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Previously on The Beam
 
 
Previously, in The Beam: Season One… 
 
NATASHA AND ISAAC RYAN
Famous singer Natasha Ryan is performing a grand concert for a blended-class audience: elite citizens and some lottery-winning, lower-income attendees. Her performance ends, and Natasha flees as a riot erupts, presumably caused by Directorate Party members who are upset about inequity leading up to Shift — the event in which citizens choose their party (Enterprise or Directorate) for the next six years…and, by doing so, decide the balance of power in the NAU government.
Afterward, Natasha’s husband, Isaac (the Directorate’s Czar of Internal Satisfaction and symbolic head) makes a post-riot speech defending his party only to be hit with a powerful rebuttal from Enterprise. Isaac desperately tries to reach his speechwriter, Nicolai, but Nicolai isn’t responding and appears to have gone missing. He calls the District Zero police captain, Dominic Long, who tells him that Nicolai was last recorded at the home of one Thomas Stahl, but that both men are now off-grid.
Isaac juggles politics while Natasha throws a tantrum, demanding attention from Isaac. He chastises her for being self-consumed while their party faces calamity, potential Senate defections, and a missing speechwriter. She accuses him of caring about work more than her then storms into her office to summon her lover in the Viazo — a perfectly realized immersive simulation spot available only to the NAU's most elite citizens, who are known internally as the “Beau Monde.”
Meanwhile, Isaac heads into a separate part of the Viazo in order to book a virtual vacation for him and Natasha, hoping to make up for lost time. While discussing his available options, the agent informs Isaac that he is out of money, and that his entire 15-million credit limit has nearly been spent by Natasha. Enraged, Isaac storms out to confront his wife. In the living room, Natasha is unfazed by his anger and blames him for making her shift from her old party of Enterprise to his Directorate, ignoring her needs, and preventing her from living the life she could as a true artist. 
Livid, Isaac prepares for his upcoming speech then delivers an impassioned cry for the Directorate cause, listing the several flaws in the Enterprise agenda. He delivers the speech live, only to later realize he’d already been pre-empted by his younger brother Micah, Enterprise’s head of Capital Protection.
Things continue to decay between Isaac and Natasha. She threatens to shift to Enterprise, and Isaac taunts her to go ahead and return to Enterprise to live without a net. Natasha calls his bluff and declares this to be a brilliant idea. She’ll use her time prior to Shift — now just weeks away — to create media buzz for her triumphant shift back to the party of the fearless. The buzz will prep society for her return while at the same time emasculating and embarrassing Isaac. He caves and begs Natasha to reconsider. She refuses, running off to Micah to plan while Isaac follows along like a begging dog.
 
NICOLAI COSTA
Isaac calls Nicolai in a panic, ranting about how Natasha was terrorized during the riots. Nicolai, who has always wanted to be an artist but who “whored himself out” in his job with Isaac, rewrites Isaac’s speech but gets angry with himself, frustrated that he’s repeatedly writing the same tired political rhetoric. Later, Nicolai listens to Isaac recite the speech, Nicolai’s own words promising the public security in Directorate’s safety and supposed equality. After the speech, Nicolai rushes to his biological enhancement dealer, Doc, hoping to pick up his newest upgrade — a very non-Directorate brain chip that enhances creativity. But on arrival at Doc’s, Nicolai finds the apartment empty and then is ambushed by intruders.
After enduring a round of torture at the hands of mysterious assailants, Nicolai awakes in his own apartment, safe, with no memory of the torture or knowledge that he is now missing days. He sees many messages from a panicky Isaac and goes to speak with his boss in person. Their exchange quickly sours. As Nicolai realizes his missing memories, his concern falls on deaf ears because Isaac is clearly worried only about himself. Nicolai, irate and overdue for a shift to Enterprise himself, informs Isaac that he will be resigning and, like Natasha, moving into Enterprise.
Later, Nicolai is alone at the park, considering his options — returning to Isaac, defecting to Micah, or ending up in the gutters as an Enterprise washout before Shift — when Kai calls, relieved to hear that he’s still alive. Kai confirms that Nicolai’s mind has been wiped and suggests they meet in person. She has a plan for how to solve their many problems and says she needs to get inside the Ryans’ penthouse, indicating that Doc and a new man named Whitlock are waiting nearby. On the ride over, Kai details Nicolai’s capture, torture, and escape.
Following events in the penthouse, Nicolai calls Micah Ryan and tells him that he’ll shift to Enterprise. Micah is happy to hear the news and tells Nicolai that based on his lineage, the move to Enterprise is almost destiny. Micah reveals that he knows all of Nicolai’s past — that his house in Italy was besieged, and that his father, Salvatore, was the uncredited father of hovertech nanobots. At the very end of their conversation, Micah reveals that not only are hovertech nanos responsible for many inventions including The Beam itself, but that Nicolai unknowingly brought the first of them into the NAU himself, all the way from Salvatore’s secret research and weaponry arsenal.
 
KAI DREYFUS
Kai Dreyfus, escort and sometime assassin, is visited when her client Doc shows up from nowhere, claiming he’s being pursued, and takes Kai on a sudden flight from her apartment. She takes Doc to her contact Stanford, a man who can maybe help him out of his jam. Inside Stanford’s building, however, she’s ambushed by tech die-hards and must fight her way out. She defeats several but is eventually captured and rendered unconscious. 
Kai wakes to find herself in a cell with Doc and Nicolai, her favorite client. The two men circle one another like dogs for Kai’s affection (and due to an overabundance of testosterone) until a man named Alix Kane enters to interrogate Doc about access to Xenia Labs that Doc should never have been given — and that Kane feels he connived his way into for reasons of industrial espionage. After denials from all three prisoners, Kane brings a strange machine into the room and explains that it's an upgraded version of an outlawed torture device. Kane tells the men that the torture will start with Kai.
Kai is submerged into a sadistic and hideously painful simulation, tortured in ways that a conscious body shouldn't be able to tolerate. Doc pleads for her release and offers himself in her place. Kane summons a guard who unstraps Kai and instructs the Beamer to prepare Doc…and eliminate Kai. 
Kai is barely conscious as men carry her to a disposal room, but Kai’s highly enhanced system, equipped with a “possum” mode, slowly reboots. Still not at full strength, she is able to escape. Exhausted, she releases a homing device in her fingernail to her powerful client Micah Ryan in hopes of rescue, slumps into an abandoned cottage, and curls into a fetal position to await a timely death.
Before she expires, though, Kai is rescued by two of Micah's armored men. Micah makes her repay the favor by promising to murder Doc, a friend of Kai’s who knows too much about the doings of Xenia Labs, in which Micah has a substantial stake. Unwilling to do what must be done, Kai thinks up a devious plan to get out of her and Doc’s predicament.
 
DOC STAHL
Upgrades dealer Thomas "Doc" Stahl is mistaken for a privileged, high-access Beau Monde salesman while at Xenia Labs and sees many next-generation tech and bio-enhancements that he should never have seen. Security discovers that Doc isn’t who Xenia believed him to be and wipes his memory. Doc’s memory is protected by an upgrade, though, and later he tries to make sense of what he saw. He eventually gives up but then is attacked by an intruder in his apartment.
Doc flies through traffic, ditching his tail and making it to Kai’s apartment. Outside Stanford’s building, he is ambushed and captured then finds himself imprisoned with Kai and another of his clients, Nicolai. After some bickering and posturing between the men, the torturers arrive. Doc is threatened but maintains that his transgression at Xenia was a mistake and wasn’t premeditated. Kane shifts gears and questions Doc about a man named Omar Jones. Doc was not in cahoots with Omar to steal from Xenia, however, and can give Kane no secrets. Kane refuses to believe Doc and continues with his torture.
Moments from death, Doc is saved by Kai, who has returned to rescue him with a pair of armored men sent by Micah Ryan. After much debate, Kai convinces Doc to go with them for treatment. He agrees but, imagining duplicity, escapes at the first opportunity. He flees and meets Omar at a Starbucks. Omar tells Doc about something called Project Mindbender and Micah’s involvement in it. He points an accusing finger toward Kai, telling Doc that she fits the description of Micah’s hit girl. 
Kai meets Doc later, and she tells him that he’s going to have to be part of a simulated murder to keep them both alive. He agrees to an immersion that’s worse than he could ever imagine — a sim wherein Kai painfully “kills” him for the memory benefit of Micah’s soldier Jason Whitlock — and then flees, knowing he has to stay hidden but unsure how it’s even possible to stay hidden from a man such as Micah.
 
MICAH RYAN
Micah congratulates his team of insurgents — Enterprise agents who conducted the riots in the name of Directorate, to make Isaac and his party look bad — following their return from the riot at Natasha Ryan’s concert. He then meets, via a simulation, with Killian — the man who accidentally allowed Doc to enter the restricted area of Xenia Labs. Micah learns of the mix-up and Doc’s capture…but also the capture of his presumed accomplices. When he learns that torturer Alix Kane is involved, he shows apprehension, knowing that the whole thing is likely out of control.
Following the call, Micah orders his man Jason Whitlock to gather surveillance on Killian and communicate anything out of the ordinary then receives a distress call from his assassin, Kai. Kai, who should never have been taken in by Kane’s men, sounds near death. He eventually locates her far-off signal, somewhere outside of Manhattan, just close enough for Whitlock and his partner to reach in twenty minutes if they bend a few laws.
After finding Kai, blanking and freeing Nicolai, and extricating Doc from torture, Whitlock calls his boss to apprise him of the situation — a situation that includes Doc’s escape. Micah erupts when he learns this, and, after belittling Whitlock, he directs him to tell Kai that she must execute Doc after they find him again…and if she refuses, Whitlock must kill Kai. He warns Whitlock that if both Kai and Doc are alive by day’s end, Whitlock won’t be. 
 
DOMINIC LONG
Captain Dominic Long is called into the District Zero Police Department after the department nabs a hacker trying to break into Quark — a hippie Organa named Leah whom Dominic knows but must pretend he doesn’t. Dominic lets Leah go after her interrogation and tells her to be more careful. Organa leader, Leo Booker, calls Dominic to thank him for freeing Leah then asks Dominic to smuggle more of the illegal drug Lunis his way because the Organa inventory is getting dangerously low. Dominic tells Leo that there have been issues with shipments of “moondust” through his black market connections but promises a successful run very soon.
After a rough day at DZPD and a rougher night, Dominic wakes from the worst moondust hangover of his life. He returns to the office to discover there was a security breach the night before. Records of Dominic’s past indiscretions (involving the old man Crumb and Dominic’s refusal to send him to Respero) might have been obtained during the rudimentary hacking. It’s the last thing Dominic needs with so much on his mind.
On Leo’s dust-smuggling errand, Dominic runs out to meet his supplier, Omar Jones, in a secluded warehouse, still doing his best to convince himself that he’s not dirty despite his many dirty deeds and is instead subverting the rules in the interest of the larger “right.” The meeting turns out to be a setup, and Dominic is taken down by a nanobot swarm. He’s then dragged into an interrogation room where he’s questioned by Special Agent Austin Smith. The other cop realizes that without giving some of himself, he won’t be able to crack Dominic, so he uses a bot to hide their conversation and tells Dominic that he is a good cop who has done a few wrong things for the right reasons. Dominic opens up, but despite Austin’s theories, he insists that the Organa are in no way violent or planning a widespread revolt. Austin counters with damning evidence, painting the supposedly pacifistic Leo Booker as being quite old, highly enhanced, and the former leader of anti-establishment organization called Gaia’s Hammer — once a powerful enemy of the state that has since been expunged from history. Austin tells Dominic that if he flips on Leo, the arrest, the headache, and everything else troubling Dominic can all go away. 
 
LEAH
Leah, a young Organa who is paradoxically a prodigious hacker, leaves the DZPD station after being dismissed by Dominic then travels to the Organa compound in the Appalachian Mountains. Outside the village, she chats with Crumb, the old man who has rambled in front of the place for her entire life. She then goes to see Leo, the man who raised her like a father. Leo tells Leah that Crumb has been saying strange things. He wants her to use the Beam connection in some nearby ruins to look into Crumb’s mind. The crazy old man has been behaving more peculiarly than ever, and keeps spouting off about Noah West, the man who fathered The Beam.
Leah takes Crumb to an abandoned estate in the outskirts with a hard line to The Beam and links the line to his mind — and her mind to his — hoping to see what makes the old man tick.
As she undertakes a moondust-enhanced tour of Crumb’s brain, Leah finds that some sort of internal firewall prohibits her from accessing Crumb’s thoughts and memories. She disengages from the link, but Crumb seems to want her to dig deeper. After some creative exploring deeper within their connection, she discovers a small back door in his heavily firewalled mindscape. Accessing it, Leah sees an image of a journal bearing the name Stephen York. Then, as she feels their shared reality beginning to crumble, she pulls back to the world and finds Crumb unconscious on the floor.
Leah calls Leo and gets Crumb to a mountain hospital, but soon after check-in, Crumb disappears. Leah heads into District Zero to search the core Beam network for clues, but on the ride in has foreign dreams that seem not to belong to her. She panics, thinking that her implant is malfunctioning, but rather than seeking an upgrade dealer or doctor upon arrival in the city, she finds herself heading to the place she saw in those odd visions: a restaurant in old Chinatown.
When she locates the restaurant, she is given unexplained access to what appears to be a high-end computer lab in disguise. In the stark and abandoned room, she finds the journal she saw in Crumb’s mind: the one belonging to a mystery man named Stephen York. She leaves the restaurant with the journal — which contains images showing Noah West sitting with a man who seems to be a younger version of Crumb — and more questions than ever.
Exploring later, Leah discovers that the journal describes the thirty years Stephen York spent working with Noah West. It details America's fall, the rise of the NAU in its place, the formation of the Enterprise and Directorate parties, and the development of the old Crossbrace network before it evolved into The Beam. Leah calls Leo and lets him know what she found, and Leo heads into the city to meet her.
Leah and Leo, following a spooky sort of simpatico Leah seems to have with The Beam, track the missing Crumb and end up at what appears to be a school. Inside, a young boy greets the pair and leads them through the most realistic simulation either has ever seen…without using a simulator to do it. The boy then takes them into a room where they find Crumb sleeping. A mysterious, angelic woman named SerenityBlue approaches Leah, and they go back and forth about Crumb, York, The Beam, and the nature of reality. Crumb awakes and tries to let Leah know that he is okay and that SerenityBlue is helping him. Crumb and Leah find an odd, familiar breed of comfort in her presence, but they soon realize that they see her as two entirely different people. Leo returns to the room and is shocked to realize that he sees her as Leah’s twin. Serenity responds by saying to Leah, “So that’s why you seem so familiar.” 
 
LEO BOOKER
Leo rushes to meet Leah and Crumb at the hospital, where she tells him that Crumb is in a coma and should be out for a few hours. Outside the hospital, Leo tries to meditate, but Leah is fascinated by his advanced age and asks many questions, pressing and probing Leo about life before The Beam, Crossbrace, or even the Internet. After their history lesson, they return to Crumb’s room and find the once-comatose man now missing.
Leo desperately tries to get any information he can about Crumb, but the man has disappeared. Sensing an unusually high level of angst, Leah presses Leo about Leo’s moondust withdrawal, and Leo admits that he has begun to ration the Organa village’s dwindling supply. Back at the village, Organa citizen Scooter barges in and tells Leo of a drug-related fight. He says the new dust they’ve been receiving seems different and is making users paranoid. He wonders if there is — or soon will be — a new supply arriving. Leo dodges the question and dismisses Scooter.
Leah calls to tell Leo that she’s found York’s diary. She explains how she’s confident that she can find Crumb because of some unexplainable connectivity with the old man and The Beam itself. Leo worries that Leah is losing touch with the realism on which he is reliant. He asks if she can find Crumb. Leah claims that not only can she find him, but that doing so feels as if she’s returning home.
 
CRUMB / STEPHEN YORK
Stephen York is trapped inside his mind behind the firewalls someone forced into place, trying to calm himself the only way he can, by reciting prime numbers. He knows the others see him as the dirty, jittery old man Crumb, but there is nothing he can do.
He is taken by Leah to be hooked to The Beam, at which point she swims through his brain and crumbles his mind. But when he later awakes, Crumb finds himself bathed beneath the bright light of a beautiful young woman in flowing white robes. As they speak in circles about who he might be and where he came from, memories (or false thoughts) slowly fire inside his mind. The woman introduces herself as SerenityBlue and claims to be an entity known as a Beam cleric.
Serenity tells Crumb that she and her students have been seeking minds like his on The Beam. He admits that he knew Noah West and that he needs a journal to help him remember. SerenityBlue suggests that he send in Leah to retrieves the book: it will tell him who he is and what he might have done to the world.
When Leah arrives, Crumb realizes who he once was, but not what happened, what comes next, or what his mind seems so eager to remember. 
 
And now, The Beam: The Complete Second Season…




 
EPISODE 7
 
 
 





 

