, Clive.” 
“I’m asking as a friend.” 
“I’m fine.” 
“You’re sure? I think I know how things were with you and Rachel, but Isaac…” 
“I’d really rather not talk about it.” 
Clive’s head bobbed as if to say, Fair enough. “How is Natasha handling things?” 
That was a tricky question, hinging a bit on the assumption that Micah was his sister-in-law’s keeper, which he more or less had been for the past two days. Natasha had gone home with Micah on the night of the fundraiser then never left. She was an easy houseguest. All she did was immerse, sleep, and cry. She wasn’t even disturbing Micah’s food supply.
“She’s taking her time.” 
“The sheets keep asking. I’ve been deflecting inquiries.” 
Micah doubted that. Clive was Panel’s connection to the media just like Eli was its liaison to the hacker community, and Craig had Panel’s only inside line to the police, NPS, and Quark. But the idea that Clive was interfering personally to protect Natasha Ryan during her time of grieving? That was ludicrous. 
A movement from beside Clive caught Micah’s eye. The Directorate number clicked up two, to forty-four. Enterprise held fast at thirty-eight. Just nineteen Senators left to report, and then they could stick a fork in this hideous, riot-filled, murderous Shift. And good fucking riddance. 
“Okay.”
“You know, Micah,” Clive said, his tone suddenly more serious, as if he’d grown tired of coddling, “you’re Panel now, but that doesn’t mean it’s smooth sailing for Micah Ryan. If you want to play ball up here, you’ll need to make friends.” 
Micah’s head turned. In the corner of his eye, both numbers clicked up — Directorate by another two, Enterprise by six. The wall stood at forty-six to forty-four. That was unexpected. 
“In your shoes,” Clive went on, “I’d consider respecting my elders.” 
“Oh, come off it, Clive. I’m just as — ”
Clive held up a single finger. It was his way of shouting, coming from a man who’d earned the right to never shout.
“You’re not,” he said. “Don’t pretend you are. Sure, you were a rubber stamp onto Panel because your mother’s been making it clear for years that she intended for you to take her slot when she died. She was an evil bitch, Micah, but she’d earned her respect. I can only remember three people who’ve ever stood up against her and held firm. Two came up mysteriously dead, and the third is Alexa. Now, I’m not saying Rachel was behind those men’s deaths, but let’s just say she didn’t shed any tears or act the slightest bit surprised. And they weren’t lightweights, even by Panel standards. One of them, Colin Hawes, worked closely with Noah on an adaptation of my software that we all had great hopes for. Hawes was the founder of Granite Quarry.”
“I know who Colin Hawes is, Clive.” 
“Hawes was using that software on a Quarry beta rollout. After Noah died, Quarry was the only system using it. But he ended up dead, and the answers about how to make that software work correctly went with him. It was an enormous loss.”
“So what?” 
“Rachel didn’t care who she crossed or what the consequences were. Your mother’s cutthroat reputation — not your merit — got you the green light. I’d keep that in mind. And I wouldn’t be a good…friend…to you if I let you think you had carte blanche now that you’ve made it.” 
Micah tried to harden his stare, but it was impossible to hold. He’d grown up idolizing Clive, seeing him as larger than life, like everyone else. The same was true of most members of Panel — Alexa Mathis most definitely included. Micah was someone’s kid. He had credentials, but were they Panel-level credentials? Maybe, but probably not. 
He had Clive as an ally. Maybe. Did he have Alexa, too? Did co-conspiracy make for good allies? Alexa had urged Micah to move quickly against Rachel, but even that, in a way, was a nod of respect to the vanquished.
Beyond Clive, the wall numbers ticked again. Directorate moved to forty-nine. Enterprise, still gaining, moved to forty-eight. 
“People are talking, Micah. We’re not supposed to go ‘off-Panel,’ but people do it anyway. So far, there’s at least one off-Panel faction, and it contains every member but you.” 
“That’s ridiculous. I earned my place.” 
“No, you didn’t. Your track record is terrible, and you’re an idiot if you don’t understand that bad track records this high up get people killed. You need an ally, my friend. You need someone to help with your image because it’s in shitty shape.” 
Now Micah was getting mad. Who did Clive think he was? 
Clive raised his left hand then used his right index finger to tick off points in his refined British accent. 
“Just for starters, you were put in charge of advanced development at Xenia Labs. And what happens? Your man Killian lets a Presque Beau salesman walk right into the restricted area and gives him the grand tour. Then what happens when they try to erase him? He’s got a goddamned shield and spoof under his scalp, and nobody bothers to check. By the time things click into place, he’s already home at Tuco Towers, trying to look up all those things Killian showed him on The Beam.” 