 
Chapter 1
 
 
September 12, 2035 — District Two
 
The venue was fancy — high-end enough to boast AirFi. Not a spot access point running off the handheld/Doodad wireless network, but bona-fide AirFi, with a hard line running into the building that had been restored by some enterprising company in the aftermath of shellings and fires. The Layback Lounge had to spend a fortune on that one little luxury each month. AirFi was damn near obsolete, especially as the world struggled to stand. Mobile access had been huge before the Fall, and it was mostly all there was now. The only reason any establishment would even have AirFi — especially these days, with the US borders closing and politicians talking about merging with Canada and Mexico — would be because the patrons demanded something premium. And the only reason to do that would be because they had money to burn, and wanted very badly to burn it.
Natasha, waiting for her chance to perform backstage, let her fingers play across a shallow dish that someone had set on the dressing room table. It was made of crystal, with fluffy objects the size of large pebbles inside it. The dish itself looked decadent. It probably cost thousands of dollars. Untold months’ worth of food. 
Natasha picked up one of the pebbles, held it to her nose, and inhaled. She closed her eyes. Its scent was opulent, recalling a pre-calamity world that had been naive and complacent, and reminded her of early childhood. Natasha’s parents had taken her to middle-grade restaurants then, when they’d been able to afford such things and were still alive to give them. The object’s evocative scent pulled her effortlessly backward in time. It was only a mint, but it conjured memories of happier times, when a girl might care about freshening her breath rather than rationing her food and bank balance — or, for that matter, the pile of rapidly deflating US dollars she kept in her closet pillowcase, because Renewal-era banks were thieves like everyone else. 
Natasha dropped the mint back into the dish then looked around the dressing room. The other performers were gone. The cellist was onstage. The dancers had already left. She slid the mints from the tray then slipped the dish into her purse. 
She spent thirty seconds listening to the cellist onstage through the door then sighed and removed the crystal. She returned it to the table and laid the mints back into it one at a time. Then she moved to the mirror, placed her palms flat on the table’s surface, and looked up at the girl staring back from the glass. 
“Have faith,” she told her reflection. “Better times are coming.” 
The girl in the mirror — pudgy but pretty, with full cheeks and tree trunk arms (or at least, that’s how she saw them), deep-green eyes brilliant within her halo of naturally red hair — nodded back. The idea that her sky would soon brighten was hard to believe, but that was how affirmations worked: you had to believe in advance if you ever hoped to live them for real.
Natasha paced to the room’s far side, then back. She was nervous, and conflicted about whether or not she had any right to be. This was just another gig, and she’d played three a week for over a year. But it was the biggest gig she’d ever landed. Natasha would be performing for the most exclusive group of her career. The diners on the other side of the Layback’s curtain had been among the city’s wealthiest citizens before the fall, and money had a way of building lifeboats and keeping day-to-day existence disproportionately grand. They were people who had never felt life’s sharpest sting, and would always pay for a jester’s amusement. They were people with industry connections that hadn’t gone dry even while millions across the country starved. Maybe now was Natasha’s chance to climb from the hungry and into those lifeboats. To seize her past opportunities in disguise and spin her straw of hard-fought struggle into gold. 
She closed her eyes and focused, forcing herself into deep, calming breaths. Just another crowd. Natasha had to trust herself and her path, knowing that whatever was supposed to happen would — even if she had to grab it with both hands and force the issue. 
She opened her eyes. 
The girl in the mirror still stared back, waiting for instructions. 
She felt out of body, as if the girl in the mirror were more than a reflection. It was as if she were looking at a soul twin — someone who represented all that Natasha, purged of doubt and self-loathing, might one day be. On the near side of the mirror, Natasha’s heart fluttered as her head filled with doubts that her sweet, innocent reflection could not know. That other girl was Natasha’s responsibility, like a child. She had to stay strong for her. 
“They will love you,” she said aloud, locking eyes with her reflection. “They do love you.” 
Natasha pulled out her iPhone Ruby — a step above the ubiquitous Doodad handheld but just as free to use on the open network — and opened her bookmarks. She pressed the screen a few times and began to read through her marked reviews. As usual, her own local reviews (for performances in the ’burbs and in the slightly better city clubs) were self-flagellated inspiration. Every one made her feel better at the same time they made her feel worse.
…brilliant performance wrenched from the soul of a poet…
…torn from strife’s ashes, every note heartbreaking… 
…uncaring of stereotypes, embracing who she truly is rather than racing toward society’s demands…
Natasha supposed statements like the last one were meant as praise, but she couldn’t help but see them as criticism. Maybe artsy Internet critics saw her as “uncaring of stereotypes,” but what if the album she’d been shopping around actually sold? What if she got the success she’d been dreaming about forever? If that happened, the wider culture wouldn’t be so kind. Both “uncaring of stereotypes” and “embracing who she truly is” were euphemisms for “fat,” and if she ever had her breakout hit, that’s what everyone would say about the “poet” songstress. Even the worst times had barely blunted the gossip machine. When wireless networks first came back online, it was almost like the celebrity sites had never stopped working, as if they’d been screaming into a void through the blackout, waiting for connectivity to trumpet their return. 
Natasha studied her reflection, running her eyes from the mirror’s top to its bottom, trying to embrace her true self. As usual, she couldn’t. Or perhaps more accurately, she didn’t want to. Critics sang her praises as if she were making a statement — as if she were defying the image of the emaciated starlet on purpose. But to Natasha, the fact that she was nearly 170 pounds at 5’10” was a clear sign of failure. If she could have waved a magic wand and conformed her body to stereotypes, she would have…and fuck the alternative press’s righteous stance on body image. Natasha finally felt that her singing was going somewhere, but her dieting wasn’t. Her mother would have said she was using food to buy comfort — not difficult even in lean times, given that cheap foods were always the most fattening — but what did Mom know? She was dead. So was Dad. Same for Sammy and Layla. 
Natasha no longer saw an innocent girl in need of guidance and protection. She saw a fat girl who wasn’t exercising the control required to survive in today’s world. 
“Get it together,” she said, shaking her head in disgust. 
Natasha moved from the mirror. She had to relax but couldn’t sit. Not after staring at that fat girl. Sitting down would be too on the nose. She didn’t want to feel slothful, like a do-nothing layabout. She didn’t want to wallow in self-pity. The only way to deal with sadness was to grow something better in its place. When Natasha felt desperate, she wrote desperate songs. When lonely, she wrote about alienation. When she thought about Mom and Dad and Sammy and Layla, she used internal hands to squeeze those emotions into a ball then vent them onstage. Sorrow rang out from her as fist-clenching rage. Pain sounded like a refusal. Trials and tribulations were birthed as the orchestration of triumph. You had to believe it before you could live it, and Natasha’s performances were full of implied belief. She gave those who hurt permission to claim their power. She told those who’d suffered that they were free to move on. It didn’t matter what kind of audience she was performing for. Everyone, everywhere, had hurt and suffering inside them.
She felt herself growing more powerful. You couldn’t just lie down in this world without getting run over. Victims were eaten, and innocence was punished. Natasha hadn’t spent more than the bare minimum grieving any of her losses. She didn’t pine or wish or beg. No. Natasha took, which was what you had to do if you expected to have anything. The antidote to negative emotion was action. She’d recorded the tracks she had — a collection of loosely related songs with the tentative title of Via Persephone — entirely on her own. The learning curve had been steep. She’d had to fight and scrap to earn access to the equipment required to record. Out in the dead zones, she’d once broken into an abandoned house to scavenge a computer then broken into another for a generator to run it. Through ruin and blackouts and raids, she’d gathered her assets. Because if you didn’t take the reins of your life, someone would take them from you.
Natasha walked toward the end of the room, where someone had laid out samples of the Layback’s rich desserts. A few minutes earlier, she’d felt those sweets as a threat. Now they felt like a challenge. She looked down at the tray, snatched a fork, and slid a bite of chocolate cheesecake into her mouth. She swished it around then spit it into the trashcan. The flavor lingered, but the calories did not. 
Feeling confident, Natasha thought she might start taunting the tray. But before she could, she was startled by a knock on the door behind her. She spun, wiping at her lips to clear the guilty crumbs. 
“Miss Thomas?” 
Natasha softened her voice. “Come in.” 
As the doorknob began to turn, Natasha’s eyes strayed down her own front. The dress that had looked so flattering earlier suddenly seemed too tight and revealing of the imperfections beneath. She sucked in her stomach, standing taller in her heels. 
The stage manager entered. He was maybe twenty-one, just two years older than her. Cute. And at nearly six-foot in heels, she towered above him as she crossed the room.
“Is it time for me to go on?” Natasha sounded pleasant, but she’d be annoyed if that was it. She wasn’t supposed to go on until 10, and it was still more than a quarter ’til. She could hear the cellist onstage, warming up the crowd whose hearts she hoped to shatter and ruin for the main act. She wasn’t ready. Her head was still scattered, her focus too weak, emotions in her lap instead of her palm.
“No, Miss Thomas. A guest is requesting to see you.” He gave her a small, knowing smile.
“To see me?” 
“Yes, Miss.”
“Who is it?” 
“I could tell you,” he said, “but it’s more fun if I simply let them in.” 
If Natasha didn’t know better, she’d think the stage manager was flirting with her. She wanted to flirt back, but he was cute and probably met a lot of high society girls and starlets. Thinner starlets. She also wasn’t yet sure if she should be pleased or irritated by this mystery person’s attention. Who went in to see a performer twenty minutes before the show? And who would a venue like the Layback allow backstage so near to showtime? 
Natasha wasn’t sure how to answer, so she mumbled, “Okay.” 
Grinning, the stage manager backed out of the room, leaving the door slightly ajar. Moments later, a tall man wearing a dark-blue vintage suit with a straight tie and lapels entered. He had dark hair streaked with gray, but Natasha got the feeling that the gray had always been there. She knew from news and gossip photos that it had been since at least 2015, before she’d been born, when the man before her had first arrived in America at the age of twenty-five. 
A pretty dark-haired woman stood beside him, her arm gently wrapped around his waist, but Natasha barely noticed. Her eyes were on the tall man and his steely gray eyes — eyes that had captivated the world, and given it new hope before the castle walls came crashing down. 
He reached out and took her hand. Then, to Natasha’s surprise, he held it up and kissed it. 
“Miss Thomas,” he said in a crisp British accent. “It is such a pleasure to meet you. My name is Clive Spooner.” 
Natasha felt herself wanting to blush and giggle. She suppressed the urge, looking briefly away. Eyes averted, she said, “I know who you are.” 
He chuckled, and Natasha felt as if she were at high tea, sitting around an elegant table surrounded by expensive friends. It was a dream she’d had often: imagining the success she longed for and never stopped working to get, a dream the self-loathing child inside her treated as fancy. 
He sighed good-naturedly. “I suppose you would. But I still hope. The power of meeting someone fresh is so enticing. Perhaps I should start wearing a mask.” 
“Oh, no, don’t do that,” she said.
Natasha felt stupid. It was the most ridiculous, childish way that anyone had ever responded to anything, ever. Not only was she answering as if he’d been serious (the genius behind the Mare Frigoris base donning a mask to be anonymous), but she was acting like covering his face would be criminal, which it would be. Spooner really was handsome in person, and his charm seemed to spritz the air in an incapacitating mist. No wonder he’d been able to rally global support for his moon project. No wonder the world had believed that anything was possible when they’d looked into his eyes. No wonder even the Wild East still celebrated the opening of his far-seeing telescope long after they’d lost access to it — after their minds had turned from the origins of the universe to more pressing thoughts of food and survival.
Spooner deflected Natasha’s embarrassment, acting as if he hadn’t heard or as if she’d said something sensible. He nodded toward the woman on his arm. She seemed to be in her twenties, was petite and slim but not emaciated, and had the athletic look of an acrobat. She had dark-brown hair cut into a shelf of bangs. The eyes below them were blue and very large.
“This is Nicole Shaw.”
Nicole extended a hand and shook Natasha’s. She wore long green gloves that perfectly matched her dress. An odd amalgam of elegant and sexy — a look Natasha wished she could pull off. 
“I’m a big fan,” she said. 
“My fan?” said Natasha. She was suddenly aware just how much insecurity was bleeding through her pores. She’d played clubs around Chicago and even one in New York when on a trip, but the Layback was the first club with any real cachet. She had an underground reputation among men with goatees and women who didn’t shave. No one knew her in higher society. Certainly nobody in Clive Spooner’s circles. 
Nicole giggled. “I’ve been listening to you for years. I have a few bootlegs.” Then she whispered behind her hand. “I’m only telling you that because you haven’t released anything legit, so it’s all I can get!”
Natasha was flabbergasted. Spooner chimed in before she could respond. 
“I’ve known Nicole for a while. We have a business relationship.” The way he said “business” and glanced at their intertwined arms made Natasha suspect that Nicole was an escort, but the suspicion didn’t faze her. Her mother had always articulated strong feelings about prostitution, but the world had changed a lot since her mother was born, and the world had changed a lot more since she’d died. “One of the things we share is an appreciation of talented artists, including you. I’ll confess I’m a little obsessed with following your growing career. I haven’t seen you before in person, but there is plenty online, and I do tend to end up in places with excellent access. Enough to stream holograms in a few cases.” 
“They’re making holograms of my performances?” 
Spooner gave a good-natured English chuckle. “You’d be surprised. You have a loyal group of fans. Although the holography, shoddy as it is, merely consumes bandwidth that would be better allotted for audio. I do predict improvements on the horizon, though.” He winked as if he knew something. Which, being the highly connected man he was, he almost certainly did. 
Natasha’s eyes darted to the clock. It wasn’t meant to be an impatient glance, but Spooner saw it anyway.
“Oh, I’m so sorry. I know you are on soon. The other member of my party urged me not to come back, but this one — ” He ran his palm down Nicole’s arm. “ — wanted very much to wish you luck and to tell you that you have at least three very eager fans in the front row.” He winked. “Especially if you plan to sing ‘Down Deep.’ It’s my favorite.”
“Was this annoying?” Nicole asked, pinching her face into an apologetic expression. “I’m sorry if it was. But I’m a performer, and it always makes me feel good if I know some of the audience is friendly when I step out.” 
“There are people in this audience who could snap a broomstick with their tight asses,” Spooner added, raising one side of his mouth in the devil-may-care grin that had endeared the world in the 2020s. “But they don’t have any minds of their own, see. We will cheer, and that will let them know that they should, too.” 
“It’s not annoying at all,” said Natasha, flustered. She wasn’t sure if it was good to enter a performance riled up, but Nicole was right: Having someone in the audience whom she could confidently sing to made all the difference in the world. And Spooner was right, too: if the man who’d united the world led a round of applause, others would follow.
“Well,” said Spooner. “We will leave you to your preparations. If you would be so gracious as to join us after you’re finished, I would love the chance to speak further.”
“Of course,” Natasha said. Then, feeling that she’d answered as if conferring a favor, she added, “Thank you.” 
He took her hand again and made a tiny bow. “Best of luck.” 
“Good luck,” Nicole said, smiling. 
Once she was alone again, Natasha realized that her nerves had washed away as if they’d never been there. She looked in the mirror. Her reflection had become beautiful and poised. More: The young girl staring back at her had become a woman. Her eyes were solid and uncompromising. She had the look of someone who’d been, who’d conquered, and who’d come home victorious. 
The stage was hers. The crowd, whether they knew it or not, was hers. 
On the other side of the curtain, the cellist’s set ended. Natasha didn’t wait to be called; she left the dressing room and made her way to the side of the stage. She stood tall, drawing in the audience’s energy. She knew she could captivate them. 
After the stage was made ready for her, the lights dimmed. The spotlight went up. Natasha stood in its center, her heart steady and sure. This was her moment. This was her chance. She’d worked too hard not to grab on with both hands and refuse to let go. 
And she sang.
When she was finished, the spotlight died into a single heartbeat. Spooner and Nicole stood at their front row table and began to applaud. The house stood with them, in their finery, all of them living lives that poor, tragic Natasha Thomas could only dream about in flights of fancy. Their eyes were wet, their expressions pleasantly defeated. Even the great Clive Spooner seemed to be sniffing back a tear. 
Smiling, Natasha made her way back to the dressing room feeling ten feet tall. The cellist had long since packed up and moved out, but Natasha looked around and allowed herself to feel as if he’d never been there. This was her dressing room. Soon, Natasha would never need to share a dressing room again. 
Most of her high had faded by the time she’d changed and made her way out from backstage and into the lobby. By the time she was nearing the entrance to the main dining room, she was already starting to wonder if she’d heard Spooner correctly. She was a poor girl who’d lived in tenements. She’d grown up during the world’s worst years, adding a literal fight for survival to what felt like any artist’s struggle for expression. Clive Spooner had been on top of the world since before she’d been born, and to him, the Fall that had decimated the world had probably been a mere blip. Did he really want her to join them? And for that matter, would the Layback even allow her to? 
“That was an amazing performance,” said a voice behind her. 
Natasha turned. She’d thought the lobby was deserted, but now she saw a dark man of medium height, his black hair slicked back, a cigarette perched between his fingers, unlit, almost like a prop. 
“Thank you,” she said, disarmed.
The man walked closer. “I’ve never seen anyone sing quite like that. It wasn’t just a set of vocal pieces. It was somehow…more.” 
She smiled. 
The man extended a hand, and she allowed him to take hers. His hand was smooth, unused to hard work. A hand that hadn’t seen the worst of the previous decade. 
“I’m Isaac. Isaac Ryan.” 
“You were with Clive Spooner.” Natasha released his hand. It was hard for a fat girl to allow herself flattery and admiration, but the affection radiating from the man’s dark eyes was impossible to miss. 
“Yes. He dragged me along.” 
Natasha laughed. “I’m sorry.” 
“I don’t mean it like that. We went to dinner. I felt like a third wheel because my brother was supposed to join us but bailed at the last minute. Just me and the two of them. I wanted to leave, but they made me come.” 
“Again, I’m sorry.” She was smiling wider, feeling herself playing along. 
“I’m so glad I did.” 
Natasha’s smile became smaller. More humble. She said nothing. 
“I’m not an emotional person,” he said. “Not usually. But you were so beautiful up there.” 
“Thank you.” 
“Inside and out.” 
Normally, that remark would make her cringe with the feel of a sideways complement. Usually, when people complimented Natasha’s soul, she felt like they were insulting its house. Not this time, though. Isaac’s eyes felt different on her somehow. As if, impossibly, he meant it. 
Even softer: “Thank you.” 
“I don’t think I’ve ever seen someone as captivating as you.” Then he stammered. “I…I mean, as you were out there on stage.” 
“That’s sweet of you to say.” 
“I think you’re going places,” he said. “I really do.” 
“Thank you.” Natasha felt like a one-track recording, but it was all she could manage. He was cute. His affection was clear, and she was finding it infectious. 
“You’re such a…” He paused, seeming to wonder if he was saying too much. She took another step forward, to encourage him. “Such a…Such a…” 
“I sure am,” she said then smiled and touched his arm.





 

 
Chapter 2
 
 
“Such a…a MOTHERFUCKING BITCH!” Isaac screamed. 
Natasha shook her head, feeling a snake’s smile slither across her lips. Her thin, long-fingered hand was tented on the chaise in their apartment’s front room, tips pushing into the responsive foam through the five-thousand-credit upholstery she’d had it refitted with the month before for no reason at all. She had a few more weeks on Isaac’s Directorate dole before she launched off on her Enterprise own. It made sense to milk it.
“Now, now. Is that how you convince a lady to see things your way?” 
“Fucking cunt! You fucking vindictive, spiteful cunt!” 
“You sound like you have that disorder that makes you swear over and over for no good reason. The one that causes you to generally make a spectacle of yourself so that everyone points and laughs behind your back. What do they call it? Oh yes. ‘Isaac.’”
“Are you kidding me, Natasha?” 
Natasha watched as he began to stalk across the apartment, the effect of her bomb finally sinking beneath his infuriatingly impotent exterior. He was so spineless and worthless, battered about by the whims of others: Micah’s, his mother’s, his bosses’, the entire Directorate constituency’s, Natasha’s. She wasn’t going to agree with Isaac about the parties no matter what, but she’d at least respect him if he had a backbone. He didn’t, though, and throughout nearly sixty years of marriage, she’d always held the upper hand. She loved having control but simultaneously loathed his weakness. 
“I’m not kidding,” she said. “What better way to celebrate my triumphant return to Enterprise than with a comeback concert?” 
“You don’t need to ‘come back’!”
Natasha shook her head, enjoying the argument’s single side. Isaac was furious. She was cool and perfectly calm. She held all the cards — and was holding his balls for excellent measure. 
“Oh yes, I do, love,” she said. “How long have I been Directorate just to satisfy your need to look good to…well, to everyone? A strong man wouldn’t mind his wife belonging to a different party. In fact, if you had testicles, you might see it as a strength. Because what could possibly make you look more confident in and dedicated to your cause than being able to show me off and say, ‘I have chosen what is best for me and am not threatened by my wife’s decision to choose what is best for her’?” 
“That’s not the point, and it’s not what happened at all, and…” 
“But that’s not how the Directorate works, is it?” she continued, bulldozing through him. “It’s all about fear. ‘If you choose to remain or shift to Enterprise, you’re gambling with your life. Without a guaranteed Directorate stipend propping you up, you’ll starve in the gutter.’” 
“Don’t make this about ideologies, Natasha! Your…your vindictive shift against me isn’t about you having some moral epiphany. This is about you being a fucking whore who wants to ruin my career!” 
“Oh. Well then, I’d better stop. I wouldn’t want to ruin your career.” 
“Because you’re a…” 
“After all, it’s not like you were ruining my career by wanting me to stay Directorate.” 
“You have a guaranteed dole! You’re more famous than ever!” 
She shrugged. “Famous as a sellout, maybe. As a mediocre act, suitable perhaps to open for Samuel Bolton. Or for being pumped into waiting room canvases across the NAU.”
Isaac rolled his eyes.
“It’s also not like you’ve ruined my spirit or anything,” Natasha continued. “Or our marriage.” 
“Ruined your spirit!” he gave a sarcastic laugh. “Is that what’s been happening here, while you’ve been living the high life, safe and secure forever, with the very best of…” 
“Oh, just shut the hell up, Isaac. You don’t understand. You can’t understand. That’s been the problem all along. I’m trying to decide between left and right, and you’re swearing that the correct choice of the two is ‘blue.’” 
“What the fuck does that mean?” 
Despite her intentions to remain calm, Natasha felt herself getting angry. This was an old argument, and it had been front and center — sitting in the middle of their every moment like a plate of poisoned fruit — during the two weeks since she’d announced her plans to defect at Shift. At first, she’d made the threat to watch him squirm. Even when she’d stormed out and jetted off to Micah’s (dragging Isaac with her like luggage), she hadn’t really thought she’d go through with it. But the more Isaac blustered his protest — the more he simply didn’t get it — the more resolute she’d become. Now there was no question that she’d shift, and do so in grand, in-Isaac’s-face style. His ongoing obliviousness merely tightened the screws. 
“For you, all that matters is the goddamned dole,” she spat. “As long as you get a check, everything’s fine, isn’t it?” 
“And you don’t care about money, right?” he said, putting his hands on his hips. It was a feminine gesture. Pouting. Natasha wanted to throw something heavy, but her award statues were all across the room.
“Of course I care!” she said. “Money is a yardstick. It tells me how well I’ve done. But what you — and the entire Directorate system — suggest is that I buy my trophy off of The Beam rather than earning it through merit.” 
Isaac looked suddenly confused. “Which trophy?” 
She shook her head. “You stupid, stupid man. I don’t know what I ever saw in you.” 
“You mean your best artist award? The one you almost killed me with?”
“Maybe I’m thinking too small. Rather than holding my concert the day after Shift as a comeback, maybe I should make it a fundraiser to buy you a proper vagina. At your pay grade, I’m sure we could get a really, really good one.” 
“Oh, that’s mature.”
“Micah says the synthetic skins they’re making at Xenia nowadays are outstanding. With your nanobots, and all that neural tuning? Just think, Isaac. You could finally move from metaphorical to literal, and get fucked for real.” 
Isaac shook his head, turning away from Natasha to stalk through the room’s sunken center. He walked back to the edge, paced the periphery, then made his way back around to her. They stared at each other and stewed. 
“Look,” he said. “Call me all the names you want. Fine. Move out if you want. Stay married and drain me if you must. But can you just, for a moment, please think about this and be reasonable?” 
“Oh, but sweetie,” she said, making her voice like syrup, “this is the most reasonable I’ve been in years.” 
“It’s vindictive.” He swallowed. Natasha could see him making a mental concession, taking a calculated risk. And then in confirmation, he became even more spineless and added, “You’re better than that.”
“I sure am.” 
“Once you’re Enterprise, your money will come from concerts and track sales. Holo-performances. Hell, merchandise, virtual credits, POV streams, whatever. I get it. I know you have to work. And if you feel you need to shift…if you’re feeling ‘creatively stifled’ in Directorate…then I guess I get that, too. If we’re going to stay married and I’m going to have to defend — sorry, if I’m going to ‘take advantage of the PR opportunity’ presented by being half of a high-profile, two-party marriage — I’ll find a way to handle it. Okay? All well and good. But Natasha…please.” 
“Please?” 
“Just be reasonable. As a human being, I’m asking you to not hold a huge, post-Shift extravaganza. I’m not an idiot. I know you’re not doing it as a celebration for you. It’s really meant as a fuck-you to me. You don’t need the money that quickly, or that badly. Hold the concert a month after Shift. Hell, even a week later would be an improvement. But not the next day. Please, Natasha.” 
She sat on the chaise then glanced at the chair behind him. He sat too. She softened her eyes. He scooted the chair closer. 
“Isaac.”
“Yes?” 
“You are Directorate through and through. It doesn’t matter if you’re Czar of Internal Satisfaction, making millions upon millions, or if you were a mailman or a midlevel manager living two breaths above the line. You’d always be Directorate. The philosophy is in your blood.” 
“Okay.” 
“You don’t understand what it is to make your own way.” 
His eyes hardened a whit, as if waiting for a blow. He looked as if he thought he was being set up. He was, of course, but Isaac was Directorate. He didn’t know to improvise, to steer around an obstacle that was directly in front of him. 
“Okay.”
“Before Persephone hit, I worked as hard as anyone I’ve ever known. And after it hit, I worked even harder. In Enterprise, you’re rewarded for being agile. You’re praised for doing things that others won’t. For understanding how the market works and taking risks inside of it.” 
Isaac’s eyes narrowed. “What are you saying?”
“That even though I could never expect you to understand, the truth is that humiliating you is the single most powerful thing I can do to re-launch my career.” 
Isaac stood.
“My brand was always the angry woman fighting for what she feels,” she continued. “But I’ve been wearing a yoke since I marched behind you into Directorate. I can’t simply announce that I’m returning to being angry and ask everyone to ignore my time in the inferior party. My success depends on shedding the yoke, smashing it to pieces, and burning the splinters while I laugh at what it represented. I have to acknowledge what I did, then disavow it.” 
Isaac shook his head as he stood above her. “I don’t believe this.” 
Natasha recrossed her legs. “I have to explain all of this away so I can turn my weakness into a strength. Don’t you see?” She laughed. “Oh, who am I kidding. Of course you don’t.”
“Please,” he begged. “This will ruin me. You must realize that.” 
Natasha felt herself smile. “Sure, I realize it. The problem is what you don’t realize.” 
“And what’s that?” 
Natasha stood. She took Isaac’s hands in hers and said sweetly, “You’re protesting that my actions will hurt you, and you keep proposing ways that I can do what I need to do without hurting you.” 
Isaac swallowed.
“But darling,” she said. “What I need is to hurt you.”





 

 
Chapter 3
 
 
“You’ve got a glitch,” said Micah. 
Isaac tried to follow Micah’s pointing finger. He turned to look behind him, wondering what his brother was talking about. 
“On your face. It looks like you have a bruise.” 
Isaac touched his cheek. “That’s not a glitch. I was pissed at Natasha and punched my office door. It rebounded and hit me in the face.” 
Micah knew it wasn’t a glitch, of course. When Isaac had asked to meet him in one of their shared virtual spaces, he’d allowed Isaac to log in first, as he always did when joining a meetup. Once Isaac was in the space he’d nicknamed “the library,” Micah had done the other thing he always did — asked his hot-hacked canvas to tune into the room’s occupant and report back anything anomalous. Usually, the anomalous thing was a rapid heartbeat or abnormal levels of tension, but with Isaac, it was a bruise where repair nanos were working hard in the real world on his brother’s real body. He’d assumed that Natasha had hit Isaac, but this was much funnier. 
“You should adjust your rig’s settings,” Micah suggested. “Seeing as you’re not actually here, it can project you however you’d like. Have it erase bruises and cuts that haven’t healed, things like that. Oh, and you should make your hairline accurate while you’re in there.”
“This is how my hairline really is.”
“Oh.” Micah knew that too. In an age of eternal youth and nanobot restructuring for those with endless credits, only someone like Isaac could still somehow manage less than perfection.
“Anyway, I need your help,” said Isaac.
Micah chuckled. He knew exactly why Isaac had called, and the fact that he’d requested a full immersion — contrived, transparent, and pathetic — meant that he wanted to discuss something that he considered to be a major emergency. Micah even knew what the emergency was, seeing as he’d given Natasha the idea that had caused it. 
“I’m your little brother,” said Micah. “You’re the one who’s supposed to be giving me help. Protecting me from bullies, perhaps.” 
“Natasha is out of control, Micah.” 
“…or from rebounding office doors.”
“She’s planning a big concert the day after Shift. I don’t even see how it’s possible to pull something like that together so fast, but this is Natasha, and Natasha always gets her way.” 
Micah smiled internally. It wasn’t only Natasha. 
“It’s so obviously a dig at me rather than anything legitimate. She doesn’t need to humiliate me. She could schedule the concert for later. But do you know what? This concerns you too, Micah. Natasha’s making you look bad.” 
“Me?” 
“Enterprise. She’s making you all look like sore winners.” 
“So we’ve won?” 
Isaac cleared his throat, the immersion rig perfectly re-creating his nervous tic for Micah’s virtual eyes. “You know what I mean. She’s shifting, fine. She wants to hold a big event to raise money once she’s surrendered her Directorate dole, fine. But to play it off as a celebration? To hear her talk, it’s like she’s being released from a Wild East prison. Like she’s clearing her name or something. We let her do this, and we’re sending the NAU a message that Directorate somehow captured Natasha and forced her to live as a trained monkey. But that’s not fair. She chose Directorate, like everyone else chooses their party. To play her departure off as a victory is garish. It has no class.” 
Micah shrugged. “I don’t know what you expect me to do about it.” 
“Stop her. You know how.” 
“I can’t do that, Isaac.” 
“Of course you can. You have sway. I don’t have the same influence. You make a few calls, have a few meetings, and all of this disappears. Natasha won’t be able to get her permits for the venue, or the police detachments she’ll probably insist on to provide security. Or to wax her car.” 
Micah gave Isaac a what do you want from me? face. “The police are a Directorate function,” he said. 
“Like I control the police!”
Micah watched his brother with concealed amusement. Isaac had framed this as a meeting, but it had never been a meeting. It was a chance for Isaac to beg. It was a chance for Isaac to plead with Micah to put the big machines into motion and choke the parties where they needed choking. It was so obvious, Micah should have asked the environment to add a padded kneeler to Isaac’s side of the room. 
“Maybe you should call Dominic Long,” Micah suggested. 
“You call Dominic!” 
Micah’s eyes hardened. “Get ahold of yourself, Isaac. You might not actually head the Directorate, but the world acts as if you do. Every school kid knows that Presidents Reese and Vale run the parties, but every goddamned gossip sheet talks like the quarreling Ryans are in charge: strong and solid Micah on the Enterprise side and his sad, pathetic brother, Isaac, on Directorate.” 
“Fuck you, Micah. I come to you with a problem, and all you can do is insult me?” 
“Fuck me?” said Micah. “Fuck you! You think it’s an insult? You don’t think it’s simply the truth about the public’s perception? Goddammit, Isaac, I don’t want to lower my game and let you win like I always had to when we played Monopoly as kids, but you don’t seem to be able to keep up if I don’t. Don’t you see how…how sad it is when you have to let your older brother win games because he’ll never win otherwise? I tried looking up to you, but somehow things always ended up the other way around. I’m telling you what you already know, if you’d have the guts to look at things with an honest eye. Do you really think the public doesn’t have a favorite? You always lose, Isaac. Always. I didn’t even try to trump you with that stupid speech you gave after the riots. Yet somehow, thanks to your stunning incompetence, I managed to anyway.” 
“Oh, that’s nice.”
“You’re too goddamn timid. You want help? Help yourself! I feel like I’m putting this show on alone, playing both of the parts. It’s not Micah fighting with Isaac. It’s Micah versus Micah, with my hand up your ass like a puppet.” 
“Oh, come on…” 
“You don’t think that’s how it is? Then tell me: What happened with the riots, Isaac? Starting with the one at Natasha’s concert?”
Isaac’s forehead bunched, his dark eyebrows drawing together. 
“I fucking started them!” Micah shouted. “What the hell did you think happened? Did you think a bunch of your pathetic, do-nothing layabouts took it upon themselves to rise up? If they were the type of people who would do that, they’d already be Enterprise!” 
“You started the riots?” 
Micah threw up his hands. “Of course! Noah Fucking West, Isaac! Nothing was happening, and you were oblivious. A month before Shift, and Enterprise versus Directorate was starting to feel like a bucket of water against a smoldering pile of leaves. You miss the most obvious things! It’s fucking Monopoly all over again. You land on Boardwalk, and you pass it up. Who does that, Isaac?”
He wasn’t being figurative. Isaac had literally done that in a Monopoly game at the age of fifteen. The idiot had already owned Park Place.
“That only happened one time, and I didn’t have the money,” said Isaac.
“Mortgage your other properties! Take a loan! Steal from the bank when I wasn’t looking! It’s motherfucking Boardwalk!” 
“So the solution — then and today — is to cheat,” Isaac said. “Steal. Start riots then blame the other side.” 
Micah rolled his eyes and shook his head. His lips firmed as he issued a mental command to the canvas running the simulation. Isaac was blown backward as if shoved hard by an invisible hand. The backs of his legs struck a chair. Isaac looked up in shock, and Micah shoved him again from across the room, this time causing him to totter over the chair and spill to the floor. None of it should have been possible in a legitimate sim, but Micah made a point to always, always hold a hidden ace.
“Of course the solution is to cheat!” Micah yelled. “If you can’t get what you want, you keep changing things until you can! The fucking wheel was put into your hands whether you like it or not, Isaac. Steer it! They’d fire you if they could, but it’s not your official title as Czar of Internal Satisfaction that matters to the public. All that matters is that you’re my brother, and regrettably, you can’t be fired from that. So if you can’t handle your side of the game, I have no choice but to play it for you, just like I always have.” 
Isaac was still looking around as if trying to see what had tripped him. He was beyond aghast. He seemed offended, as if the sun had failed to rise and he was taking the insult to natural order personally. 
“How did you push me down?” he said.
Micah felt the last of his cool evaporating. He stormed across the room and roared, “I cheated!” 
“You can’t do that.” 
The statement was absurd enough to shatter Micah’s rage. He slipped past angry and into something closer to resignation. He turned away from Isaac, who was still on the floor, and approached the library’s far end. He wanted to put his face in his palms and surrender. But the problem wouldn’t go away as long as Isaac existed, so after a moment he turned back, shook his head, and continued in a lower voice. 
“Isaac,” he said. 
“Noah Fucking West, Micah. You can’t hack inputs like that. It’s…it’s…” 
“Get up. Stop acting so shocked, and get to your fucking feet.” 
Isaac did then stood, waiting for orders.
Micah sat in one of the overstuffed chairs against the shelves of virtual books. They were all complete and full, packed with information and stories from cover to back. Micah had insisted on it when he’d had the simulation designed. Blank books made him sad and would feel like an insult to his role as head of Capital Protection. For Micah, “Capital Protection” wasn’t a political catchphrase. Humanity’s cache of knowledge and brainpower was, in Micah’s mind, legitimately in jeopardy. His brother was living proof.
Micah crossed one leg over the other then took a deep breath. 
“Why do the parties exist, Isaac?” he said.
“To provide two options, to suit two different kinds of people — those who want security first and those who want freedom first, each willing to sacrifice the other attribute in order to get…” 
“That’s the civics class answer.” Micah said, stopping him. “But you know it’s not the real one. The answer is the first part: to provide two options. It doesn’t matter what those options are. And do you know why?” 
Isaac rolled his eyes. He’d heard this lecture plenty. Unfortunately, thought Micah, it never sank in.
“To provide a sense of choice,” Micah said. “It doesn’t matter if neither option is any good, so long as there’s choice. Something to give people the illusion of control. In reality, our society isn’t divided into Enterprise and Directorate. It’s much more accurately divided into rich and poor. Poor Enterprise, poor Directorate — between those two, the distinctions don’t matter. You and me? We may have different designations, but in actuality we’re in the same group: the wealthy. Almost everyone below us, no matter whether they’re Enterprise or Directorate, is in the poor group. You do see that, don’t you?” 
Isaac sighed then sat in a chair opposite Micah. He wasn’t protesting, despite the repetitiveness of the lesson. Maybe he wasn’t irredeemable after all. 
“Shift isn’t about security versus freedom or socialism versus capitalism,” Micah continued. “It isn’t about you versus me. It’s about giving the people of this union an Us and a Them. Whatever fate they end up with, our system gives them the illusion that they are choosing it. They’ll know who they can bond with and who they should blame for everything that’s wrong. Us and Them. It gives their lives a framework. It gives them an identity and a purpose.” 
“I know,” said Isaac. 
“You used to know better,” said Micah, shaking his head. “It’s easy to forget how hard things were when the parties were formed, but we can’t forget those days or their reasons, Isaac. The NAU is isolated from the rest of the world, and in a way, that makes our economy a house of cards. Sure, we have The Beam. It’s easy to feel like even the poorest people, only able to access through handhelds, old canvases, or even public terminals, have it all, but they don’t — and the worst thing in the world would be for everyone to realize that truth at the same time.”
Isaac sighed then stood.
“This thing with Natasha…” he said. 
“She’ll do what she’ll do.” 
“It’ll make Directorate look terrible. The parties are supposed to fight, but it’s lopsided if…” Something seemed to come to him. “It’ll screw up the system if one party has total dominance.”
Micah laughed. “No matter how good Enterprise looks, and no matter how much more sensible it is, Directorate will never want for members. Being Enterprise requires work, and does nothing to hide it. Directorate, on the other hand, grants its members permission to be lazy. That’s a powerful thing, and it’s why Directorate has so consistently held the Senate.” He smirked. “For now, anyway.”  
“Directorate aren’t lazy. They’re harder, more honest workers than your connivers and criminals.” 
Micah gave another small laugh. “Okay.”
“You have to stop Natasha, Micah. It’s not just insulting to the party. It’s insulting to me personally.” 
“Exactly. To you personally.” 
“As the perceived head of the Directorate.” 
“Perceived. Personally. What really matters here, Isaac? The good of the union or your precious feelings?”
“Please, Micah. It’ll ruin me. They’ll oust me.”
“Who will oust you?”
“The Directorate Party. I’ll lose my position.” 
Micah’s head turned slowly. He watched his brother, pushing down the urge to comment on his abject weakness. 
“Let me be honest with you, Isaac. If it was possible to lose your position, you’d have been kicked out already. But the quarreling Ryans are too big of a draw to lose. They keep you because you’re my brother, and that means that your job is safe.” 
“Micah…” 
“What, Isaac?” 
Isaac’s pleading eyes bored holes into Micah. He looked like a lost puppy. It made Micah want to kick him. 
“Just…do it as a favor. Okay? A non-political, non-strategic favor I’m asking of you. As a brother.”
Micah sighed. “I’ll see what I can do.” 
“Just get her to reframe it. Have them deny her permits for a few days. Suggest that she position it as a career reboot rather than an escape from slavery. She’s not just a high-profile defector, Micah. She’s my wife. The press will eviscerate me. Nobody will ever take me seriously again. She’ll stay with me, too, so every day I’ll have to sit there and take it, and the entire NAU will get to watch as she crushes my nuts in a vice. Isn’t it enough that she’s leaving? Do we really need her to rub it in my face, Shift or no Shift?” 
Micah exhaled, his breath heavy. “Fine.” 
“Thanks, Micah.” 
Micah nodded. 
From across District Zero, Isaac logged out of the simulation. His avatar blipped out of the library, and his little brother was left alone in the big chair against the bookshelf, fingers drumming on high-thread-count upholstery.





 