“Now wait a minute…” 
“Two,” Clive said, ticking off his second finger, “your corps send a crew to grab Mr. Stahl, but he easily slips away. Superior training indeed.” 
“It’s hardly my fault that — ”
“They try to grab Stahl and your girl in bumtown, but then she damn near gets away this time.” 
“But she didn’t.” 
“And then who do you send them to? To fucking Alix Kane, who tortures them!” 
“I was as pissed off about that as you were! I didn’t authorize Kane’s involvement! I specifically — ” 
“All under your watch, Micah! Only your brother made more mistakes, rest his soul.” Clive ticked off more fingers. “Kane’s men lose Miss Dreyfus after they were supposed to kill her. Your Stark troops get her back, but then you fucking lose Stahl again!” 
“Hey,” Micah said. “I solved things with Stahl. And with Kai, in the same swoop.” 
“Yes. Stahl was quite ‘solved.’” 
“He’s dead, isn’t he?” 
Clive gave a little smile. 
“What?” 
“Botched riots. Infighting with Isaac that was more irritating than our usual breed of cross-party productive. You lose control of your brother, who runs off to cry to motherfucking Aiden Purcell…and look where that led. With Rachel gone, it’s now Purcell that everyone’s a little afraid of. You’re supposedly leading Mindbender research at Xenia, but then what happens at the Primes? Carter Vale drops his little bomb about…wait for it…Mindbender, effectively erasing the lead we’d manufactured for Enterprise with the beem currency gambit.” 
“How is Vale my fault? 
“And now this! This bullshit at Braemon’s! I know part of it was your mother, but she was playing chess against you, and you should know better than to tangle with a snake. Now we have deaths on our hands, a ruined public image for Craig, and turmoil everyfuckingwhere on the eve of Shift.” Clive’s hand stabbed at the dual screens, which had just clicked to a forty-nine to forty-nine tie. “Who’s going to win Shift, Micah?” 
“I don’t know! Why the hell would I know?”
Clive bolted to his feet. “Panel always knows!”
Micah stepped back, rapping his heels against Clive’s floor-to-ceiling window. 
Quieter, with a visible effort to calm himself, Clive said, “We always know, Micah. Always. We can’t always control much about Shift, but we always at least know who will win. But now: Look at that. I honestly have no idea. Which way will the country swing? It’s anyone’s guess.” 
Micah stared at the wall. While he watched, the Directorate number clicked up to fifty. Any moment now, the final two Senate votes would tick in, and it would all be over. Either it would go fifty-two to forty-nine or fifty-one to fifty, and the Directorate would win as predicted, or the Enterprise would pull off a streak and tip the scales to fifty-one to fifty in their favor. 
Clive shook his head in a way that almost seemed sad. 
“If you’d had a stellar record, things would be easy. But whether you think any of this is your fault or not, a lot has happened under your watch. And now, with both Rachel and Isaac dead?” He sighed. 
Micah forced himself to respond, but it didn’t come easily. He’d always fought with Isaac, and there were even times he’d considered having him dealt with, but he’d always backed off because brothers were brothers. Rachel had it coming. But Isaac? Isaac, in his own way, had been an innocent. 
“What does…” He paused to reset, moistening his lips. “My mother’s death frees a spot, but — ”
“And that’s just about the only thing saving you, Micah. You did slash a knot in Panel by getting rid of her, whether she was respected or not. And in a twisted way, the fact that you had the guts to do it proves to a lot of us that you’re able to make hard decisions if you must.” 
Before Micah could respond, the Enterprise wall ticked up. Fifty to fifty. Next tick decided for everyone.
“But Isaac,” he said. “What does Isaac have to do with any of this?” 
“You were always yin and yang. In the public’s eye, you might as well have been the presidents. The sheets ate it up: the quarreling Ryans. But now there’s no Isaac for you to square off against. So what use is Micah?” 
“Now wait just a goddamned min — ” 
Micah stopped speaking as a yellow bar appeared above the blue and red windows. In the bar, there was a single numeral. A one. 
Clive turned. “Well, I’ll be buggered,” he said. 
Micah looked at Clive, at the wall, and back to Clive. 
“What? What does that mean?” 
“Too close to call,” he said. “The swing senator is unwilling to cast her vote.” 
Micah was about to ask for more, but Clive spoke first. 
“It means party memberships are within a half percent of each other. By law, if I remember my obscure statues correctly, there will be a district-by-district recount.”
Micah looked again at the wall. The big red square. The big blue square. And the indecisive yellow bar across them both. 
“So who controls the Senate?” Micah asked. 
Clive turned to meet Micah’s gaze. 
“Until the count is in,” he said, “nobody does.”





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty
 
 
Leah poured tea for herself and Sam then set the pot down as she felt a wave coming. She was alone in her kitchen, and nobody would see. Which was good, because she wasn’t ashamed…but this was private. 
She put her palms flat on the countertop, let her head hang, and cried into the fragrant chamomile steam. Her chest hitched. Her body shook. She let it happen. Then she wiped her eyes and took a moment to let it all settle. 
This was her kitchen. For better or worse, she currently had nowhere else to go. Even if any of the Organas had made their way back to the village, Leah didn’t feel strong enough to face them. She was both afraid of and sorry for them. 
If she was right about what had happened with Leo — what she’d first guessed from the Underbelly wireframe, then more or less confirmed by waving his body with her handheld — he’d been implanted with some sort of mnemonic command, programmed to home in on Stephen York for reasons unknown. He hadn’t been himself. His death hadn’t even been a total tragedy; Leah’s wave had seen a new set of triggers trying to stop his already-stilled heart as his body’s electrochemicals dispersed. He would have died anyway, even without Braemon’s security — which, it seemed in retrospect, had only shown up to defend Nicolai Costa. 
It hadn’t been Leo’s fault. And, thanks to the network he’d formed with them, it likely hadn’t been any of the others’ fault, either. They’d all been infected, and unable to fight it. 
But now, with the virus’s source gone and the network broken, those who’d fled would be themselves again — only, they’d probably still have memories of the terrible things they’d done. According to the sheets, thirty-one people had died at the Violet James Respero fundraiser. Even Shift had taken a backseat to the ongoing story on The Beam. Officially, the Organas had been driven insane by “acute Lunis withdrawal.” The NPS, Leah knew, would have a different story in mind: that Leo Booker had revived Gaia’s Hammer for one last stab at the elite before going out with a bang. But the truth, Leah knew, was far sadder. Now they were all just people. They wouldn’t hurt anyone. And her old peaceful friends would be deathly remorseful, paralyzed by guilt. 
Just as Leah was, because she’d released them. She and Dominic — who’d also gone missing. 
She couldn’t let herself believe Dom might be dead, too. He had to be lost. Or maybe whatever had happened to turn York into Crumb had happened to him, too. 
But the lie tasted sour. Leah kept thinking of how she’d sent the Organas through that scanner, supposedly deactivating all that made them deadly. And she kept thinking of how Dominic had lit up the same sensor, revealing the presence inside himself of something he’d obviously not known was there. Something that, in hindsight, looked like bio-encoded software. The kind of thing someone must have hidden there without his knowledge…and, consequently, might someday want back. 
 Where was Dominic? Where was York? And where were the other Organas? Several had been reported dead; she’d known most by nicknames and had to look up the real ones. There were so many left. Would they scatter? Would they keep their enhancements or try to dig them out with clawed fingers? Would they survive as reconnected Luddites, taking doses of the disease they’d once fled? Or would they instead somehow find a new dust supply, and try again? 
Leah didn’t know. And for now, she didn’t entirely care. She had other problems to worry about. Maybe this was the end of Hippie Leah. And maybe this was to be the true dawn of Leah the Adept. 
She walked into the living room. Sam was on one side of the couch, and the holographic Violet James — looking solid, save the fact that she didn’t have weight to compress the cushions — sat on the other. Leah had uploaded the strange, semi-mortal and semi-corporeal new form of SerenityBlue into the apartment’s canvas then set up a real-time sync with the back-worn proton pack so the girl could be in two places at once. The way Serenity/Violet had explained it, she could truly only be the copy of her file on the canvas or the pack at any given time (either as a hologram or a disembodied consciousness), but the sync gave her options. If they needed to go anywhere, Sam would strap on the pack and be her carrier. They’d been pretending it was for convenience or recreation — for the purposes of just getting out — but after three days of feeling like fugitives in this scotoma-masked apartment in DZ, Leah knew the truth: they kept Serenity on the canvas so she’d be able to access The Beam, and they kept her on the pack because they never knew when they might have to run. 