 
Chapter 4
 
 
Dominic was acutely aware of the armrests under his forearms. He couldn’t get comfortable. Fabric kept sticking to his skin. He was also aware of his sweat, but he didn’t want to speak aloud to the mag train’s canvas to request cooling. He felt as if he were engaged in a silent quarrel with the canvas and didn’t want to be the first to break the silence. Cracking first felt weak even though the canvas wasn’t human and didn’t care…and even though the train’s canvas didn’t touch the dirty one back at the NPS station where he’d made his deal with Agent Austin Smith. 
Fuck technology, thought Dominic. Let that bitch speak first. 
He fidgeted, feeling his arms stick to the armrests. He watched the countryside glide by outside the windows. The trick on a mag train was to never watch anything closer than a half mile away. You had to look into the distance and ignore the flashes that your brain might argue were trees, old utility poles, livestock fences, and houses. If you stared into the distance, the train’s breakneck pace was visually tolerable. You might be able to dupe yourself into believing you were on a conventional train pulling out of a station, its metaphorical sails set for romantic, far-off destinations. That was better than feeling like human cargo, expediently shuttled off into the Appalachian Mountains. Because after all, weren’t the mountains where Dominic had always disposed of his problems?
Crumb.
Chrissy. 
Agent Austin hadn’t cared about either of Dominic’s earlier human transgressions. They’d started as troublesome remainders, and then were simply forgotten. It didn’t matter that Chrissy had never been sent to Respero as she should have, and apparently it didn’t matter that Crumb hadn’t either. The data theft at DZPD two weeks ago must have been Austin snooping for something to use against Dominic. It even made sense that the information thief had touched Dominic’s records of Crumb because it just meant the snoop was accumulating evidence of Dominic’s disobedience, like a squirrel storing nuts for winter. The agent had called him out. Dominic was a cop who questioned rules and followed his gut instead, just as Austin himself had done with the child diddler in his own story. 
The data theft didn’t matter. No one was after him now that NPS had their deal. It made sense, too. Because why would anyone else be snooping for Dominic’s dirty laundry?  
But as Dominic sat in the stuffy train compartment, he found that it didn’t settle. His honed instincts protested the idea like a puzzle piece that didn’t fit. But still, he forced himself to let it go. The bigger issue was the deal, and Leo, and the moondust. And, of course, Organa itself. 
He’d trusted Leo. Worse: Leo, as a mentor, had helped to shape the way Dominic thought and looked at the world. That almost suggested that Leo had taught Dominic to trust him. Leo had gotten to Dominic before he was a cop with a sharpened nose able to smell bullshit. And Leo had lied. For all these years, Leo had lied to him. 
Or had he? Dominic still wasn’t sure. 
Everything that Austin had given him — in person during their session at the station then on a slip drive for Dominic to review later — seemed to suggest that the stories the agent had told Dominic about Leo were true. Leo really had run Gaia’s Hammer prior to Organa. He really was over 120 years old. And despite Dominic always seeing his old friend and mentor as an unenhanced hippie, he really did seem to have once been enhanced right out of his computerized asshole. Perhaps he’d had his nanos flushed so he could age naturally by the time he’d met young Dom Long, but there was an easy way to find out if he’d once been half machine. Specifically, if it were true, he’d still be half machine. If the metal under Leo’s skin didn’t interfere with his life today any more than it had helped him break skulls and smash through Plasteel all those years ago, there would have been no reason to have it removed. He’d still have it today…and that would make him heavy as a motherfucker, his secret on display for anyone who tried to pick him up.
Dominic glanced out the window, allowing himself a sigh. It was unfair to judge Leo and was unfair (and maybe unwise and naive) to have assumed Leo was above judgment in the first place. Either what Austin said about Leo’s troubling roots was true or it wasn’t, and until Dominic knew for certain — not through words, but through tangible evidence — there was no reason to think about it. And besides, even if Austin was right about Leo’s history, the fact that he’d lied about who he used to be meant little here and now. All it really proved was that Leo had once been an enemy of the state. It didn’t prove that he still was one, or that he ever would be again. 
And he wouldn’t be. The idea was absurd.
Today, Leo was a hippie. Today, he eschewed technology and tried to live a simple life. He was too old and too granola to overthrow anything. Dominic knew Leo as he was today, and he knew his compound and the others in the village with him. The old man cared about his people and his dust. He cared about his ideals and his silly paper books. The world would be what it was, and today, Dominic felt quite certain that Leo wasn’t about to use a hammer’s strength to try and change it. 
Now, on the train, there was simply no point in giving it any more thought. Dominic would be at the Organa compound soon, and he could look for answers then. His deal with NPS was, at the moment, irrelevant. Regardless of whether he’d promised to double-cross Leo, it would be his decision in the end. If Leo was dirty, he deserved what would come. If that turned out to be the case, Dominic would honor the NPS deal and give Austin all he needed to take the old man down. But if Leo was clean — in present and future even if not in his past? Well then, fuck Austin Smith and the NPS. Dominic Long wasn’t the kind of man who sold out blindly. He wasn’t like Omar.
Omar.
Dominic’s fists tightened, untrimmed fingernails digging into the meat of his heavily callused palm. Leo deserved benefit of the doubt, but Dominic would never, ever trust Omar again. He never should have believed in the man to begin with. The rungs of Omar’s ladder to affluence were fashioned from bones, and every slippery situation Omar had weaseled his way through had been lubricated with someone else’s blood. 
Dominic had known all of that, of course, but despite being an intelligent man, he’d made ego’s most common mistake: thinking he knew better, and that things would be different for him. He’d reasoned that Omar needed Dominic as much as Dominic needed him. To his credit, that much had been true. But he hadn’t considered that there might be an even larger opportunity dangling above Omar’s head. He hadn’t considered that Omar had another plum in the offing: something that mattered to him even more. 
Dominic wanted to kill Omar. He wanted to violate his policeman’s ethics, wrap his large fingers around Omar’s scrawny neck, and squeeze until spine merged with windpipe. But as satisfying as that would be, he couldn’t do it. Not only had the NPS given Omar immunity, but (and this was beyond humiliating) the obnoxious truth was that Dominic still needed him, even though the same wasn’t true for Omar. 
There had been the emergency shipment of moondust, which Dominic’s phone call had put into play. Reluctantly, Dominic had to give Omar credit for that. He still hadn’t paid the dealer, and the sum for the tiny amount would be so small, it’d be inconsequential to Omar’s growing empire of corruption. Omar must have stuck his neck out to stash it, too, risking the wrath of his new NPS chums. At first, Dominic had thought that the only reason Omar would have done it was, impossibly, compassion. But then he’d decided that it was probably just good customer service because he’d known Dominic would have no choice but to run back to the man who’d betrayed him in order to do more business.
Yes, that sounded more like Omar.
Omar was the only high-volume dealer Dominic knew. He was the only one with moon access, able to deliver enough meterbars to keep the Organas’ habits fed — and, for that matter, Dominic’s own. Without dust, the peaceful Organas would go dry and then, in the ensuing tremors, tear each other to pieces. Lunis withdrawal was awful. And here Dominic was again, out of dust and desperate, just a week after the emergency shipment’s arrival. Out of time again, under the gun, facing a junkie epidemic, and totally out of options. 
Dominic touched the train’s window, brought up the time, and noted that the train was, of course, precisely on schedule. Travel had become extremely reliable and safe once AI had taken it over. The Beam touched everything, so it could easily push vehicles and traffic from a train’s path if it was for some reason forced to leave late. 
But goddammit, there were no temperature controls on the window display. 
“Canvas.”
The canvas chirped. 
“Cool it the fuck down in here,” Dominic snapped, annoyed that he’d had to speak aloud. 
“Yes, sir. Which temperature would you prefer? The current temperature is 25 degrees Celsius.”
“Human temperature,” said Dominic. 
“How about a two-degree incr — ” 
“Fuck off.”
“Yes, sir.” 
Immediately, the room began to cool. He wasn’t sure it would be enough. Dominic’s scalp was growing hotter by the moment. 
Fucking NPS. 
Fucking nanobots, paralyzing him at the bust. He still didn’t feel like he’d shaken that off. 
Fucking data thief, prying into his business with Crumb — and maybe, some day, finding his business with Chrissy. 
Fucking Leo, lying to him and souring all that Dominic had come to believe. 
Fucking Omar. 
And while he was at it, fuck his own continued dependence on that slippery asshole. 
Soon, he’d be at the Organa compound. He wasn’t sure what he’d find. Dominic had sent a message to Leah. The Organa were supposed to eschew as much of The Beam as possible, but Dominic knew that Leah, who bridged the worlds, would get the message and pass it on to Leo. He hadn’t trusted himself to call Leo as he usually did. Until he could stand in front of the old man and look him in the eye, he wouldn’t know how he felt about him. He wouldn’t trust himself not to become mad and start screaming, losing himself to boiling emotions.
But because he hadn’t talked to Leo, he hadn’t gotten the feel of the compound, of their supply, and of just how high and dry Omar had left them. Lately, Dominic had noticed an odd edge to Omar’s dust. He’d found himself wanting to use it faster and consume more. The high had become more paranoid than mellow. The Organa were a large pool of addicts, and Dominic didn’t know if they’d still be clinging to the emergency shipment or whether they’d already have run through it and now be entirely dry and starting to panic. He had a few centimeter bars with him to deliver, but it was barely enough to be a patch. He’d had to scavenge it himself. Omar was the only game in town, and he was late again. Dominic would have to tell the Organa to wait, to be patient, and to try not to panic while Omar fucked them all. 
Sitting in the bullet train, Dominic felt himself starting to flip-flop on Omar. He decided that if he could kill him and not destroy the Organa addicts in the process, he’d do it. He’d never killed a person in cold blood before, but for Omar, he could make an exception and bust his murder cherry. He would be doing the world a service, really. Not only had Omar betrayed Dominic to NPS; he’d also been screwing up a growing number of shipments lately. He was supposed to have had another batch to Dominic already, but the last moondust shipment had failed as surely as the one that had led to his arrest. The first time, a runner had been pinched. This time, a transport had failed. And in addition to those two failures, Dominic had heard through the grapevine about a third incident wherein a runner had sprung his concealed hatch while being inspected. Whenever things went bad, Omar always deflected blame and came out clean. It was those who trusted him who always suffered.
Omar, I need another shipment, and I need it bad, Dominic had told the dealer when they’d spoken before he’d boarded the train. If you fuck it up, I swear to West you will have used up the last tiny bit of usefulness you have to me, and once that’s gone, I’ll kill you myself.
Omar had laughed then had made another casual comment about Dominic being a good man. It was as if he’d forgotten everything that had happened between them and had assumed Dom had done the same. But Dominic had not forgotten, and with a village of junkies running dry on his mind, he wasn’t in a laughing or forgiving mood. 
It’s cool, Dom, Omar had said. I got a new girl running dust, and she’s better than all the fools I had before. You got nothin’ to worry about. No problems here. 
Then he’d given that little laugh of his. The one that implied that Dominic’s reservations about Omar’s reliability were ridiculous. 
Dominic sat in the train compartment, stewing. None of this was good. 
Omar’s complacency wasn’t good. Omar should be shaking in his boots, afraid to move within his underground empire. But instead he’d ended up calling Dominic’s shots, holding all the cards. 
The deal with NPS wasn’t good. It exposed Dominic like an eviscerated corpse. His innards were on display — for Austin if not for the NPS and DZPD as a whole — with all of his dirt a hair’s breadth from exploding back at him. Someone knew about what he’d done with Crumb and Chrissy. They knew he dealt dust. If Dominic didn’t do what NPS wanted, he’d lose his job and be sent to jail or Respero. 
The situation with Leo (something that was still waiting for Dominic like a bomb about to explode) most certainly wasn’t good. 
Even what Leah had done with her nanos to entangle Quark, DZPD, and Organa wasn’t good. Dominic had almost forgotten about that little nugget in all of the fun he’d been having lately. Leah had dropped a few nanobots behind the Quark firewall. Had the Quark agents, who Leah claimed were Beam clerics, known what she’d done? If so, what would Quark do about it? And if they didn’t know, what good could possibly come from Leah shoving her fingers where they didn’t belong? Did it mean that Austin was right — that Organa really was planning some sort of a revolt or uprising, and that Leah was involved? 
The compartment felt hot despite the temperature adjustment. He snapped at the canvas again to cool things down further then watched the world pass by outside the windows. Then, for the remainder of the ride, he tried not to consider his unknowns and problems. He failed miserably, his head pounding as suburban sprawl surrendered to outback. 
Dominic disembarked the mag train, switched to the conventional train and rode it to the end of the line, then left that train and marched up to meet Leah at the horse barn. But to make things even more delightful for the stressed-out police captain, Leah wasn’t there. 
He checked his handheld and, with a groan, realized she’d never answered his mail. She might not even have gotten it, and he’d been assuming she unquestionably would. Leah was Organa, but she was the most practical among them. She alone understood that culture couldn’t avoid existing within a system, and that The Beam controlled that system. Leah checked her mail regularly, even when she was up in the mountains. But she hadn’t bounced back his latest, and that wasn’t like her at all. 
Feeling unsettled, Dominic walked through the barn until he found himself face-to-face with the paint that Dominic was relatively sure was Leah’s normal mount. Even the horse’s presence was strange. Leah wasn’t the only Organa who came and went on Missy, but Dominic couldn’t help but wonder if her presence in the stall meant that Leah wasn’t at the compound. 
He opened the stall, led the horse out using her halter, and snapped her into a set of cross-ties like he’d seen Leah do. Then he realized that even if he could find the right saddle, he had no idea how to secure it. He had no real idea how to ride, either. Did you steer a horse, or did the horse just go where it would normally go, like a tram on a rail? If you had to steer, how was it done? How would he tell Missy to stop if he had to? And what if he didn’t put the saddle on right — would he swivel around and end up hanging under the horse like something out of a cartoon, then get trampled? What if he broke his neck?
With a sigh, Dominic returned Missy to her stall. Then, with a bigger sigh, he set out through the back of the barn on foot. 
Traversing the trail was harder than he’d thought. For the first time, he began to regret his lack of artificial enhancement. Endurance nanos would have expedited the transfer of oxygen to his ailing muscles, keeping his exertions aerobic and allowing him to steady his breath. They would have shuttled lactic acid away to keep his legs from burning. But he had none and felt every ascending step more than the one before it.
As he hiked on, Dominic began to feel his lack of fitness and every year of his age weighing on his shoulders like carried weight. The sensations were both visceral and troubling. The world had become a place where eighty-year-olds looked thirty, and he already looked older than most. It dawned on him that one day — probably before the first crow’s feet crawled into the corners of Isaac Ryan’s eyes — he would die. The knowledge hit him like a sack of grain. He put his hands on his knees, bent over, and closed his eyes. Then he shook his head and marched on, resting when he had to, trying to keep the feeling of the reaper’s presence at bay.
Eventually, he made it to the end of the trail and emerged into the field at the head of the Organa gates. Ahead of him were two pastures side by side, both fenced in and with a dirt trail running between them with a strip of grass at its center. At the trail’s head was the front gate itself, which was, as usual, chained open. 
At the gate, Dominic put his hand on the fence and rested, trying to catch his breath. He looked toward the compound and wondered what he would encounter at its heart. What would he learn about the village’s mood, supply, and level of fear? What would Leo say when Dominic asked his questions? Would he bluster and deny? Would he tell the truth…and if he did, would Leo’s version of the truth square with Agent Austin’s? Or would Leo be too panicked over his dwindling Lunis supply to hear Dominic’s questions at all? 
He rested with his hand on the fence, still breathing heavy. Dominic was an endangered species in this day and age. Only failed Enterprise and the few Directorate who managed to spend their way below the line were as unenhanced as Dominic. Dominic had all the money he’d need to get any upgrade he wanted, and yet here he was, remaining human like a sucker. 
He looked down at his pudgy, callused human hand as it rested on the fencepost and suddenly realized that he was standing at the Organa gate.
The unguarded Organa gate.
The gate didn’t need guarding, but it was always guarded nonetheless. It had been that way ever since Dominic had dropped his second bit of cargo off with Leo, for hiding and safekeeping. 
Dominic looked around at his quiet mountain surroundings and thought: Where is Crumb?
Then he looked toward the compound, eager to see any trace of human activity. Suddenly, all he wanted, before he walked the rest of the way in, was to see a single hippie walking the grounds. But the area was as still and empty as the gate. And just as unguarded. 
“The squirrels are going to breach your perimeter, Crumb,” Dominic muttered. Then he paused long enough to hear to the answering rustle of a light breeze and added, “Noah Fucking West.” 
After a long sigh and a few more moments, he took his hand from the fencepost and started to walk the rest of the way into the compound, like an ancient sheriff returning to his raided town.





 

 
Chapter 5
 
 
Kate felt the pull beneath her decrease as her shuttle cleared the Earth’s gravity and moved into low orbit then felt a switch as the ion drives gave way to the gentle boost of thrusters nudging her toward the giant dangling plumb bob of the lunar elevator. As the shuttle neared the elevator, retro rockets fired, slowing her approach until the shuttle was floating directly in front of the tether. She watched as the docking arms reached out and grabbed the climber’s frame then drew it tight. The counterweight, farther down near geostationary Earth orbit, was heavy enough that the shuttle’s momentum wouldn’t knock the tether out of kilter even if it struck it full-on, but anything much beyond this gentle kiss would cause it to bunch and tangle. If that happened, a lunar repair crew would have to descend — possibly bringing a shuttle along for assistance — and restore it. That would raise questions about competency and require paperwork, and while Kate didn’t mind ruffling feathers, she hated questions. Especially during missions like these. 
Once her shuttle had docked to the climber, she felt a parody of gravity resume as the thing sped along the nanotube tether toward the docking base at the L1 Legrange point, where, looking through the windows, she could see the domes and interconnected tubes of Alpha Station. To Kate, the Alpha Station always looked like a hamster habitat from this high up. And, in a way, it wasn’t dissimilar. Tubes traveled from one compartment to another, and one on the far side led — like a highway complete with its own traffic — all the way over to the famous Mare Frigoris station on the moon’s far side. People scuttled from dome to dome like rodents in one-sixth gravity, sustained by oxygen, food, and water provided by the AI running the station. Kate sometimes wondered what would happen if the AI decided to starve the inhabitants or keep them from breathing. But then again, everyone sort of wondered that, even though nobody cared to admit it.
The climber’s wheels creaked and squealed, sounds conveyed into the shuttle’s interior as they telegraphed through the members and into the pressurized gasses in the passenger compartment. In space, with no air to vibrate, those sounds wouldn’t exist. To Kate, who wore a fearless front no matter how she felt, the sounds were reassuring. They told her that the wheels were still grabbing the ribbon that rose from (or was it “descended from”?) the moon, holding her fast instead of flinging her off into space. The shuttle’s ion drives couldn’t land on the rock (that was the reason the elevator existed — to save transport dollars that might otherwise have been spent on fuel and rockets), so without the tether, she’d have to return to Earth or float in space until her heaters failed and turned her into a girlsicle. 
As she thought about it, she realized she wasn’t even sure how she’d land on Earth if she were flung off and realized that it might not be possible. On the way down from the moon, the lunar elevator essentially flung her back into low Earth orbit once she reached its end, and the ion drives were powerful enough to land from there as long as she was met by a descender once inside the NAU dome. But without the moon’s slingshot, could the drives punch her back through the atmosphere? She had no idea, and that made her nervous. Kate also had no clue if she could pilot her way down to the equatorial, Earth-based space elevator and take a ride down that particular tether if she had to. Apparently, there was a way to ride the Earth elevator up then hop onto the lunar elevator, but the timing and positions all had to be very precise. In addition to skipping the equatorial journey (that was too close to the Wild East for her, island-based or not), Kate didn’t trust the common-sense logistics of a dual-elevator run. Both of the two elevators were essentially giant fishing lines strung out into space, held taut by massive counterweights as their respective bodies rotated like lassos spun above a cowboy’s head. How did the eggheads ensure that the two lines never ran into each other? Maybe the distance was too large; Kate had no clue. But regardless, didn’t it seem like asteroids would be crashing into them all the time? The thought of Earth wagging its giant dick out into space felt like flipping eternity the bird. Planets were supposed to be round, and hang out below their own atmosphere. Giant lines strung into space felt to Kate like the planet walking around with toilet paper stuck to its shoe. 
As the climber approached the pocked lunar surface, the sensation stopped feeling like climbing and, as her orientation flipped, began to feel like descent. Kate had been moving at a constant speed for a while now, and her gravity, absent acceleration, had again vanished. She began to feel a new sense of gravity coming from the moon, tugging on her not like Earth’s forceful hand, but more like a gentle reminder. The climber began to brake, and she felt herself press harder into the seat (they swiveled during the climb so that acceleration/deceleration force was always to the rider’s rear) as the works passed the central dome’s force field. Even though nothing changed inside the cabin, Kate felt herself relax. No matter how you sliced it, she was inside again. The force field kept the air in and the emptiness out. 
A soft female voice said, “Welcome to Perseus Lunar Base at L1. Your shuttle will de-dock shortly. Please keep your safety harness fastened, and refrain from moving about the cabin. We thank you for using the Perseus elevator, and hope your stay on the moon is a pleasant one.” 
“Thanks, back at you, hon,” Kate said. “I’ll put my seatback and my tray table in their upright and locked positions.” 
There was a chirp, and the same voice said, “I’m sorry, Ms. Rigby. I didn’t get that. How may I assist you?” 
Kate looked at her wrist, saw goose bumps, then peered at the display to check the time. She was behind schedule. She’d still be able to handle everything tidily if she kept moving but really hated to rush. The Perseus station was like an enormous mall, boasting many sorts of distractions that were still illegal on Earth. It was a shame to be all the way up on the moon without any time to partake. The thought made Kate consider the canvas’s soft voice before she responded, wondering what kind of a body and face it would have if it were human. 
“Nothing, darlin’.” 
The climber’s final descent, now that it had acquired a sixth of its Earth weight near the lunar surface, was painfully slow. The dual straps of Kate’s harness, pressing her ample breasts flat against her chest, were uncomfortable. Temperature control was always temperamental as environments blended. She began to sweat. 
“Let’s hurry this along.” 
“Docking will be complete shortly, Ms. Rigby,” said the soft voice. “Please remain seated with your harness fastened.” 
From the bottom (or was it the top?), the tether’s anchored base looked like a skyscraper. Massive bolts bored into the rock held the thing in place, the weight held from its end by centripetal force. The moon’s revolution was much slower than Earth’s, and the counterweight on this tether’s end was smaller, but the force on the elevator still had to be enormous. If the screws somehow loosened, would the elevator fling off into space? And if so, would it come crashing down in the NAU breadbasket like a massive carbon tapeworm? 
Kate watched as the climber reached the base, marveling at its sheer size. Looking up, the elevator — a wide gray ribbon extending impossibly far upward, the counterweight visible as a blob at its tip in the stark sunlight — seemed to soar into forever. It looked like a very narrow building, but in reality, it was flexible and would decay into a curve if the moon decided to slow down or if some asshole hit it hard enough. But from the bottom, it looked straight and solid, like a smooth gray Kubrick monolith. 
The carriage stopped, the seat rotated to put gravity below her feet, and the canvas told Kate she could exit. She did, feeling unsteady as always. The low gravity was hard to get used to, and even her normal steps wanted to toss her into the top of the hatch. 
Moving tentatively as she worked for her moon legs, Kate left the shuttle and descended the gantry. Once at the bottom, she took a moment to look up at the enormous structure. The shuttle had seemed large when she’d climbed in on Earth, but the climber holding her conveyance now absolutely dwarfed it…and the elevator’s base — all struts, Plasteel girders, wires, and what she assumed were pneumatic lines — made even the climber’s flat shape seem tiny. 
Kate looked up at the elevator one more time before moving away. It felt right to pay proper respect to the enormity of space, and to the commonplace marvel of her casual trip. Then she left the elevator technicians to de-dock her shuttle, knowing that once she’d cleared the hub, she could pick it up again. With a nod to a man in blue coveralls, she headed off on foot. 
The elevator was in a massive warehouse dome and felt like a train station mixed with a repair garage. The sounds were all sharp and too full of echo. Kate could hear the clatter of a luggage shuttle from a recently arrived and de-docked civilian transport all the way across the dome. She could hear a pinging noise — the sound of a hammer striking metal or Plasteel — somewhere that she couldn’t pinpoint. The buzz of conversation formed a soup overhead, seeming to assault Kate from everywhere as she made her way toward the main hub down a utilitarian strip of red carpet. 
But before she could make the door, a blunt voice hit Kate like a bludgeon. 
“Hey, hon,” it said. “You’re dragging your panties.” 
Kate spun. Three elevator mechanics were leaning against an enormous rivet-driving rig, their faces and hands smudged with grease. All were smiling, and one was pointing. Kate followed his finger and saw that something had, indeed, sneaked its way mostly out of her bag, dangling onto the carpet beneath the bag’s built-in hovercart. Not panties, but a sweatshirt. She didn’t plan to stay for more than a few hours, but sometimes lunar environments (especially the poorly insulated ones used by her smuggling ilk) were chilly, and she’d learned to be prepared. 
She reached down and tucked it in, then resumed walking. 
“What, no thanks?” 
Kate stopped then turned. The man was grinning like he had a coat hanger stuck in his mouth. Against his dirty face, his teeth seemed especially white. 
“Thanks.”
“Maybe she can show you her thanks,” said the man beside him, also grinning.
Kate rolled her eyes and again began walking toward the door. The elevator was anchored in the middle of an absolutely titanic space. Plenty of people took hoverskippers or dedicated surface transports to reach the hub, where the hamster tubes converged, but Kate was her own woman, and hoverskippers were for tourists. The downside was this sort of thing — this inconvenience of fraternizing with locals. Looking as Kate did, this wasn’t the first time she’d been courted by garage Casanovas. 
“Look at that,” said a new voice behind Kate’s back, apparently belonging to the third man in the group. “She’s not even thankful. She would’ve gotten her panties all dirty if not for you.” 
A chorus of manly laughter chased the comment. 
“Not nice!” the first man yelled. 
Kate stopped again. They’d cease their catcalls soon enough. The elevator was used by all types, from scientists to miners to businesspeople to nuns to civilians who didn’t mind microgravity living as an alternative to Earth’s hurly-burly. Beam AI watched the entire garage, but it didn’t take AI to spot behavior unbecoming the Perseus Corporation and its contract to run the lunar elevator. If the workers kept running their mouths and the AI didn’t flag them (which it would), a supervisor would surely intervene. The workers knew how far they could push and where to stop, but they were still working Directorate guys and couldn’t resist getting their dicks out over a pretty lady. 
Kate slid her bag to the side, tapped the handle to turn off the hovercart, and allowed it to settle onto the concrete before turning to approach the men. She’d been told often that she didn’t walk like a lady, but her appearance more than made up for it. She was over 180 centimeters tall, with large breasts that defied gravity even on the planet below. She had straight blonde hair that she usually wore in a ponytail because she wasn’t sure what the hell else to do with it. Her features were exotic and widely spaced, her blue eyes shaped like almonds. She had lips that always formed a somewhat come-hither pucker, and men really seemed to like it when she drank through straws — or, ideally, ate bananas. 
The men acted predictably as she approached. They floundered a little because the gals they catcalled weren’t supposed to respond, and laughed among each other in a way that implied they thought one or all might, hope against hope, get lucky. 
“You think I’m pretty, don’t you?” 
Kate moved very close to the man who’d pointed at her sweatshirt panties. 
He straightened. Even at his full height, he was significantly shorter than Kate. He had to look up at her, and when he did, at least some of his lust began to twitter with nerves. 
“Yes, ma’am.”
“You want me to touch your dick, don’t you, Sancho?” 
He looked at both of his compatriots in turn. They’d all gone serious. 
“Oh yeah.” 
Kate reached out and gripped the man’s balls then squeezed hard. Her hands were shockingly strong. The man came up onto his tiptoes, but his back was against the riveting rig and he couldn’t fall over. Both of the other men stepped back, turning their hips automatically away. 
“I like pussy,” Kate whispered. 
Then she let go and walked away, pert ass twitching with her unfeminine walk. She recovered her bag, entered the hub, and left the workmen to scramble over their collapsed and moaning comrade. 
 Crossing the hub was only slightly less aggravating. Not only did all of Kate’s assets shine no matter how baggy and unflattering her clothing, but she also stood out like a sore thumb because she was as tall as most of the men, even without heels. As a Lunis smuggler, her standout appearance was a mixed bag. On one hand, it was impossible to blend in. But on the other hand, “blending in” wasn’t usually necessary. Kate liked women, but most of the men running the transports and inspection stations — and they were usually men — liked women as well. Kate’s appearance was also almost too anomalous to be truly anomalous, and anyone who stood out as much as she did dragged attention away from herself simply by being so obvious. Most men, and some women, stared at Kate when they didn’t think she was looking, but once she looked them in the eye, they usually flinched because they seemed to intuit that she was always stared at, and that it was probably inconsiderate to do the same. 
Even without her visual assets, Kate was great at what she did. This was due partly to her powers of persuasion and rapport and partly to her skill with misdirection. She’d show the inspector to one hatch without the inspectors even realizing they were being led, or draw overt attention to a loose bolt over an equipment panel so that they’d miss the concealed compartment in the shuttle’s belly. She had a knack for stashing smuggled dust in her shuttle’s engine the times the inspector checked the luggage compartments most thoroughly, and she always seemed to hide it in the luggage compartments when the engine was the prime target of scrutiny. Unless the inspectors had been given a tip that she was carrying, they moved quickly through her inspection, eager to punch her ticket and move on. There was always a long line to exit the moon, and Kate always left at the busiest times. In two weeks of constant missions, everything had gone perfectly. Better than anyone else who’d run dust for the boss in the past, as she understood it.
Kate walked through the hub, avoiding stares and pretending she didn’t see them, reminding herself that sometimes, even unwanted attention could be an asset.
She looked down at her wrist, feeling a small but noticeable rise in her heartbeat from the trip. She still had goose bumps. Or maybe it was the cold that was causing her prickled flesh, just as it was prompting her nipples stand at attention. And that, by the way, was just fucking peachy, because now it looked like she had headlights despite the thick double shirt she’d worn for the trip. She really needed to get a spacesuit. Spacesuits were for space poseurs, but at least they didn’t show nippage, and all Kate needed was for every man she walked by to inspect her out of the corner of his eye, looking like he wanted to reach out and give her a honk. 
In the middle of the hub, one man’s gaze lingered for too long, so Kate rammed his side without apology. It didn’t work, though. When she glanced back, the man was smiling, as if she’d flirted back at him. 
Kate rolled her eyes then decided to distract herself by doing what the men were doing: checking out hot girls. A disproportionate number of people on the moon were extremely wealthy — and the wealthy, thanks to their nano and youth treatments, were usually beautiful. She caught sight of a trio of women crossing the hub, all three in short skirts as if attending a business meeting or a stripper convention. They might have been old enough to be Kate’s mother, but hey — firm boobs were firm boobs. She should know. She could barely stop pawing at her own. 
Kate passed them. She smiled. They smiled. And her heartbeat rose again as she sighed, wishing she had time to stop.
At the far end of the hub, she took the tube that led to the external airlock. Once through the passageway, she was pleasantly surprised to see that her transport had already been delivered and converted for ground travel. Maybe she could stay on schedule after all. And maybe, if she hurried through the rest of her trip, she could even find those girls on the way out, with time to spare.
Kate slid into the transport, closed the hatch, and for the third time looked down at her wrist to check the time. But her nanowatch had left with her penis, and despite the watch upgrade’s uselessness, she missed it. She hadn’t been able to see the time on the back of her wrist since before the genetic refurb and Beam ID reset — since before she’d had to go into hiding from Micah Ryan, just two weeks ago, when she’d still been Doc Stahl. 
The transport’s canvas chirped. The soft female voice said, “Where would you like to go, Miss Rigby?” 
“To find my cock.” 
“I’m sorry,” said the canvas. “I don’t know that location.” 
Kate sighed. “Then take me to Digger Base.”