Leah handed a cup of tea to Sam. She hadn’t asked if he wanted it. To Leah, Shadow had always seemed like a hypercaffeine abuser. Only recently — under the twin influences of reimmersion in native, always-on connection and an initial hit of Lunis — had he seemed calmer and more focused in his communications. Leah liked him steady. The tea was decaf. 
“Thanks,” he said. 
Leah sat in the chair opposite the couch. A loose spring poked her in the back. 
“Do you remember me, Violet?” she asked. 
The girl nodded. She didn’t look like she’d looked to Leah before, in the school. But the good news — if there was any in all of this — was that at least she looked the same to everyone now, and like Leah to no one.
“Of course.” 
“I mean, more than you did?” 
Violet shook her head and gave her a kind smile that was very Old SerenityBlue. The girl’s memory had slowly fleshed out during the first day, but then plateaued. She seemed to (but didn’t entirely) remember Sam from an immersive deception loop they’d shared at some point before the benefit, and she seemed to (but didn’t entirely) remember Leah and Leo and York from the school. Her children, at the school, were all she seemed to remember almost fully as both Violet and Serenity — though if Leah was reading her right, it was more of an intense soul-familiarity than a true remembering. 
“What about Respero? Do you remember your Respero?” 
“A little. Sam showed me the vidstreams. And as much as I could, I watched the noise from inside.”
“‘Noise’?”
“Inside, when I watch The Beam without using my eyes, it feels like noise. Except I can see it.” 
“How can you see it without eyes?” Sam asked. 
“To be fair,” Leah said, “she doesn’t actually have eyes now.” She gave an apologetic shrug. “No offense.” 
“It’s fine.” Violet seemed to think. “I feel real. It’s what I remember life being like. I don’t know how different it might be if I had a solid body, but this — ” she gestured down at her holographic self, “feels like a body. I guess that doesn’t make much sense if I’m a file now.” 
It made fair sense to Leah. If amputees could feel their absent arms and legs between the amputation and replicant replacement, then maybe Violet felt a full-body phantom limb. The mind got used to its original state, and had trouble saying goodbye. 
Leah sighed. She had a question to ask, but it was the definition of forward. But she simply had to know. 
“Do you remember a discussion we had? About how we’re connected, me and you?” 
The girl thought. “Maybe. A spoon. Chocolate?” She shook her head. “But that’s silly.” 
“No, that’s it,” Leah said. “I told you how once I was deeply immersed, and it felt like parts of me were shedding off. You’d had the same sense, as SerenityBlue, from the other end — of something dissolving away then coming together as you. But now that I know who you are, none of it really makes sense to me.” 
“You already knew who I was.” 
“I mean, you’re a person. You’re Violet James. You’re the most famous Respero case in history. The way I figure, Respero was always a cover. The news has already buried it all, and you can bet Respero will continue, but now that I know what to look for, I get a good feel for it. Of the millions of people sent to mercy killings over the years, it looks like they kept throwing them all at The Beam. Only a few stuck, like you. The rest fell apart while you lived on. But that’s what I don’t understand. If you’re Violet, how were you SerenityBlue? And if you were Violet all along, why does it feel like…” She sighed. “Well, like I made you?” 
Violet shrugged. “Maybe you just helped me come together. Maybe you were there when I was lost, and you helped me become something else.” 
“You mean, maybe I helped you coalesce somehow? I encountered you floating around after Respero, and let you get your bearings?” 
She seemed to think again. “No. I think it’s as I said. You helped me become something else.” 
“But you’re SerenityBlue. And SerenityBlue is you.” 
“Only a little,” she said. 
Leah wanted to ask further, but this felt like talking to Crumb during those first days, in the limbo between Crumb and York. He’d known he knew something, but not what it was. The schism had sounded painful to reconcile. So Leah let it go.
Still, something itched beneath her skin.
Because as well as Leah remembered helping SerenityBlue coalesce, she remembered a second coalescence, too. Something that in many ways felt like Serenity’s inverse. The black to her white. The up to her down. A coalescence that, until recently, she’d barely remembered, as if it was trying to hide and had erased itself from Leah’s mind in one way so it could appear fresh in another. 
Sam’s handheld blipped.
“Who is that?” Leah snapped, suddenly sure that someone had read her mind, and that the malicious presence — which they’d shared even as n33t and Shadow — was checking back in on its chaos. The id to someone else’s ego, just as Serenity was id (or something kinder) to Violet James. 
But Sam was already pocketing the handheld with a smile. 
“It was my mother,” he said. 





 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-One
 
 
Killian picked his patient’s hand up, squeezed it, then began to massage the web of flesh spanning thumb to forefinger. The hand was cold, but the vitals were all green.
He turned the hand over then used a small, dull pin to tap the index finger at the pad. 
“Do you feel that?” Killian asked. 
“Yes.” 
He tapped the middle finger, same place. 
“And this?” 
“Yes.” 
“Good, good.” 
He circled the cradle and then, with a feeling of ripping off a bandage, began to disconnect peripherals. He knew for sure that everything was solid across the board, and that there were a copious number of redundant copies regardless. But unplugging cords felt like yanking life support, and he had a superstitious certainty that he wasn’t supposed to pull a single one.
“Do you want to try standing?” 
The patient sighed. “Not yet.” 
“Would you like to see your readout?” 
“Why?” 
“Oh, I don’t know. It just seems like something that might be done at a time like this. Kind of like showing a new mother the nanograph image of her fetus.” Killian’s smile felt forced. He was chattering for the sake of noise. He had no reason to fear this man, but he’d had plenty of reason to feel nervous around the avatar. Killian wasn’t a Null hacker, but in the right circles, Integer7’s reputation seemed to have spread like a virus. Even then, Integer7 seemed more mischievous than malevolent, but still it gave him nerves. And there was no playbook for something that had never been done. 
“No. Thank you.” 
“File integrity is complete in all of the redundant buffers,” Killian said, running through the stats despite the man’s clear disinterest. “And of course in the body. It’s all wetware, so it’s not apples to apples, and you can expect some disorientation as you adjust. Your brain — your mind, sorry; you didn’t have a brain before — isn’t used to containment, but the simulations predict it will adjust.”
“‘Predict.’” The word was flat and almost seemed to carry a sense of menace. 
“Well, you’re patient zero. Sorry, patient alpha; saying ‘zero’ makes it sound like a disease.” Killian forced a smile that probably came out looking like a grimace. “We don’t have actual results. I’m sorry, I thought Sally made that clear. Did she not make it clear? I’m so sorry. I was under the impression you specifically requested to be moved now, without waiting for testers to inhabit the other fabricated bodies. If I’d known there was any scintilla of doubt, I’d have — ”
“It’s fine.” He raised the hand Killian had recently been squeezing to life and flexed it in front of his eyes. It looked exactly like a natural hand, like everything about the body. But creating organic parts had never been the problem. “It was important that I be first.” 
“Oh,” Killian said. “Well then. Good. We aim to please. And I’m not seeing much evidence of dislocation?” It came out as a question, which he hadn’t intended. He was supposed to project certainty. Yes, the download seemed to have gone just fine, but almost all of Xenia’s experience — and literally all of Killian’s — was in uploading minds, not downloading them. Mindbender’s purpose was supposed to be escape from the mortal plane, the promise of immortality, all that. The wider applications that involved a move in the other direction (flesh vacations for digital beings, light speed travel, bulk transit for the Mars terraforming project) were supposed to be decades or, likely, centuries down the pike. 
Killian forced himself to breathe. It had all gone perfectly. Things were fine. It didn’t matter how nervous he’d been or how many nightmares he’d had about downloading poorly and then being haunted by the angry ghost of The Beam’s most infamous man for the rest of his days. It had worked out okay in the end. The patient could feel his hands and feet. He sounded coherent. 
“Why would there be dislocation?” Integer7 asked. 
“Oh. Well. I was just checking.” 
“But why would there be?” 
“Well, we had an issue with the dislocation paradigm for uploads, as I’m sure you know. Of course you know! But really, that issue more or less went away once the key sequence to the integration software was inserted. Once the sequence was extracted from Captain Long, your archive became fully holographic, as would any other uploaded minds in the system.” 