 

 
Chapter 6
 
 
April 17, 2055 — District Zero
 
Dom approached Mr. Booker’s desk, sucked up his courage, then set his tablet in front of the teacher. He wanted to slam it on the desk (he’d seen this sort of thing plenty in vidstreams, done with paper, and it looked so much better), but a tablet was a tablet, and he’d already broken one this year. 
Mr. Booker looked up. “Yes?” 
Dom met his eyes. Mr. Booker wore glasses but didn’t have bifocals, so he tended to look over their tops, the way he was looking at Dom now. The entire thing was antiquated and clumsy (why didn’t he just get eye surgery or a Crossbrace-enabled implant?), but that was how Mr. Booker was. He wore his hair long, often in a ponytail. He had a wardrobe of brightly colored shirts. He bicycled to work; he used pencils and paper; he wore glasses and peered over their tops. Dom’s father said his biology teacher was a leftover hippie, but Dom always wondered what he was left over from. Mr. Booker wasn’t old enough to pick up the early century or late prior-century fashions Dom had found when poking around on Crossbrace. It was as if he’d pulled his philosophies and look from the air then tried them on and discovered that he liked their fit. 
Dom picked up the tablet then set it back down on the desk. Apparently, he hadn’t faux-slammed it pointedly enough. 
“You’re giving me your tablet? Thanks, Dom.” 
“Why did you fail me?” Dom demanded. 
“Because you did poorly on the test.”
“I only missed three. Out of twenty.” 
Booker shrugged. 
“That’s 85 percent. I got 85 percent of the questions right.” 
“Very good. You may pass math.” 
“Failing is 50 or less.” 
Booker looked up then closed the slim volume he’d been reading — bound and printed on paper, of course. He removed his glasses and set them aside. 
“Yes, yes it is. And let me ask you something, Dom. Does it seem right to you that you can get half of a job correct and still pass?” 
“It’s not my rule.” 
“Maybe it should be.” 
“No. I mean, I don’t make the rules. Fifty is passing.” 
“If you could make the rules, would you allow people to pass with 50 percent correct?” 
Dom shrugged. He didn’t want to debate. He wanted the passing grade he deserved. 
“Let me tell you something, Dom. It wasn’t that long ago that schools in this union — well, the US, anyway; my Canadian and Mexican history is rusty — were graded on a letter system. A grade of A was excellent. B was good. C was average. D was poor. And F was failure.”
“What about E?” 
“There was no E.” 
“Why? That’s stupid.” 
Booker laughed. “It was plenty stupid. Even back then, it didn’t make sense. But then, nothing about school made sense to me. Now look at where things have gone. You either pass, or you fail, and the bar is set at half. Even back in the letter days, you had to hit the mid-60s, percentagewise, to pass. We continue to slide down the spiral. And do you know why?” 
“It doesn’t matter.” 
“Oh, but it does.” Booker stood then raised a single finger. “You see, there are two ways to make a piece fit a puzzle. The ideal way is to solve the puzzle correctly, and set the right pieces in their proper places. The other is to get out your scissors and cut the pieces so they’ll fit wherever you put them. Some people would call that cheating, and there are times when I think it’s appropriate — when you can change the rules rather than blindly follow them. But there are also plenty of times when it is, as you said, stupid. In some cases, cutting those puzzle pieces to fit is about willful disobedience and nonconformity, but usually — and this is certainly the case with organized education these days — it’s about adaptation. You know about adaptation, of course.” 
Dom did. It was a cornerstone principle of biology. Dom knew all about biology. Specifically, he knew it well enough to earn 85 percent on a biology test, and hence a passing grade. He nodded, irritated that he was being dragged into a debate rather than being given the grade he deserved. 
“In this case,” said Mr. Booker, “the individuals — that’s the students — didn’t rise to adapt. Instead, the system lowered itself, adapting to the individuals. The puzzle had to fit, see. A society — especially one still struggling to stand after it caused a catastrophic planetary collapse — must function as a unit. So the education system must pass people because that’s the only way to graduate the adults who will go on to shape the NAU’s future.” 
Dom shrugged. 
“Well, don’t you see?” said Booker, now sitting on the desk’s edge. “Graduations matter more than knowledge. People were distracted by the way the world changed, so we cut them a break. Made things easier. Schools lowered their standards to make it look like everything was working as it should. From the outside, it seemed like it was. Graduation rates rose. People churned through the system, duly conditioned for adult life, prepared to slot into their assigned roles. It was enough that they ‘passed,’ whatever that meant. It only mattered that they fit, not that they’d learned what they needed to know.” 
Dom sat in the wooden chair opposite Booker’s desk. Behind the teacher, the network board was filled with the 2-D vidstreams and notes he’d written for the day’s lesson. He hadn’t turned it off yet, despite its irrelevance. An image of the board was still the default view on every student’s tablet.
“I don’t see what any of this has to do with my grade.”
“You, Dominic Long,” said Booker, pointing, “are better than that grade.” 
“But I only missed three.”
Booker shrugged. “Which questions were they, Dom? Did you look? They were the deductions. You got all of the factual answers correct, sure, and you proved you can draw glucose-6-phosphate and, I’m sure, most of the other steps in the Krebs Cycle.”
“So?” 
“You knew everything that could be found in a book. Everything that can be memorized and regurgitated. So what?” 
“So that was the test,” Dom retorted. 
“Dom, I don’t care at all if you can remember facts. Any monkey can memorize facts. You could memorize the periodic table, and it would be a useless gesture, seeing as it’s meant for reference — displayed in every lab because nobody expects you to know it by heart. I care about the questions that make you apply what you learned. The ones that make you think.” 
 Dom shook his head. “But I didn’t fail.” 
“Sure you did. You failed me. And yourself.” 
“That’s not fair.”
“Life isn’t fair.” 
“Did you fail everyone who got 85 percent?” 
Booker laughed. “I would have if anyone else had scored that high.” 
“I got the highest score on the test?” said Dom.
His teacher sighed, shifting on the desk. “Sad, isn’t it? But yes. The next was an 80. There was a 77 and a 74. Most were in the ’60s.” 
“And you passed them?” 
“I have to. The machine needs bodies. I do what I can, but most people aren’t ready to be thinkers. They’d rather turn off, tune out, and drop right into wherever the world wants to put them.”
Dom stood, the chair scooting a few inches backward behind him. “That’s not fair!”
“It sure isn’t,” said Mr. Booker, his face still pleasant and mild. He gave Dom an odd, bittersweet sort of smile. “I feel bad for you, Dom. The world is changing, and it thinks things are getting better. Standards in education are down, and standards for things like job performance are down to match. People don’t have to do nearly as much to make the system run anymore, so it works. By the time you graduate, you’ll be able to get all sorts of jobs. You could be a welder, sitting at home and collecting a dole. You could be a filing clerk, sitting at home and collecting a dole. Maybe you could be a fireman or a policeman, sitting at home and collecting a dole. The world is your oyster, and you can see it all from the comfort of your couch.” 
“What’s your point?” Dom demanded.
The issue of his unfair grade aside, Dom generally liked Booker a lot and could feel their usual rapport about to break through the surface and ruin his anger. Booker would get to philosophizing, and Dom always found himself agreeing with his teacher whether he wanted to or not when that happened. The man was persuasive, and his arguments always ended up being very convincing. It was infuriating how hard he was to disagree with.
“Dom,” said Booker, his face softening, “the world will try to tell you many pleasant lies throughout your life. You will want to believe them, but you must not simply accept them as true, and you must always ask questions until you uncover the truth. I’ve always encouraged you to have a deductive, inquisitive mind. The kind of mind that doesn’t pay lip service to facts on a test then not bother with the questions that matter.” He tapped the tablet. “Before the Fall, the world’s pleasant lie was that the planet could withstand whatever we could dish out, so there was no reason to stop building and building. The Fall proved that wrong, but soon after, the lie returned. The exact same lie! The US government and then the NAU told us that we had to rebuild our society, so all bets were temporarily off. They said it would be okay; the Earth had reset itself and was now tougher than ever…and besides, they rationalized, it wasn’t our actions that caused the Fall in the first place. From a scientific standpoint, the idea was absurd. But people wanted to believe it, so they did.” He paused. “There were groups that tried to stop it, but…” He trailed off. 
“But?” 
“Sometimes, there are layers of lies, and sometimes, you have to settle for the lies where you can affect change. There was some sleight of hand, some pacifying, and a lot of people who sold out a little and started telling themselves the same convenient untruths. Now there’s a new lie, and if you aren’t diligent, you’ll fall right into it. And Dominic, you are too good and too smart and — dare I say it? — too important to fall into it without so much as a thought.” 
Dom could feel his anger draining. It annoyed him that his 85 was starting to feel like a failing grade after all, but Mr. Booker had that effect on him. His favorite teacher was always able to sink his hooks into Dom. 
“What lie?” 
“That the network is our salvation. It’s a wonderful lie because everyone loves their connections. Hooking into Crossbrace strips the existential loneliness a person finds inside when he meditates, before he learns to see the truths beneath the stillness. If you have implants in your head, wear a display, and are always reachable, you never have to be alone. You’ll start to think collectively. That can be a good thing, but it can also cause you to get lost. You become a single input in a giant hive mind rather than an individual. But people don’t care about that because it makes them feel like they belong. The world has always had institutions — groups that people are shunted into so they will feel a pacified sense of belonging. The NAU says it was able to claw its way from the chaos because it got the network back up and running fastest, and that may be true. But it can also be taken too far.”
“When is it too far?” 
“When people lose the will to rise for rebellion. When people will not stand up for what they believe in, regardless if others feel it’s wrong — or if that force of will is seen as disruptive. Even evil.” Again, he tapped Dom’s tablet. “And when people begin to feel that they no longer need to think because others are doing it well enough for them.”
Dom sighed, slouching back in his chair. 
Booker turned the tablet around on the desk then slid it back toward Dom. 
“I will fail you every time you don’t try your best on a question that requires deduction and thought. That may not even matter because even flunkies can find their slot in society. But I can only do so much, and will not rubber-stamp you through this system if you fail to challenge assumptions, refuse to challenge me as you’ve done just now, and neglect to use the muscle between your ears.” 
Dom looked at the tablet. After a minute, he said, “It’s not a muscle.” 
Mr. Booker stood then set his hand on young Dominic’s shoulder. 
“Partial credit,” he said. 





 