“Which means Mindbender is now open for anyone who knows how to upload.” 
“Yes, sir. But as you requested, we’ve kept the matching upload technology confined to your indicated group. You understand it’s a two-piece puzzle? The insertion of the key, from Long, was like a master decrypt cypher that unlocked the decoding, hologram-making end of the process. But any mind that’s not uploaded using the correct encoding will still fragment, with rare exceptions as we’ve seen with batch testing, in the range of zero point zero — ”
“I know all of this,” Integer7 said. 
“Oh. Yes. I’m sorry.” 
“So what about dislocation?” 
“Oh. Well, maintaining the integrity of the uploaded file was always comparatively simple. Comparatively. We knew there was a cypher out there. But the notes said the original cypher vanished with Mr. Hawes, so we’ve been attempting to recreate it?” Another sentence coming out as a question. Killian wanted to slap himself. He must sound so weak. 
“Hawes gave it to Dominic Long.” 
“Long knew Colin Hawes?” 
“In a manner of speaking.” 
“Oh. Then how were you able to maintain integrity before the cypher was inserted?” 
“I’m different,” Integer7 said. 
“Sure. Of course.” Killian paused. Then he said, “But how — ”
“I don’t mean to be rude, Mr. Killian,” the patient said, “but are you planning to answer my fucking question at some point?”
Killian felt his heart leap up to the top of his throat, grab his epiglottis, and hang on tight. 
“Sir! Of course. I’m so sorry. I tend to prattle on when excited. The problem with the dislocation paradigm was that whenever there was an archive in two places, meaning two copies of a mind — say, on The Beam and in one of these artificial bodies — there was always confusion from…from somewhere…about which to make real and alive, as it were. Like Frankenstein’s monster.” Killian mimed pulling a giant knife switch and giving a mad scientist’s grin, but his effort seemed to fall flat. 
“But I solved that.” 
“The insertion of the second sequence caused it. Yes, sir.” 
“I solved it,” Integer7 clarified. 
“Yes. The AI was able to extract your sequence from Mr. York while he was with the girl.” 
“Does York realize what happened?” 
“I don’t think so, sir. We’re watching him, of course. But for all intents and purposes, he seems to believe that he simply traveled from one virtual place to another. He does not seem to realize they were in a hole.” 
“And the girl?” 
“She vanished, sir. We’re not sure.” 
Killian thought his patient might take umbrage, but said nothing. 
“I’m not sure how it worked, sir, but it did. It’s like there was a piece of…well, of you…inside Mr. York? When we made the transfer, it lit right up as if the two pieces recognized each other. I daresay it wouldn’t have worked without that other piece.” 
“It wouldn’t have.” 
“How does it work, sir? We’ve been trying to crack dislocation here at Xenia for decades. May I ask how you managed?”
The patient sat up in the cradle, loose download wires sliding from his shoulders to pool in the thing’s bottom. His head turned to face Killian. 
“No. You may not.” 
Killian blinked. “Oh. Yes. Of course, sir.” 
Integer7’s hands went to his new head, which was specified to be like his old head. To his new hair, like his old hair. Across his arms and chest. Then they reached out for the small, round glasses on the table by the cradle. The ones his estate had given Killian such a hard time about procuring. 
“I’d like a mirror.” 
Killian practically clapped. “Oh! Of course. Yes. This is the exciting part, isn’t it? Like unwrapping a present. All that hard work. All that time! I can’t even imagine. And this is a triumph for me, too, seeing as — ”
Integer7 was staring into Killian’s eyes. 
“Yes,” Killian said, his manner dampening. “Well then, of course. It’s right here, sir.” 
Killian stood by the foot of the cradle, pushed the wheeled thing around in a half circle, then stood beside the patient. Together, they looked at the new body and the new mind inhabiting it from behind its curious little round glasses. 
The patient watched his reflection. He tipped his chin down then up. He rubbed his cheek. He ran a hand through his short brown hair. 
“Welcome home, Mr. West,” Killian said.