 
Chapter 7
 
 
Nicolai, pacing his apartment, kept talking out loud to a voice that wouldn’t answer. A few times, before remembering that his canvas was disconnected, he’d raised his hands to begin pawing through a Beam search he’d requested. Each time, he’d then paused with his hands up and empty, like a conductor directing the music of an invisible orchestra, and almost laughed at how conditioned he’d become.
It felt strange to not have use of his apartment’s canvas, but the only real harm was to his habits. He’d heard about the suicides that often came with sustained Beam outages — when people felt their worlds collapse and go silent, losing all of their extra senses and at-a-moment conversations at once (a feeling that was sometimes compared to suddenly going deaf, blind, and quadriplegic) — but Nicolai had spent many hard years totally on his own in the Wild East, and the memory of those years had seeped into his very cells. Thankfully, they seemed to have inoculated him against the connectivity losses that others felt so intimately. 
Again, he raised his hands, and again he forced them down. This time, to forestall future reflexes, he shoved them into his pockets so he could keep thinking without distraction. 
There was so much to think about, too, and The Beam hadn’t been any help before he’d voluntarily gone dark. For hours, he’d stood in the middle of his living room, becoming increasingly frustrated with how little the network was able to help him find what he wanted — what he needed, following his weeks-ago chat with Micah Ryan — to know. He’d tried everything he could think of, pacing the floor and demanding searches from his canvas, his hands up and gesturing, pulling intuitive web searches toward himself to grow and merge them, pushing them away to discard them. He’d peeled web after web open, pawing impatiently through pages. He’d run more searches, gone down more dead ends, and found several suspicious absences of information that should have been there. Finally, he’d thrown his last Beam search at the floor with a yell. But because the intuitive web simulation had never been designed to shatter, it had merely sat on the polished wood, embedded in the ground like a half-buried rock. 
Now, with his hands in his pockets, Nicolai breathed deeply. He found that he didn’t mind the absence of the room’s usual responses to him at all. He was a civilized man in a cave made of Plasteel and paint, but with his canvas hacked and off, it was a cave nonetheless.
There was a knock on the door. At first, it surprised him. It was an actual, honest-to-West knock. 
“Who is it?” 
A female voice: “The only person in the world who wouldn’t be shocked that your canvas didn’t knock for me.” 
Nicolai walked to the door and used the knob to turn it open. The act felt strange, and Nicolai realized that he’d probably never before grasped his own doorknob. The canvas always opened the door, just as it always announced visitors. 
Kai, standing in the doorway, looked strangely ordinary. She was wearing blue jeans and athletic shoes, with a baggy sweatshirt up top. Her brown hair was pulled back in a ponytail. She was looking at her knuckles as if they’d done something to offend her. 
“That feels weird,” she said. “Doors are hard.” 
“I’m becoming Organa,” said Nicolai. “I had Searle build me a hack that kills this apartment’s connection without alerting the system to a short so that I can power it all down. Pretty soon, I’ll start grinding my coffee by hand because I won’t want The Beam to know I’m caffeinated. Caffeine makes me dangerous, like an enemy of the state.” 
“And the reason for turning off your connection is…” 
“Plain old-fashioned paranoia. If I’m going to talk to you, I need a place to do it openly, without feeling like I’ll be watched and heard.”
“Do you trust Searle’s hacks?”  said Kai.
“Not as much as what Doc could’ve gotten me, but at least it’s not marked up.” 
Kai projected her voice toward the room’s center as she closed the door behind her, enunciating deliberately. “But Doc is dead.” 
“I told you, the apartment is off,” said Nicolai, regarding her.
“If you trust the hack.” 
Nicolai shrugged. “I can only live with a certain level of paranoia. I choose to trust it. If someone can still snoop and the sensors are playing possum, so be it.” 
Kai looked around, putting her hands on her hips. She tossed her head toward the bedroom. “You wanna?” 
“Funny.” 
“Just trying to lighten the mood. Unless, of course, you wanna.” 
“Kai…” 
“Because I’m down. No charge. I’m so stressed, Nicolai. I need the release.” 
She looked at Nicolai. When he didn’t bite, she sighed and went on. 
“Fine. But you’d be doing me a kindness. Micah is like a truth detector. You can’t imagine what it’s like to work for him after what we did. It won’t matter at all how well Doc is hidden if Micah can tell I’m not quite right.” 
Nicolai leaned against a countertop. “What’s he up to?” 
Kai gave Nicolai a second-long appraising look then let it go. They no longer had any secrets. They couldn’t. They’d betrayed one of the most powerful men in the NAU after being tortured nearly to death by his minions. It was the kind of thing that bonded people with too much to lose. 
“He’s ‘up to’ prep for the upcoming Shift,” she answered. “I told you that his Enterprise group was behind most of the riots, right?” 
“Yes.” 
“Well, they’ve still got that going. And I know he met with Isaac.”
“That’s probably about Natasha,” said Nicolai. “She wants to have some big fuck-you concert the day after Shift. I almost feel bad enough for Isaac to go back and help, but I just can’t do that to myself. The knot is too tangled. I can barely remember who knows what about us, who’s supposed to know what, and what lies I’ve told to which people. Isaac didn’t care that I’d lost a few days to a memory wipe outside of its effect on his politicking, but now that I know it was Micah — well, his people, anyway — behind my memory wipe and everything it erased, I can’t remember if Isaac knows it was Micah, if Micah knows that Isaac knows, what either of them knows I may have told you, if you’re supposed to know about my missing time, or if anyone even really knows we do business.” 
Kai looked longingly into Nicolai’s bedroom. “I could really go for some business.” 
“Did you find out anything about my father?” 
“Not an easy thing to ask, Nicolai,” said Kai. “‘Hey, Micah. Do you remember your family’s dealings with the Mafia in Italy that I shouldn’t know anything about? Well, I had a question about an inventor whose name nobody knows exists, but whose inventions sort of created our way of life.’ Sure. I’ll get right on that.” 
“You’re a bit wilier than that, Kai.”
“Give me time. You don’t understand seduction. It’s like nudging an ocean liner with a finger, trying to get it to where you want it to go without it knowing you’re guiding it. I have to wait until he says something then pry a bit. I can’t ask outright.” 
“Can’t you use your brain tricks?” 
“Scent is evocative, Nicolai,” Kai said in a hectoring voice, as if they’d discussed this before. “There needs to be something there to evoke, like with Ralph or Whitlock or whatever his name was. I don’t have that with Micah. And even if I wanted to try and fuck it out of him, which I very much don’t, he wouldn’t do it. I’m like the daughter he never had, but that he trained to kill people for him.”
“How many people have you killed, Kai?” 
They hadn’t quite gone down this road, despite their new full-disclosure policy. The idea that Kai was an occasional assassin bothered Nicolai less than he felt it should have. It may have been rationalization, or it may have been that he’d left bodies in his own wake, but Nicolai somehow got the impression that they’d all had it coming. He thought he knew Kai well enough to know what she was and wasn’t capable of…but then, all of her clients probably thought the same thing. 
“Do you really want to discuss my work?” 
He rolled his eyes. No, he really didn’t. Discussions about neither aspect of her business could lead to anything good. 
“Look,” she said, “it sounds to me like Micah already told you all of what you need to know. You brought hovertech to the NAU. Little old you, all by yourself. So what?” 
“So what?” 
“Yes, so what?” Kai stared at him, her brown eyes meeting his. 
He’d been killing himself trying to reason out the ramifications of what Micah had told him — not to mention becoming paranoid enough to go off-grid while remaining in the city — but for the moment, he stopped to see it how Kai seemed to. In a way, she had a point: So what? There was very little that any new knowledge about hovertech’s history was going to change Nicolai’s (or anyone’s) life. He’d spent a lot of time thinking about the mechanics of his unknown delivery since that first call with Micah and could only figure that some of his father’s prototype hoverbots must have attached to him when he opened the arsenal following the break-in. He’d changed and occasionally washed his clothes throughout his European wanderings, so they either hovered around him in a cloud or attached to his body rather than figuratively slipping into his pockets. There were dozens of questions about even that much of the story — “why?” most prominent among them, followed by “Did the bots know what they were doing?” — but answers to those questions would change nothing. No matter what Nicolai learned about the Ryan family and their manipulative, snooping, technology-stealing ways, he would just be satisfying his own curiosity, not changing anybody’s actions or existences. It was hardly a prime concern when he, Kai, and the woman formerly known as Doc had their own conspiracy to hide. 
“It just feels like my whole life has been orchestrated,” said Nicolai, shaking his head. “There are so many unknowns. My father’s research, everything it’s become without his name, without even Allegro Andante’s name, and without my knowledge — just snatched and then exploited. And if it’s sat for so long, why did Micah tell me — why now, after more than fifty years? What’s his game? What does it mean? Did you know I was in the last group of people to enter the NAU before the borders closed? At the time, it felt lucky, but that’s one hell of a stroke. Looking back, it makes me wonder if they knew I was coming, and were keeping a foot in the door.” 
“So what if they did?” said Kai, her hands on her hips. She was much shorter than Nicolai, but right now her presence was large while his was small.
“Is that why I ended up with Isaac? He basically recruited me the minute I stepped off the boat: Another stroke of good fortune for the wanderer from the East. And if they needed the nanobots, why did they keep me around? Or was it the other way around? Did they know about the nanobots, or did they just know I was Salvatore Costa’s son, and wanted to see if I had any of the old man’s secrets…and then got lucky themselves?”
Kai took her hands from her hips and rested them on Nicolai’s shoulders. She pitched her voice low when she spoke next, and Nicolai caught himself wondering if she had a vocal attenuator in her throat like Isaac, meant to soothe those she spoke to. 
“Nicolai,” she said. “Why does it matter?” 
His head hung. She wrapped her arms around him. A long moment later, she let him go. 
“I told you the story about my family,” he said, “but nobody knows that story. You’re the only one other than me.” 
“I’m honored.” 
“Just you and me…and Micah Ryan, and probably the rest of Micah’s family, including Isaac. Hell, maybe Natasha even knows. All the years I spent with them, had dinners with them, worked side by side with them, and they pretended to believe what I said about my past. What Micah told me puts everything during my years in the NAU with those I thought were my closest friends and colleagues into question, Kai. Everything. If Micah knows about my father and his inventions and was in with ‘powerful friends’ in Italy, then is it possible the Ryans were behind his murder?” 
“You said your family was killed by a Rake Squad.” 
“That’s sure what it looked like. But that’s what I’m saying; I feel like I can barely trust the floor beneath me. What if everything I’ve ever taken for granted is a lie? I keep thinking about what we did with Whitlock, making him believe he saw you kill Doc. We planted a false memory in his head that, so far, his mind seems to have accepted as real. But think about it: If the immersion in those rigs is good enough to do something like that, we could have left him inside the simulation forever. He could still be hooked up right now, plugged into The Beam, oblivious. How would he ever know he was still walking around in a sim rather than real life?” Nicolai sighed. “That’s what I feel like right now. So many things, looking back, turned out coincidentally perfect for me. I alone escaped the squad. I made my way across the ocean. I was in the final group to cross the NAU border before it closed to non-certified traffic. I ended up working with Isaac Ryan — right beside the man whose family, it seems, was waiting for me to show up and bring them what they wanted.” 
“Mmm,” said Kai.
“I feel like I could be in a simulator like Whitlock. Because if I were in a simulation, then someone else could control what happened. Then I’d shrug at all those convenient things and say, ‘Oh well, it is what it is.’” 
Kai put her palm flat to Nicolai’s cheek, cupping it. She turned him to look into her eyes. “That’s how life is, Nicolai. Things happen.” 
“As if by plan.” 
“Maybe there is a plan.”
“You don’t believe that.” She couldn’t possibly. Kai was a hooker assassin, not a philosopher. She had the heart of gold, all right, but her edges were plenty sharp. She was wealthy and in a position of power today but had lived a life that no one could envy. But then again, maybe the ends justified the means, and perhaps even jaded Kai sometimes saw it that way.
“You can’t tell me what I believe.”
He shook his head. “I shouldn’t be so needy. I’m sorry I’m not being a rock.” 
She reached down and cupped an erection he didn’t realize he had.
“You’re rocklike enough.” 
Nicolai laughed then stepped away. 
Kai looked disappointed. After a moment, her expression changed to irritation. “Look,” she said, “I don’t want to tell you your business, but you’re missing a really obvious way to feel better here.” 
“Kai…” 
“Why did you invite me over, Nicolai?” 
“You’re the only person who knows it all. And you’re the only person who might be able to relate.” 
“I can’t relate at all,” she said. “Your father was pushed around by the Italian Mob and the Ryan family, and it seems like Micah has been pulling your strings since he met you. At the very least.” 
“I meant to any of this. Who am I supposed to talk to about the Doc situation?” 
“Kate. The Kate situation.” 
“Whatever. I’m going to end up working for him now, you know. Not Doc; Micah. You already do. And if he knew what we…” 
“He doesn’t.” 
“But if he did…” 
Kai shook her head. Everything she’d said since her last glance into the bedroom had been clipped and frustrated. She sounded like she was answering him because she had to, but she was being perfunctory and not really paying attention. Now she looked like her patience had finally worn through. She might joke about Nicolai not needing to be a rock, but she’d always admired his strength, and right now he didn’t have much of it.
“What, Nicolai? You think Micah is going to kill you after bringing you carefully along, after orchestrating your whole life and all? Don’t flatter yourself. Or rather, maybe do flatter yourself. Maybe you’re too important to kill. You were the first one released when we were in with Alix Kane. Oh, I’m sorry. You don’t remember Kane. I keep forgetting.” 
They’d been through everything that had happened during the hole in Nicolai’s memory. “You’ve told me about him,” said Nicolai.
“And I’ve told you about how after you were gone, he gave the order to have me evaporated then resumed torturing Doc out of his mind.” 
“That’s not fair. I can’t control what…” 
“And I told you how they never put you on the Orion. Just me and Doc, who got the full treatment.” 
Nicolai was about to reply, but he stopped himself. He wasn’t sure where this brewing argument was going, but he already seemed to be losing. He’d earned his spot as a top speechwriter thanks to his smooth articulation and his ability to get what he wanted using his words, but Kai was running laps around him. He wondered at the situations she’d had to talk her way into and out of over the years. 
He said nothing, waiting to see what Kai would do next. Her eyes had sharpened, but when he didn’t return fire, they softened. Again, she stepped forward. This time, she put her small hand on his chest. She looked at the hand then turned her beautiful, strangely vulnerable face up to his. 
“Look,” she said. “Of course we need to talk. But Doc has already had his reassignment — burning through not only his stashed savings, but also the entirety of my new position’s advance credit bonus, that asshole — and he’s safe. Nobody is asking about Thomas Stahl anymore because he’s dead. He’s off the grid, off The Beam. I assume his entire apartment has been scrubbed, someone got his stuff or it was liquidated, and his files are rubbed from existence. It’s handled.” 
“I feel uncomfortable even discussing this out loud,” said Nicolai, looking around his dead apartment with its unresponsive canvas. 
Kai leaned closer and kissed his neck. “So don’t say it out loud. Let it go.” 
“Kai…”
“What?” Her hands circled him. It was kind of like a hug, but with obvious ulterior motives. It was the kind of embrace she could almost play off as friendly, except that the right parts of her body were coincidentally pressing against the right parts of his. 
“This is a dangerous game we’re playing,” he said.
“Mmm-hmm.” Mouth at his collarbone. Breath warm and moist. 
“I invited you over so that we could compare notes,” he added.
Kai’s hand slid down Nicolai’s front, the tips of her fingers settling an inch under the top of his belt. “If you show me yours, I’ll show you mine.” 
Under her fingers, Nicolai continued to respond. Apparently, he did need the release. Apparently, only his top half was concerned about Doc and conspiracies. His lower half was pointing in the direction it wanted to go like the needle of a compass. Then, as if following its instructions, Kai looked over her shoulder. At the bed. 
“Come on,” she whispered. “Your canvas is off. Let’s pretend to be cave people.” 
Nicolai swallowed. 
A small smile lit her lips. She began to saunter backward, holding his hands until his arms were stretched straight between them. “I’ll take that as a yes.” She paused then pouted. “Yes?” 
“You didn’t lock the door,” said Nicolai, nearing surrender. 
“Only cave people lock doors.” Another two steps backward into the bedroom. “Come over here, and drag me around by my hair. Then we can marvel at fire.” 
Nicolai walked the other way, toward the apartment’s front door, to lock it. The canvas normally handled it for him, but he could also turn it manually, just as he could turn the knob.
“Be quick,” she purred. 
Kai’s footfalls vanished behind him as Nicolai crossed the front room, suddenly aware of his hurry. But a step from the deadbolt, there was a knock at the door. 
Nicolai froze. 
After a respectful pause, the knock repeated. 
Nicolai felt paralyzed. No visitor would knock on a door. Not like that. It was the kind of knock he remembered from childhood, back when the doors across society’s upper tiers weren’t all ID-responsive. 
“Hello?” he said. 
“Good afternoon, Nicolai,” said a somewhat muted voice on the other side of the door. “Can I come in?”
It was Micah Ryan.





 

 
Chapter 8
 
 
Leo looked down and watched his tapping foot with fascination. He was wearing sandals like a good hippie, and the rug on the floor had been hand-woven just a few prehistoric houses away. His foot’s tapping made a sound on it like a beater against a hanging rug, only faster. Part of him wanted to draw a comparison between big and small things (rapid foot on small rug versus slow beater on large rug), noting how everything in the universe really did repeat itself across different scales. But as far as existential thoughts went, it was rather disappointing, and Leo was forced to remember that his toe was tapping because he was jonesing. 
Your body doesn’t need dust, he mentally whispered to his toe. 
With effort, the tapping stilled. It was easy enough to stop once Leo’s mind remembered that the foot was within its control. The problem was that as with most drugs, Lunis was as psychologically addictive as it was physically addictive, and that while Leo was finding most of the physical symptoms of withdrawal to be controllable (despite the widespread belief that they should be killing him), the psychological ones were harder to wrestle. And still, the worst was yet to come. 
Leo had been slowly weaning himself for a week, but seven days with less dust than his body wanted was just getting started. For now, his strategy was to wait a bit longer each time he got jittery then give himself less. He’d also experimented with taking small, regularly timed doses that kept him just below the edge of comfortable — never having enough in his blood for a true high, but never going cold enough to panic. In the end, the two approaches had worked out the same, so he’d avoided the approach requiring small regular doses because it was a pain in the ass. Leo was an old man. He had better things to do than be his own pharmacist. 
His toe tapped back into movement. Leo made it stop. He had five minutes left, and then he could dose. In five minutes, he could relax. His willpower was growing stronger each day as his physical need steadily dimmed — progressing painfully, but progressing nonetheless. He had no idea how long it would take until he was totally clean, but he was determined to find out. He’d had a series of epiphanies and setbacks lately that had moved his sometimes-doubt about Lunis to the top of his to-do list. The Organa, he’d been forced to admit, were as dependent on the larger society as anyone as long as they nursed their unending need for dust. The problems and delays with Dominic and Omar had proved just how imprisoned the group was by the drug. The emergency shipment (delivered by a man Leo felt sure was an undercover NAU Protective Service agent) had put that particular statement in bold type. Then Dominic’s arrest had added capital letters, underlined it twice, surrounded it with a big red circle, and drawn a bunch of exclamation points. Despite pretending to live as isolationists, it turned out that Organa was like an appliance with a cord that could be unplugged at any moment. No matter how far outside of society they tried to remain, they would always be at someone else’s mercy as long as they needed a drug they couldn’t grow themselves.
There was a knock at the door. 
Leo didn’t answer immediately. His foot had become far too interesting. On the table across from him was a wind-up clock, equally awe-inspiring. It had a magic hand that circled one time each minute. Leo was eagerly anticipating another three loops. When that happened, he’d get to dose, and would finally feel so much better. 
The knock repeated. 
“Leo?” 
“Hang on.” The clock’s magic hand circled. Watching required intense concentration. Whoever was at the door would have to wait.
“Let me in, Leo.” 
Who was that? Scooter? 
Leo didn’t care enough to spend much thought on it. He held a tiny bag of moon rocks in his right hand and kept rolling the ball of his thumb across the plastic’s tiny protrusions. Soon, he’d get to set them under his tongue, and that simple ritual had become much more fascinating and less mundane than it had been two weeks ago. Now it was an event to be anticipated. 
As he watched the clock and grew excited about his upcoming fix, part of Leo’s mind wondered if he was making things worse — if he was training himself to look forward to his highs as rewards for hard work. During his childhood, McDonald’s restaurants had done the same thing with their food, training parents to reward their children with a trip to their favorite fast food depot. Happy Meals became a reward for doing a good thing and became linked to good feelings. Who didn’t want more good feelings, and hence more McDonald’s? And wasn’t that what Leo was doing now, exercising discipline so he could reward himself with the very thing he was using his discipline to resist? But then again, what the hell was he supposed to do? Lunis withdrawal had a history of being violent or deadly. Almost nobody got off of it without medical help, and those who did were usually drawn back into using by their social circles or habit. 
The door opened. Leo wouldn’t have believed in locked doors even if any of the homes in the compound had locks. The Organa were peaceful addicts. A town of friendly derelicts. 
Dominic Long entered. Leo’s eyes flicked up for long enough to register the police chief’s presence, but his head didn’t bother with surprise. He had to watch this clock. And he had to keep an eye on his tapping foot. 
“Leo,” said Dominic.
Was that magic hand ever going to get where Leo needed it to go?
“Just a sec,” Leo replied.
Dominic leaned down, looked sideways into Leo’s eyes, then reached a big paw into Leo’s line of sight and snapped his fingers. The fingers blocked Leo’s view of the clock. That was unacceptable. 
“Move your motherfucking hand!” Leo yelled, slapping at it.
Dominic flinched and drew back. Then his face regained its policeman’s solidity, and he leaned in again, keeping out of Leo’s direct line of sight.
The hand had two more laps. 
Dominic was still looking at Leo’s face. His own, from the corner of Leo’s eye, lit with realization. 
“Noah West, Leo. You’re completely dry.” He snapped his fingers, this time off to the side. “Leo, are you dry?” 
“Shh.” 
“The package they sent was supposed to be enough. I brought more. Just a little because I had to be creative to get it. But being ‘The Man’ has its privileges, and I know exactly how sensitive the sniffers are and how much I could bring. It’ll get you a few days. Omar swears up and down that he’ll have more soon. He’s got a new girl who, again, he swears up and down is the best he’s ever had. I won’t go into details, but let’s just say I have good reason to believe Omar this time. I have a Plan B in place if he fails me. Again.” 
Dominic reached for his pocket. When his hand was halfway in, he stopped as if debating with himself. Leo, even through his intense concentration (one lap to go!), could see that Dominic felt flip-flopped. He hadn’t come here to deliver dust. The dust was a by-the-way — a secondary errand he’d decided to run while at the compound for another reason. But Dominic never came to the compound. He’d come for something else, but now here he was, making drugs his first order of business. 
The hand came out of Dominic’s pocket, holding what looked like a pack of gum because it mostly was gum. Inside were foil-wrapped sticks of synthetic chewable material that hadn’t improved since Leo had been buying Doublemint and Fruit Stripe. The only difference in Dominic’s Doublemint was that two of the sticks inside, when unwrapped, would reveal themselves to be grayer than the others. If you placed those two into a bowl and tapped them, they’d break into a scree of high-grade narcotic pebbles. 
“Here,” said Dominic. “Just fix. You look like you’re going to pass out.” 
“Pusher,” said Leo. Then, all of a sudden, the idea of calling Dominic a pusher struck Leo as hilarious. He barked laughter. 
“Go ahead,” said Dominic. He pulled the pack away and began to unwrap it. “Here. I’ll break it up for you.” 
“No.” 
“No?” 
“Noah Fucking West, Dom, just shut up for a minute,” said Leo. 
Or, more accurately, a half minute. 
Dominic watched him for most of that half minute. He was beginning to say something when the magic clock-hand passed its goal. At that point, Leo raised the rock he’d fingered from the small plastic bag and shoved it under his tongue as if it had been burning his hand. Then he leaned back, closed his eyes, and exhaled a breath he hadn’t realized he’d held.
“Fuck,” said Dominic, watching. “What the hell, Leo?” 
Leo held up a finger to tell Dominic that he was conscious, aware, and going nowhere. A larger, more typical dose of dust would make him nearly catatonic — surrounding him with a haze in which the most spectacular, ethereal, nature-exploring and pleasurable things would occur. But this was only one small rock, and all it was doing (all it was already doing, blessedly) was clearing the cobwebs. His foot would finally stop tapping. He’d be able to focus on something other than the clock. He’d be able to function. For slowly recovering Lunis addict Leo Booker, normal was the new high.
Dominic shifted to rise from his half squat, but then Leo opened his eyes and said, “Wait. Here I come.” 
His anxiety had departed. Latent anger diffused like steam from a pressure valve. He felt once again inside his body, not watching it from above and loathing it. 
Keeping his eyes on the old man, Dominic sat opposite Leo, making his chair groan. It had been made by Organas, with an Organa mindset. Few Organas were overweight, but Dominic was. The wicker creaked with protest. 
“What are you doing, Leo?” he said.
“Trying to detox.” 
“From Lunis?” 
Leo nodded. He felt like he’d run a sprint. Every word required more effort than it should have. 
“I didn’t think that was possible outside of a hospital.” 
Leo closed his eyes briefly then reopened them. “I guess we’ll find out.” 
“Or you’ll die. Or kill someone.” 
“Like I said, we’ll find out.”
“You don’t have to ration like that anymore,” Dominic said, his eyes wide and concerned. Maybe even outright frightened. When he’d entered the room, he’d appeared confrontational, as if steeled for a fight. Leo’s plight seemed to have softened him. “I can guarantee you a steady supply.” 
“I appreciate that, Dom. But do you remember how I used to tell you that we all prefer to believe pleasant lies rather than face an unpleasant truth?” 
Dominic nodded. 
Leo shook the tiny bag and rattled the few loose gray rocks. “‘Moondust opens your mind.’ ‘Moondust is spiritual.’ ‘Moondust allows you to see truths The Beam cannot.’”
“Lies?” 
“At least partial truths. I’d say it opens the mind, and we’ve made it spiritual. But we say those things as rationalizations. Nobody talks about addiction and dependency until the supply runs low.” 
“You really think you can just quit?”
Leo left the question with space it deserved then slowly nodded. “Yes. I think I can.” 
“And the others?”
“I’d like to be optimistic, but I seriously doubt it. Some of the people who live here practically became Organa because of Lunis. In my day, it was hippies and marijuana. Before that, it was hippies and just about everything you could swallow, smoke, or shoot. You embraced the lifestyle, and the drugs came with it. You didn’t have to wonder if you were an addict if you did things that way. You could just tell yourself that you were a hippie, and got whatever went with it. But we’re addicts, Dominic, true and true. There are some people I might be able to convince to see things that way, but even Leah has her doubts. I don’t know if she actually needs to be high to work her magic tricks or not, but she certainly thinks she does.”
Still leaning against the chair’s back, Leo thought of the way Leah had navigated through District Zero to find Crumb, as if floating on instinct. He thought of the story she’d told him about finding the diary, and her preceding prescient visions on the train into the city. All of those things had been handled without more than baseline Lunis in her system, with Leah not truly high at all. What would she say if he pointed that out? Would she say that none of that had been hacking, and that it was hacking that required the drug…or would she argue that everything was hacking in the age of The Beam, reality and the digital worlds melding in each moment like the vision of herself as a melting spoon of chocolate?
Dominic extended the pack of gum toward Leo. “Here then. Take this. There will be more.” 
Leo shook his head, ignoring the pack. “This wasn’t what I wanted for Organa, Dom. It snuck up on me. Now that I’m weaning, it’s like life is showing me truths that moondust cannot. And once I saw those truths, it was all there in front of me, as if I hadn’t been a perpetuator of the lie.” 
“What lie?” 
“That we’re every bit as plugged into the system as everyone on the grid. And that as long as we’re addicted, we’re vulnerable.” 
“To a supply cut-off,” Dominic said. “But what if I can get you stocked up? You can bunker down with stores for months or years.” 
Leo’s head tilted. He was still trying to make sense of Dominic’s earlier mood, before he’d watched Leo struggle and nearly crash. The police captain had come in ready to argue, and was now acting like a willing savior. 
“What do you have up your sleeve, Dom?” said Leo.
“What’s the withdrawal like?” Dominic countered.
Leo shook his head in a quick, almost distracted motion. “What? Why do you want to know?” 
“Just wondering. You’re really able to do it yourself?” 
“So far.” 
“Is it painful?” 
“Brutally. And exhausting.” Leo eyed the captain. “You ever done dust?” 
“Me? Noah Fucking West, no!” Dom looked offended, like a bullshitter. 
“I’ll just say this,” said Leo. “You get out of the haze, and it’s like the dust gets fingers out of your brain that you didn’t realize were there. It’s like it sits in your mind and whispers to you that everything’s fine. I suppose it’s that way for any addiction, be it dust or another drug…or food or The fucking Beam. ‘It’s okay; you’re perfectly normal; you could quit if you wanted.’ All lies. So even if you got us a year’s supply, what then? A year isn’t forever. We’ll always be chasing supply.” He gave Dominic a look. “Like any addict.” 
“Hmm.” 
“Besides, there’s control within control. There’s been a real edge to the dust lately. It’s like they changed the formulation. It’s not making people as mellow as it should. Instead, it’s making them edgy. I’ve woken up with horrible headaches, feeling like I’ve been hollowed out. It’s a lot harder to imagine dust as being natural and benevolent and a carrier of universal truths when it makes you feel like the bottom of an ashtray in the morning.” 
Dominic was nodding. 
“Know what I mean, Dominic?” 
Dominic blinked. “Oh, sure. But for you, for the Organa, I mean? Nothing really changes from my end. You still need supply.” 
“Change takes time. So yes, unfortunately we still need supply. Enough to keep it from getting as low as it has been.” 
“Have you been rationing with the others?”
Leo nodded. “Some. And people know I’m doing it. It’s edging on panic.” 
“The relief shipment didn’t help?” 
“A bit, but I had to ration that too. I didn’t know if you’d been arrested.”
Dominic’s head cocked. “Arrested? Why would I have been arrested?” 
“Your last call came from NPS.” 
“My call came from my handheld.” 
“But you were at NPS when you made the call.”
Dominic stood. “Fucking hell, Leo. Are you Organa, or are you hackers? You need to pick one. You can’t be both.” 
“Don’t blame me, Dom. Leah told me. I didn’t even ask. She needed to find something on the canvas I keep here specifically to accept important calls like y — ”
Dominic rolled his eyes and head at the same time. “Oh, bull-shit, Leo.”   
Leo looked up. 
“Listen to you. You can’t just say, ‘My canvas?’ You have to defend it while you’re talking about it? To me? In private?” 
“I was just saying that — ”
“That you’re not a hypocrite? Because if you had a canvas — an ordinary, everyday canvas, not that different from the ones used by people down on the main grid — then you’d definitely be a hypocrite, right? But it’s okay if you keep it specifically so I can call you, right? So it’s my fault. Or at least, it’s necessary to carry on the good fight against The Beam and the big crooked society you’re out here to avoid.” 
“Dominic…” 
“I had a talk with NPS, Leo. Yep. You’re right. I was arrested. I used my one phone call to make sure you got your goddamned dust, courtesy of Omar Jones, who is just as helpful as he is an evil son of a bitch. They busted me, again thanks to Omar, but do you know why they let me go?” 
Leo said nothing. 
“They wanted to go after a bigger fish, and wanted my help to catch that fish. Someone I knew about. Someone with an extensive, highly disruptive criminal past.” His eyes bored directly into Leo’s. The old man watched him, seeing the boy he’d mentored all those years before. Seeing the policeman he’d become, trained too well to miss clear connections, a man who had earned more respect than to be played for a fool. 
“Sit down, Dominic,” said Leo.
The captain didn’t sit, holding his bolted eyes to Leo. 
Leo sighed. “Please.” 
Slowly, Dominic sat back down. Again, the wicker chair protested. 
“Fine,” Leo continued. “You want to know it all? I have nothing to hide. As I’m sure NPS told you, I once led a rather violent group known as Gaia’s Hammer. We embraced technology as a sort of poetic irony. Way I saw it at the time, humanity hadn’t learned the evils of putting their machines above the machines of the natural world, so we would have to show them. It became a matter of pride to use the system against itself. We had the best hackers. We had the best upgrades. Did they tell you about my fist?” Leo held up his bony old arm, its skin sagging. 
Dominic nodded. Much of the confrontation had melted from his face. He seemed surprised that Leo hadn’t tried to bluster, and was now robbed of his best conversational weapons.
“That was a long time ago,” he continued, lowering his arm back into his lap. He looked down, seeing his loose skin as if for the first time. He was older than a person should be. Leo hadn’t had any new enhancements other than emergency medical nanobots for over forty years. He was finally the old man nature had intended, and in time, he’d die a natural death. He was a few decades behind, but he was finally getting to where he was supposed to be. 
“If NPS pulled you in to talk about me,” he said, “I suppose they must think I’m up to my old tricks.” 
Dominic nodded again. “They think you’re preparing to revisit the Gaia days.” 
Leo laughed. 
“Are you?” 
The laugh fell from Leo’s mouth as if hot. “Of course not. You know that.” 
“Do I? I thought I knew you all along.” 
“Did I ever lie to you, Dom?” 
Dominic seemed to think. Then he said, “Don’t try to bullshit me, Leo.” 
“I’m not bullshitting you and never have. I was the teacher; you were the student. You never asked me how old I was, and if you had, I’d have told you. It’s true; I didn’t volunteer that I used to lead an anti-establishment, quasi-military organization. But you tell me, Dom — when is the right time to bring something like that up in conversation?” 
“This isn’t funny, Leo.” 
“It’s at least a little bit funny.” Leo smiled. 
“Goddammit, Leo.” 
“What was I supposed to do, Dom? Give you my history? When you met me, I was a younger version of the man I am today. Biologically speaking, I’m probably in my seventies now. When we met, I was biologically in my thirties. I haven’t enhanced since Gaia made the deal with the NAU. I’ve kept my end of the bargain. I was already prepared to stop that life, and I did. My own change preceded the change they forced upon me.” 
“Why weren’t you arrested?” 
“Oh, I was. They wanted to crucify me. Public execution. But someone higher up the chain wanted to make a deal even more. I was ready to take it. I became the natural, granola-crunching man I am today. The same man you met in school. The things I taught you then, I still believe and abide by today. So how did I lie?” 
“It was an error of omission.” 
Leo thought then pulled his legs up from the floor and sat in the chair Indian style. 
“You’re right. I apologize.” 
Dominic waited for more, but there was none. 
“That’s it?” 
“That’s it. I’m sorry for not informing you. Now you know. And today, I really am the old Organa man I seem to be. I’m not planning anything, which you already know if you gave it any thought at all.”
“No secret plans? No new technologies meant to fight technologies where they live?”
“How would I coordinate something like that, Dom? I wouldn’t know how to make the call to arms, or to accept the call if it came.” 
At that exact moment, there was a trilling sound. Leo actually hung his head and sighed. 
“What’s that, Leo?” 
Leo fished his handheld from his pocket. “Another error of omission.” His thumb hovered over the screen, preparing to take the call he shouldn’t know how to take on the handheld he shouldn’t have because he was an old hippie. “Honestly, I just forgot.” His mouth opened halfway then closed, and he added, “Okay, I’m a hypocrite. And sometimes I want to check my mail without taking a goddamned train.” 
Without waiting for Dominic’s answer, he pressed the screen and took the call. Voice only, of course. Over-the-air video up here was highly unreliable. For 2097, Leo thought, audio-only calls were just shy of grinding spears into tips using rocks as sharpeners. If he was a hypocrite, at least it was only partial hypocrisy.
“Leo,” said a female voice. “I’m here.” 
Leo nodded internally. She’d headed into the city to see Crumb, who was now Stephen York. He’d asked her to check in while she was there, but he’d forgotten all about her errand during the fascination of the clock and his own tapping feet.
Leo eyed Dominic, who was eying him right back. “Did you talk to him yet?” he asked Leah. 
“No. My handheld doesn’t seem to work right inside the building.”
Leo had noticed that too. But why would she bother calling before going in rather than waiting until after? The whole point was to get an update from the old man, and she hadn’t had time to get one yet.
“Great,” he said. “Have fun.” 
“That’s it? You don’t have more to tell me?” 
Now Leo was just confused. She was a big girl and didn’t need hand-holding. She knew Crumb (even though he was York now; Leo should really keep that in mind) as well as any of them. Arguably, now that he was no longer a crazy old man ranting about squirrels and was instead a father of the network, Leah probably knew him much better than Leo ever could.
“No,” said Leo.
“So I should just go in? Just talk to him about whatever?” 
Again, Leo glanced at Dominic. He seemed curious, and Leo wondered what this conversation must look like to the police captain, who could only hear half of it. 
“Yes, Leah. Just talk. Hell. You know how to talk to people, don’t you?” 
“I thought you might have specific questions.” 
“Maybe you do. I mean, what am I supposed to say from where I’m standing, as an old technophobe? You know his mind better than I do.” 
“But…” She trailed off. Leo waited for her to continue, but she didn’t.
“Leah,” he said, “what’s going on?” 
“Nothing.” 
“Just spit it out.” 
On the other end of the line, Leah sighed. 
“I can sense SerenityBlue,” she said, “and I think I might be able to sense him too. That’s a connection through the network, but also not through the network at all. Does that make any sense?” 
It didn’t, really, but Leo had learned to trust Leah. He knew that even when she wasn’t plugged in, she always kind of was. Somehow, she’d spanned the worlds, making technology spiritual and making spirit technological. 
“Sure. What about it?” 
She sighed again before answering then said, “I just get this strong feeling that I won’t like what I hear when I go in there. And…” She paused. “And I’m afraid Crumb is in a lot more trouble than we think he is.”