 
 
 
 
 
Shit From Brains
 
 
Hey all, and welcome to “Shit From Brains,” which is what we call our author’s notes these days. We used to call them “Author’s Notes” and I (Johnny) never wanted to write them because the whole concept seemed boring. Like I’d need to wear a beret and pontificate about the general difficulty of life and writing, or otherwise find something super meaningful to say. Who wants to do that? Nobody, that’s who. So we decided that if we made them crude- and irreverent-sounding, I’d write more of them because that’s more fun and I’d know I could be casual. And if you don’t like the title … well, you just read The Beam and there’s a few swear words in there. So fuck it. We’ll keep it cleaner in our kids’ stuff. Maybe like “Brain Stuff,” though then it’ll seem like an anatomy lesson. 
(Fun side note: The first “Shit From Brains” I wrote under that title was for a book called Dead City. That book won’t come out until after this book and a few others, but I wrote the author’s note first. Anyway, Dead City is a zombie thriller — we think of it as The Walking Dead meets All the President’s Men — so the whole “brains” thing felt right on. But hey, look! It works for The Beam too.)
So, right. About the third season of The Beam. 
You should be reading this after finishing the book, so I won’t be careful about spoilers. Let’s just come out and say it: The Beam is a complicated world. It was our job in this season to … well … not simplify it at all, but to at least tie up some of the mystery so readers weren’t being strung along forever. It’s been three full seasons now and we’ve given you a lot to wonder about, but three is a nice neat number and it made sense to both of us to sweep the floors a bit … giving some sense of closure (though God, not all of it by far) to this first threesome. 
In Sean’s words, we wanted to “close ten boxes and open three new ones.” So we had some questions to answer. 
Questions like, Who is SerenityBlue?
Where is Noah West, if he’s anywhere, and what’s become of him?
What happened to Noah?
And, what will happen at Shift?
So we tried to answer a lot of those questions for you, at least part way. This season we learned a lot. We learned about the truth behind Respero. We learned how Leo began the Organa movement and how his people got addicted. We saw what happened when they went fully off Lunis, and how Leo tried (he did try!) to solve the problem … by “fixing methadone withdrawal by going back to heroin.” And more and more and more. 
And of course, we wanted to slash the Gordian knot. The Beam has sprawled, so some of these plot lines needed to be trimmed. We have so much we still want to explore (ramifications of Project Mindbender, anyone?) and characters we want to introduce, but we knew you’d get lost if we didn’t trim the tribe (and associated open storylines) first, while hopefully also giving you satisfying resolution to the first three seasons as a “quasi unit,” with many more seasons of this series to come. And what’s more, we wanted to do all of this in a way that hopefully felt harmonious. Meaning: we didn’t just want to slap answers onto these questions; we wanted to delve back through the first two seasons, find unanswered questions, and braid them all together. 
For instance, we didn’t just want to figure out what the reappearance of Project Mindbender meant for our characters and the NAU. We wanted to answer that question by calling back to things you’ve seen before: Respero, the strangeness of The Beam once an adept dips below the surface, and the disturbances someone like Serenity sees … yet doesn’t understand herself. 
We have big ideas for Season Four (due out in 2016 if you’re not reading this in 2017 or later … or, for that matter, in 2097), but I’d be lying if we knew more about Season Four now than we did going into Season Three. The truth of all our Realm & Sands stories is that we as authors learn about them right there in the pages, not do different from you. 
Integer7’s real identity? Hell, we found that out ONE DAY before I wrote that scene. But that doesn’t mean it wasn’t always true. It IS always true. Remember, we’re not really creating these stories, so much as acting as their caretakers, here to find what we can and make it all coherent.
Sean and I hope you enjoyed this third season. We both agree it’s the single most complicated thing we’ve written to date — though we sure hope (and think) it’ll be sensible for you as the reader in the end. But it was really gratifying to pull a project like this off. Because shit, we had our doubts in the middle. 
If you like what we do, you really have no excuse not to be on our mailing list. I know, I know: mailing lists. But that’s just like calling these end thingies “author’s notes.” Nobody’s excited about mailing lists, but ours is awesome. And I guess you can call it something cooler if you want.
If you join our list, you’ll get Invasion books 1+2 for FREE. So that’s reason #1 right there to sign up: FREE MOTHERFUCKING BOOKS. But there’s another, and that’s deals on books, which are sometimes discounted at release, etc. Not enough for you? Okay, we do contests, too. We give stuff away. And if that’s not enough, we also write stunning and charming prose in our emails. All the cool kids are on the Realm & Sands email list. You know it’s true. 
We also have a Facebook page. I’m kind of shit at updating it and Sean ignores it entirely because he’s a bastard, but I do sometimes post insightful stuff there, project updates, contests and giveaways, and other stuff that generally lets you waste your time or laugh. So definitely like our Facebook page too. That way you’ll be in the know and we can all be friendly and stuff. You can do that here:
http://facebook.com/realmandsands/
As far as the sequel to this book? Well, like I said, that’s a 2016 project, maaaybe squeaking into 2017 depending on how things go. If you can’t wait that long, go to your favorite bookseller and search for either one of our names. We have approximately one thousand books each (slight exaggeration) across many genres, and you’re sure to find something that tickles your fancy. 
(You know another way to know for sure when the fourth season of The Beam comes out, by the way? THAT’S RIGHT; JOIN OUR MAILING LIST. Told you that was a good idea. :) )
You can do that here:
http://sterlingandstone.net/rsfb/
 
Thanks for reading!
 
Johnny (and Sean)
September 2015





 
 
 
 
 
Learn the Story Behind the Beam
 
 

 
Want to know how this book was written? Back Story is our podcast where we talk about the creation and writing of all our books. Follow the link below to hear how we took The Beam: The Complete Third Season from concept to completed work. It’s like DVD extras, but for books.
 
SterlingAndStone.net/podcast/beam-season-3-extras/



THANKS FOR READING
 
Did you enjoy reading The Beam? Indie authors survive by the strength of their reviews. If you enjoyed The Beam, please leave a review where you got this book and let us and other readers know! 
 
THANK YOU!
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