 

 
Chapter 9
 
 
Leah peeked into Crumb’s large white room with the giant white bed in the center. She stuck her top half between the doors and looked around in a way that probably looked comical, like a robber checking to see if the coast was clear of cops. 
“Is she here?”  
Crumb, his gray beard neatly trimmed and graying hair neatly combed, looked up from his tablet. His answer was nothing like Crumb, somewhat like this new man Stephen York, and very like SerenityBlue: “I don’t think it matters.” 
Leah shrugged, walked inside, and closed the door behind her. The halls of the school were quiet, but she liked having the farce of privacy. Leah didn’t feel like she’d had any true privacy since the train ride that had ultimately led her to Quark’s hidden Chinatown lab, when her mind was invaded by dreams that didn’t belong to her, but she also wasn’t ready to surrender.
Leah approached the bed. There was a wooden chair with a gently curving back beside it, also white. She sat, legs together, looking formal. 
“Do you mean it doesn’t matter because you think she’s spying on us?” she said. 
“No.”
But of course, given the odd bond she felt between herself and the woman in white, Leah had already known that. 
She made a small resigned smile then looked at the tablet in Crumb’s lap. 
“So, Crumb,” she said. “Are you exploring?” She was thinking of her own hazy kind of Beamwalking, wondering if the same was true for Crumb. Based on what she’d learned from his diary, it was hard not to think of the old man as a superhero. 
“I’d rather you call me Steve.” 
Leah looked him over from waist to head. When he’d first been taken to SerenityBlue’s strange school for Beam-adept children, his hosts had scrubbed him clean. Just recently, though, he’d found the strength to do it himself. He seemed to be taking neatness and order seriously, and Leah wondered if it was overcompensation for his decades trapped in the disgusting, dirty, reeking vagrant he’d so recently been. Every hair was in place. Even his eyebrows and nose hairs seemed to have been tended. 
“Sorry. Steve.” 
“No ‘sorry’ necessary. This is me asking you to change an ingrained thought. I’m not insulted by being called Crumb; I’m just trying to change my own ingrained thoughts and train my mind to open back up because I’m Stephen York again.” He paused. “Whoever he was.” 
“Your memory still isn’t coming back?” 
He shrugged. “I shouldn’t complain. I developed a lot of the technology that locked me down — for some reason, I actually retained a lot of technical information even when I was guarding the compound gates and ranting about squirrels — and it’s kind of like a tank: reversible, but destructive and clumsy. Getting my memories back will take time. You’re not supposed to be able to unlock it without a cypher. The fact that you were able to crack it without killing me is astonishing.” 
Leah glanced down at her hands. She’d had the same thought and felt guilty for the near-miss. The notion still haunted her even though Crumb — ahem, Steve — seemed fine. 
She looked back up. “You left a back door.” 
York nodded then set the tablet on the end table to give Leah his full attention. 
“Yes, I did. But I did it early then never had a chance to return and adapt it once the extra layers were added. I guess we’re both tougher than we thought: you to find and exploit the door, and me, from the inside, to keep pushing it forward. If, that is, that’s even how it happened.” 
“You don’t know?” said Leah. “It’s your software.” 
“That doesn’t mean I know how it works.” He gestured toward Leah with one palms-up hand. “Leo said he sent you to QuarkTechnic for school, right? You know that developing with AI is more like collaboration than making anything truly in isolation. Creating the software that did this was like throwing a Frisbee at nobody. Only instead of landing on the grass, the AI we were using snatched it from the air and took it somewhere new.”
It should have sounded strange but didn’t. Leah had already told York what she’d told Leo about her ayahuasca dream, and had used much weirder computer metaphors than York’s about the Frisbee. Or, for that matter, her own metaphor about rabbit warrens and honeycombs dripping with back door honey. 
“Why didn’t they just kill you if they wanted you hidden or shut up?” she said. “The people who did…whatever this was?” 
“Good question. And here’s another. Why didn’t they just erase me? Even back then, I could have easily been Gaussed and made to remember nothing. I’ve been thinking a lot about it, and there’s only one reason I can think of.” 
“What?” said Leah. 
“At some point, someone wanted to be able to unlock me with the cypher — get the old Steve York back, or at least what was in his head.” 
“Why?” 
York gave a single, quiet, exhaling sort of chuckle, amused by a mystery that would frustrate most people. The affect was unique to Stephen York, and had been wholly absent from Crumb. 
After a moment, realizing his laugh was a sign that the conversation had reached its end, Leah said, “Have you seen Serenity?” 
“She came in a while ago.” 
“And you saw her as having brown hair with light streaks,” said Leah. 
“Yes.” 
“I don’t know what that means. The fact that you see her one way and I see her another.” 
In answer, York gave her a smiling tilt of his head. Then he said, “You created her, you know.” 
It was an absurd idea. SerenityBlue was a real person in the real world, and Leah had never been a mother. 
“Yes,” she said.
“Do you know what that means?” said York.
Leah had thought on it plenty, but she wasn’t sure of anything except that it was true. She’d felt herself melt into The Beam during her haze years ago, and somehow what melted away had congealed into a consciousness. And that, as odd as it was, seemed to be that.
Serenity, who seemed unsure of and unbothered by her own origins, had said she was a Beam cleric, but Leah wasn’t buying it. Clerics were created by Quark by sending specialized AI into hyperconnected donors who had voluntarily purged their internal protections. The resulting Frankensteins were basically sacks of meat driven by intelligent, conscious nanobots — highly controversial but highly useful creatures who could effortlessly span the digital and physical worlds. But they also had distinct characteristics that Serenity lacked. For one, they were all created by Quark using an unknown process to act as a sleeper police force. And second, they were distinct beings converted from distinct human bodies, and that meant they looked the same to everyone. 
Serenity wasn’t like that. The way her appearance depended on the observer (not to mention the way she looked like Leah to Leo) said she was something else. Something new.
“I know that I can sense her,” said Leah. “And I think she can sense me.” She shook her head. She didn’t want to talk about this right now. She felt like men must feel when women re-enter their lives with a child they hadn’t known existed. 
She looked at York. “So what’s next, Steve?” 
“Next?” 
“When Leo and I first came here, we wanted to retrieve you, if for no other reason than we figured that you’d been kidnapped. Because you were Crumb, you know. No offense, Steve, but it was kind of like picking up a pet. Or a kid. But now everything’s changed. You don’t need saving anymore. Somehow, Serenity and her kids…well…unlocked you, and…” 
“I think you unlocked me.” 
“They got you healthy then, whatever,” said Leah. “Took care of you better than we could have. Got your brain back on kilter. But it wasn’t just that. You’re not even the same man we took into the hospital. Now you’re not Crumb. Now you’re Stephen York, and according to that book over there, you’re one of the smartest, most influential people in history.” 
“You flatter me.” 
“Well, you are, and I was thinking as I was coming here today: Why am I even going? I just did it automatically because it seemed to make sense — you leave something somewhere, you go back to check in on it. But then I realized how ridiculous of an idea it was. We don’t even know you. I’ve been acting like we expect you to come back to the village, but maybe you want to…I don’t know…go invent The Girder or something.” 
“What’s The Girder?” 
“I don’t know. What’s stronger than a beam?” 
York laughed. “Well, if it’s okay with you and Leo, I think I need to return to the village after I’m back to full strength.” 
Leah was surprised. They’d cracked an egg, but once an egg hatched, the bird wasn’t supposed to want back inside. They’d already lost Crumb. She’d made her peace with the idea that there was every reason for them to lose York as well.
“Why?” 
“Someone locked me down, Leah. That’s not easy to do, and based on what I can find publicly — ” He nodded toward the tablet. “ — I doubt there’s much better technology out there today than what was used on me. It wasn’t any old Joe who did it, and he or she had her reasons. There’s also a reason I wasn’t erased or killed but encrypted instead, left to walk around like a human slip drive. I don’t know what any of it means. Most of my personal memories are still missing, and I don’t know that they’ll tell me anything when and if they return. I’m blind. And while blind, I don’t like the idea of popping back out into the world to see what happens. To design The Girder or anything else.”
Leah chuckled. 
“I’ve been playing out every scenario I can think of. When you’re just sitting in a bed all day, you have a lot of time for that kind of thing. And as far as I can figure, there are only two places I feel comfortable: here in this place and with you.” 
“We might be your enemies,” said Leah. “The Organas could be a bunch of hackers waiting for Stephen York to show his face.” 
York smiled at the joke then said, “And so could the people here. But I don’t think that’s true. What do you think?” 
Leah thought. She’d been to the school three times in two weeks. Her dominant impression each time was that of being called to the place, like a ship to a beacon. The experience was more mystical than real, and she couldn’t get an objective bead on Serenity or any of the kids. She kept trying to suss out who they really were, what they really wanted, what they really hoped to accomplish (by taking Crumb/York from the hospital or in general), but each time, Leah merely fell into a cloud-filled world. At first, she thought her sense of logic was failing, but then she realized logic was failing because it was the wrong lens through which to peer at Serenity and her children. The school was a place of intuition and fancy, not facts and logic and black and white. Everything in Leah’s gut told her that he was safe with them.
“No. It’s not true,” she said.
“But still, this is the city,” said York. “This is the core network. I remember where all the Beam nodes were originally placed, and I know how the AI thinks — or at least, how it thought thirty years ago. It doesn’t matter if this school is the safest place in the world because I’m not comfortable with it being so close to the center of the wheel.” 
While York was painting the school as an island in the middle of hostile seas, an image came to Leah unbidden. The first time she and Leo had come here, the boy who’d met them at the front desk — a boy whose name turned out to be Alias — had used the lobby as an impromptu simulator. The simulation had been real enough for Leah to feel her toes in the sand and to throw a rock into distant surf, but later, she’d learned the lobby wasn’t actually a simulator. When the boy spoke about the reality of the world versus the simulated reality of The Beam, he’d said what Leah found herself wanting to say to Crumb right now about the school’s “real” location: “What’s the difference?” 
But because it was all so foggy in her mind, she bit back the comment and said instead, “You feel like going to the compound would safer. Because it’s isolated.” 
“Safer, yes,” he said, emphasizing ‘-er.’ 
“Well, you’re of course welcome to come back. When do you want to go?” 
“When I’m well.”
Leah nodded. His mind was back, with only personal memories missing. But his body still seemed to be in a state of shock and needed time to recover. She’d seen him out of bed and sitting in a chair (white, of course) a few times so far, but those out-of-bed interludes were still relatively rare. 
“We can transport you,” said Leah. “So you don’t have to walk.”
He gave her a look that said she should know better. There were a million ways that schlepping him back on a gurney or hoverdolly would ring bells they didn’t want rung.
“Okay, fine,” she said. “When you’re well. Although I have to admit, it will be strange if you don’t stand out front guarding the gate.” 
York laughed. 
“This time, we’ll guard you,” she added. “Keep you hidden from the people who might be looking.” 
York’s face changed. The laughter left it, and he was suddenly serious. 
“Oh, I think I gave you the wrong impression,” he said. “I’m just saying that I’ll be more
comfortable with you.”
Leah’s eyebrows drew together. “Versus…?” 
“You can’t actually keep me hidden,” he said, “because I’m certain they’ve already found me.”
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Chapter 1
 
 
April 12, 2034 — Amsterdam
 
“I’m gonna get me a Frenchie.”
Flare was sitting across the fire from Nicolai, his big knife out, carving an unidentifiable fruit into bite-size slivers and popping them into his grayish tooth-filled mouth. The entire crew was in the shell of a first-floor apartment along one of the canals. It was a good apartment in that it was still standing and had a large cache of both canned and fresh foods (trade was thriving in the city, just as Greggie had said it would be) and was in the center of all of the trafficking routes. Being along any one of the routes was like planting camp beside a chicken farm. As long as they could see the squad couriers with their packs of goods before the couriers saw them, they’d never run dry of food or supplies. 
The space was large, the walls still intact, much of the top story sheared off like a neat trick. The hole in the ceiling allowed the fire’s smoke to escape but wouldn’t be too large of a problem in the rain so long as they stayed out of the room’s center and set out buckets. The apartment’s former occupants had made the place home with nearly a dozen couches raided from neighboring rubble. Those former occupants had had good taste, and right now, their bodies were piled in the corner like cordwood. Tomorrow, at daylight, they’d need to be tossed into the canal, or they’d start to smell.
“How you gonna know if she’s a Frenchie?” said Saul. 
“And why you gonna care, eh?” said Greggie, the crew’s informal leader. Then he laughed. “A hole’s a hole.”
“Right-o, Flare,” said Will the Mooch. “I got a hole for you.” He stood from his spot around the fire, bent over with his ass facing Flare, and wiggled it.
“You’d like that, faggo.” Flare had an accent that Nicolai, in six months with the crew, hadn’t been able to place. At times, it sounded guttural, like German, but there were times it was almost Belgian. Impossible to tell. In the seven years Nicolai had spent wandering, he’d watched the language change with fascination, large areas that had boasted distinct tongues sliding into the mishmash that was heard most places nowadays. Before the world had died, English had been most countries’ common ground, but after the chaos had descended, the continent had seemed to churn end for end, every surviving wanderer deciding there was something better somewhere else. Northerners had gone south, and Southerners had gone north. East and west had swapped places. Languages had tumbled like silt in a stream, mixing and mashing into an absurd stew. English was still what the majority had in common, but it wasn’t the English Nicolai had learned in his very expensive prep school growing up. 
“Why you wanna French gal-o, whatfor?” said Will. “You fuck what you get.” 
“What you’s given,” Greggie emphasized, pointing at Flare. “What’s left. You got some cojones on ya. Two weeks with the crew, and you’s beggin’ for gash like you’s the fuckin’ king.” 
“I don’t beg,” said Flare. He had a shock of bright-red hair in the middle of his head, more tuft than mohawk. The rest of his scalp was shaved. The red was entirely too bright to be dye, clumped and clotted together. Nicolai’s running supposition was that he’d colored it with paint, and that he carried a small can for touch-up.
“You do what I tell ya,” said Greggie. 
“I wanna know why you care,” Will said. “You ain’t French, is ya?”
“I heard French gal-o’s is crazy. Can’t get enough.”
“That’s good,” said Greggie, “because you can’t give ‘em enough with the little jag you got.” 
The circle erupted into raucous laughter suggesting that Greggie had landed an excellent blow on Flare. Nicolai watched their eyes and, when attention spilled toward him, made exaggerated guffaws of agreement, going so far as to kick a log sticking out of the fire. He felt wrong in every way, but if one thing had become abundantly clear in recent years, it was that it wasn’t usually safe to wander without a crew. Crews would kill each other for daring to walk across undisturbed snow, but everyone killed solo travelers. In cities, it was nearly impossible to make your way across town as a solo and not be seen, and even though Amsterdam was already looking like a dead end, he’d had to make it here, just to be sure. 
Greggie attacking Flare’s manhood was like pitting a strongman against a toddler, but luckily Flare knew his place within the group and didn’t try to fight back. He pouted for a moment then settled enough to resume eating his fruit, like every one of the sixteen men in the room. They might as well eat it now, while they could. Fruit had become extraordinarily rare, especially anywhere urban. Someone had to find a tree and take the time to harvest it. Another person had to wait for that someone to pass, knife them in the kidney, and take the fruit. Nothing came easy. 
“What about you, Nick?” said Greggie, glancing over. 
Nicolai, surprised, looked up. He hadn’t expected to be called out. Some of the guys in the crew had been together for over a year, but most were just a few weeks or months in. Nicolai had six months’ tenure and usually had the protection that came with seniority. But Greggie had never really trusted Nicolai, and he liked to remind him of it every once in a while. Nicolai had a knack for strategizing, finding routes around other crews’ territories, planning travel, and allocating assets when facing a battle or a takeover, but Greggie seemed to see Nicolai’s usefulness as a double-edged sword. If the quiet raider with his cutesy spectacles was too smart and too valuable, the group might come to see him as leader. 
“What what?” said Nicolai. He pronounced the second “what” like “whot,” as per the group’s preferred dialect. He was a chameleon, able to adapt to the mannerisms, tonalities, and affects used by any group he spent time with, thus blending in and building rapport. It gave him immediate trust. It wasn’t something he had to try to do. It simply happened. 
“I’s askin’ if you’ll be partaking of the fruit.” 
Nicolai held up an apple, pitted with worm holes.
“I meant the pussy fruit,” Greggie said. 
Nicolai didn’t hesitate. He’d learned that in any crew, there were times to pick your battles and times to stand strong. The latter times were few and far between, and you had to choose them carefully lest you spend your capital like a fool. He responded without thought, reservation, or the smallest notion to challenge Greggie’s plans to conquer a rare female crew, which had bunkered in a few blocks away.
“’Course.” 
“What if she squirms?” 
“All da better for da pleasure.” Nicolai gave his face an ugly grin then shifted as if the thought had aroused him. It didn’t. Relations between the sexes had degenerated almost immediately once the rabble rose to take what it felt it was owed. He’d heard there were large pockets where communities still lived in civility, but Nicolai had yet to find them. Besides, civvies were prey. Until he found his place, it was wiser to hide among hunters, where men ruled and took what they wanted. They justified rape as a biological necessity, but the idea of needing to conquer someone to find release was absurd. Every man in the group had at least one hand. 
Greggie watched him for a moment. He looked like he wasn’t quite believing Nicolai, and that was bad.
An arm’s reach away, a tall man that went by the crew name of Perry Ringo was bending over to rearrange food on a blanket. Nicolai reached out and shoved him in the rear, sending him stumbling forward into the fire. Perry’s hand landed on a burning log, and his pant leg caught flame. He screamed and stumbled back. Todd threw Perry’s blanket at him to smother the orange as it licked him. Everyone laughed. Perry was their newest, and easily the weakest. He’d be killed by his crew soon enough. 
Greggie watched Nicolai’s display. Then his distrustful expression broke, and he looked at Perry and laughed. Beside Nicolai, Val Sparks held up a fist. Nicolai bumped it. 
The conversation around the fire turned from the next morning’s plans — a little raid, a little rape — and became more reflective as it often did in the evenings, each of the marauders reaching back in time to their youth, before the world became a circle of Hell. It was interesting, thought Nicolai, that nobody ever discussed who they’d once been. They talked about things they’d had before the chaos (televisions, terminals, computer phones, and Doodads) and things they’d done (played soccer, traveled, and so on) but never who they used to be. Nicolai had a theory about it. Maybe, if the crew admitted to once having been firefighters and accountants and administrative assistants, they’d feel more human, both to themselves and to each other. If they did that, maybe they’d feel the ghosts of their former selves looking over their shoulders, watching the people they’d become with shame and disgust.
Nicolai waited for an opportune moment then dragged his blanket away from the fire, into the corner opposite the one with the bodies. If he looked back across the fire and toward the building’s front, he could see the burned husk of a building across the canal. He found himself wondering what it had been. Had it been a smoking den? A red-light window where women once stood on display, offering services willingly that the group was now planning to take by force? Or had it been something more ordinary and outside of the Amsterdam clichés? Someone’s home? A cultural museum? 
Moving quietly, watching the group of marauders around the fire, Nicolai opened his pack’s flap and reached into its bottom. He moved his single clean shirt and found the unauthorized stash of cans and jerky with his fingers. He had a can opener in one of the outside pockets, and of course he had his crossbow should he need to hunt game. He had all he’d need for a week at least, assuming he could find a fresh source of water. And he’d be fine once he left the city behind. Amsterdam was full of water, and the immediately surrounding areas would be as well. Because the city itself was such a draw (Nicolai had followed his crew to Amsterdam after hearing the same bullshit promises of pirate air travel out of Europe as everyone else), the surrounding area would be relatively quiet. 
If he was careful, he could make it out, even as a solo.
For nearly a year — since the last of the networks had died, leaving underground communications and drones entirely black — Nicolai had felt the need to go north. The loss of all knowledge from the West (scant as it was) felt like a shearing. From what he’d been able to glean, the US was managing to stumble upright while Europe burned. That had given people hope, seeing as the period prior to the chaos was filled with such unparalleled levels of global cooperation. If the US was making it, they’d send help. But now, with those channels gone, it felt like the opposite might be true. Maybe the US was recovering, but it had just enough to save itself. And maybe the prior decade’s friends and partners had become America’s discarded loose ends.
Italy was entirely lost. He’d heard the same about Spain and the Baltics. There were rumors of air service out of Amsterdam and similar whispers about solace in England. The latter made stereotypical sense to Nicolai. English people were classy, so maybe they’d found a way to brace themselves and live in class. It was a ridiculous thought without any grounding, but it also seemed possible. England was cut off by the English Channel, so maybe they’d been able to guard their borders in ways the landlocked countries hadn’t, fending off the worst of the marauders and Rake Squads. Maybe they’d been stable enough and had held that stability and were still clicking along rather than decaying into chaos. If that was true, it would mean that getting into England might mean a fresh start. It would also mean that getting into England would be hell.
If Nicolai was to have any chance of survival, he’d have to head north. So he’d met up with his current crew in Milan, when it was only seven men strong, all of them headed north on the same rumors. Nicolai must have felt to the others like an asset, and they’d taken him in rather than fighting. Nicolai, ever the chameleon, had adapted, immediately becoming as crass and cruel as the others. He’d fought in battles, trying and often failing to keep blood from his hands. He’d stolen; he’d cheated; he’d beaten and killed. The crew had skirted Switzerland — which had been controlled since 2029 by a despot known as Petra the Cannibal — despite it offering the most direct route. Their options were to go east into Austria or west into France. They’d gone west. From there, it would have made sense to try for the English Channel first, but Greggie had nixed that obvious answer and had sent them on a sometimes-marching, sometimes-rolling journey to Amsterdam where they had crashed into a predictable dead end.
The crew had given Nicolai strength in numbers, but he couldn’t stand what he felt himself becoming. The other men, as far as Nicolai could tell, had embraced their barbarian natures. It made psychological sense: Hardening themselves made them powerful at a time when most people felt only fear. That was all that mattered. If they had to kill and raid and rape to keep their rapport and identities as a crew, mercy was irrelevant. That was the cost of holding their power. 
But recently, Nicolai had found himself bothered by surprising knee-jerk reactions that suggested he was melding into the crew’s collective mind. He didn’t like how he’d responded so immediately to Greggie’s taunt about choosing a woman to rape, or how his own actions and attitudes were helping to perpetuate those of the rest of the crew. He didn’t like how he’d kicked Perry into the fire to deflect suspicion about his own lack of team spirit. It had done the job; times were tough, and saving face, in a crew, was a close cousin to saving his own neck. But it wasn’t how Nicolai wanted to live, or how he wanted to be. 
Tomorrow, if he stayed with the crew, things would get worse.
There was a female crew bunkered into a bombed-out basement two blocks away. Only that wasn’t exactly true; Nicolai had been on the recon mission with Val and Will the Mooch when they’d seen two young women with machetes sneaking between buildings. He’d been with them later after the trio had covertly followed the women back to their hole. He’d seen the faces of the people who’d come out to greet them, rush them inside, and grasp at the bag of food they’d managed to scavenge from the city. Nicolai, who wasn’t quite as jaded as he should be, knew civilians when he saw them. 
It wasn’t a crew at all. If the world still held any innocents, that was what they were.
In a way, conquering a female crew would at least have forced Greggie’s crew to fight for its supper in a way that conquering civvies would not. Female crews were usually tougher and more dangerous than male crews because their survival required it. Life among marauders acted as an intense selective force, leaving only the truly strong. If the group was a girl squad as Will had reported and Greggie had immediately begun to profess, it would actually have been suicide to storm them. Their entrances would be booby trapped. The women would have many guns, and maybe explosives. They’d be fierce fighters, impossibly strong and large in number, because more members meant more survivability in the open. 
But this wasn’t a crew. It was a huddle of people — men, women, kids, and adults, including at least one old head with all-white hair — who must have heard the same rumors of exodus through Amsterdam as the rest of them. A group who’d made the very unwise decision to step inside the lion’s den. 
Nicolai had considered trying to explain that Will’s assessment was inaccurate, but there was no point. The crew, as an entity, couldn’t afford any mercy. Maybe some of the men still had an inkling of humanity inside them, but the spark would be too dim to admit. Women were women, said the group mind, and if Nicolai told Greggie that they were civvies, Greggie wouldn’t even have waited to attack. He had his hard-on now, and if he saw what he thought were easy pickings, they’d have made their raid already. They’d have taken prisoners then killed the remainders. 
Across the room, Nicolai listened to the drunken chortling as it circled the fire. They hadn’t found alcohol in months, but somehow they always sounded drunk. 
Nicolai pulled his crossbow closer, feeling to make sure the bolts were still there, secured to the frame. 
Then he closed his eyes, deepened his breathing, and pretended to sleep. 
 
 
The bounty of food in their new home was more than the crew had seen in months, much of it fresh and in need of immediate consumption. It only took another hour or so for the men to retire and fall, satisfied, into pleasant comas. A half hour later, the room was filled with echoing snores that Nicolai thought could have woken the former occupants stacked in the corner. 
Nicolai waited through what felt like another twenty or thirty minutes before rolling over, sitting up, and looking around. He stepped carefully to a window and looked out, noting the moon’s spot in the sky. Most had lost their true concept of time, but time seemed moot with no schedules to keep. Now and again, they’d run into a group of travelers with a running watch amongst them, but once the group was dead, Greggie would pocket the timepiece as a trophy without so much as looking at the hands. 
The moon had nearly reached the peak of its arc, based on what Nicolai had seen in the sky as they’d marched through the previous weeks. He had no idea what time it was, but it mattered only that it was late enough for the crew to be out for the night.
After tiptoeing silently around the room using panther-like skills perfected during years of wandering, Nicolai knelt next to Val Sparks. There were several members of the crew who could arguably be second in command to Greggie, but the others were too tightly clustered. Val, on the other hand, had made his nest in a corner, far enough from the others to suit Nicolai’s needs.
He held the tip of Val’s sharpest knife over the back of Val’s hand as the man slept, setting the tip against his skin and waiting to see if he’d stir. When he didn’t, Nicolai took one last look around then slammed the heel of his own hand against the hilt, driving the blade through Val’s flesh. The tip sank into the soft pine floor underneath with dull thud. 
Val tried to scream, but Nicolai had already shoved a wad of socks into his open, snoring mouth. That had been tricky, but Val was a heavy sleeper. Nicolai had known for months that he’d need to be on his way and had been testing Val nightly since, seeing how far the sleeping man could be nudged without waking. 
Val bolted awake at once, thrust rudely back into the world.
“Mmmm!”
The scream was pure shock blended with agony. His jaws tried to bite down, but Nicolai, hands free, shoved the sock in farther, leaving no room in his mouth for anything else. 
“Shhhh…” Nicolai said. He leaned closer, back in the corner and eyes peering up at the other sleepers. “Val, how would you like your own crew?” 
“Mmm! Mmmmmm!” He jerked at his pinned hand, but the blade was so sharp that his struggles merely deepened the wound. A crimson puddle, looking like ocher in the dim room, pooled across the moonlit wooden floor. When Val’s palm tipped up, it looked like he’d been finger-painting. Nicolai had already shifted his weight, pinning Val’s other hand to the wood underfoot. 
Nicolai shrugged his crossbow higher up onto his back on its strap then slipped his own knife from its sheath at his side and held the blade against Val’s throat. The edge had been honed by many boring hours sitting with the crew, running a stone back and forth across the metal. A dark bead of blood formed under the cutting surface and ran down the man’s stubbly neck. 
“I can ask one of the other guys if you don’t cooperate.” 
“Mmm!” 
Nicolai pivoted in a blink, striking Val hard in the temple with the elbow connected to his knife hand. The bandit rocked like a bobblehead. 
“I really want to give you a chance here, Val,” Nicolai whispered into his ear. Snoring echoed through the room was like a roar. The sounds Nicolai and Val were making were inconsequential by comparison. “You’re the most levelheaded of the guys worth listening to. I’ll kill you and ask Will if I have to, but you’re my first choice.”
Nicolai shifted to get a good look at Val’s eyes. His foot was still on one hand, the knife upright and lodged in the other. Val’s hair had fallen into his face when Nicolai had struck him, but after a moment of effort, he seemed to focus. Nicolai saw an encouraging species of truth dawn inside them. Val wasn’t going to challenge Nicolai or try to maintain his manly pride. He knew the crew’s quietest member had turned out to be a sleeper, and that the choices were to do what he said or die. 
“Nod if you agree to listen,” said Nicolai. 
Val nodded, trying to swallow around the sock. His face was filthy, and a tear of pain had streaked through the dirt, leaving a single moonlit track.
“I’m going to leave this group. I have already killed Greggie. You will find him over there, facedown, stuck through the back of the neck and pinned to the floor in a pool of blood. I used your knife — the one with the carved handle. The one you pick your teeth with. Do you understand why?” 
Val nodded vigorously. Of course he understood. It was exactly how Greggie had claimed his place with the crew, by dispatching the former leader with a knife through the back of the neck. It wasn’t an efficient way to kill someone. Nicolai would have preferred to quietly slit his throat and slash his larynx so he couldn’t yell out, but symbolism mattered. So he’d stuffed a sock in Greggie’s mouth as he had for Val, slashed just his larynx to mute him further, then pinned him flat by sitting on his body. The rest took less than a minute. 
“You will have two choices when you get up. You can tell the others that I killed Greggie and try to rally the crew to pursue me, but I don’t think it will work. They’ll see your knife and decide you’re a coward and liar. Will or one of the others will rally their own cliques to hold you down and cut you to pieces. Your other option — and this is what I’d choose myself — is to say that you killed Greggie and are claiming the crew for yourself. I advise you to do it confidently. Say that I woke up and saw you do it. Tell them I ran. They’ll believe that of me. They think I’m a coward.” 
Val blinked.
“But I’m not a coward, Val.” Nicolai reached down and twisted the knife in the man’s hand. Val exhaled hard, trying to scream. His eyes watered. “I’m not, and I’m very, very good with this crossbow.” Nicolai shrugged to rattle the bow on his back. “Maybe you remember the time Greggie thought it’d be funny to base my audition for his crew on shooting an apple off of your head. It’s a fun memory we’ll cherish forever. Do you remember, Val?” 
Val nodded. Nicolai released the knife handle.
“Maybe you remember how you didn’t flush me out when I met your crew. Maybe you remember how I walked right up to all of you while you were eating lunch. I’d been following you for weeks, trying to decide if you would suit my needs as I made my way north. Do you get the picture, Val?” 
Val nodded again. 
“I’ll be out the door before you can get your hand unpinned. It wouldn’t be smart to chase me. Get free then announce your kill however you’d like. If you want to cover your story and not make yourself look like a liar, wrap your hand first and tell the others that Greggie got in a stab before dying. When everyone’s awake, tell them you’re taking the crew south, out of the city. Amsterdam was a bust. You’re heading into Germany. You will not wait. You will not go on your errand tomorrow morning, as discussed around tonight’s fire. If you decide to ignore my advice and go on your little raping party as planned, I will be watching. You will not see me, but my sights will be trained on you. Not Will, not Perry. You. If you have any question about whether or not I can put a bolt through your eye before you see it coming, I’ll prove your doubt unfounded. Are we on the same page?” 
Val nodded again. Nicolai looked toward the door, toward the forest of sleeping men, then toward their leader’s body, a knife hilt visible at the back of his neck. Val was sensible, not brave. He’d do as Nicolai said. There were other stores to raid, other women to rape. In time, Will or one of the other alphas might see the ruse and take the reins from Val, but dust took time to settle. Until then, they’d do as their new leader said.
Nicolai looked toward the knife pinning Val’s hand to the floor. In one swift motion, he slammed it hard with his palm, embedding it another half inch into the wood. Val tried to scream, but the socks in his mouth ate what the room’s loud snores didn’t.
“I’ll be watching,” said Nicolai. Then he turned and ran, quietly, choosing his steps like an animal, and was out the door in seconds. 
He wouldn’t be watching, but Val would think that he might be and would follow his orders.
As for Nicolai, he had places to go. 
 
 
Nicolai left Amsterdam on foot, feeling the target on his back. His old crew was far from the only one in the city. Before the last of the networks had died, the RadioFi bulletins had been alive with rumors that Amsterdam’s airstrip was still active and ferrying motivated groups not just out of the area, but possibly out of the country. Like most rumors in desperate times, that one had turned out to be a total fabrication, but dozens of groups had homed in on its scent anyway. As they’d arrived, Amsterdam had become a perilous game of King of the Hill, with hoards of men killing for their chance at the brass ring. 
Fortunately, the few groups Nicolai passed on his way out (hiding and seeking, staying low) were distracted enough by their pursuits that he was able to stay out of their way. Traveling alone, if he was caught, was extremely dangerous. The Netherlands, like pretty much every area Nicolai had caught wind of on the old network (and today through the rumor mill) hadn’t produced new supplies for at least five years, maybe more. There were no factories building automobiles or baking bread. There were no running sewage treatment plants or functioning city water lines. Much of Europe still ran on hybrid engines, but the gasoline had mostly gone bad. Batteries of all sizes, for use in all of the appliances no longer being built, were like gold. Crews had developed a predictable reaction to wandering singletons: they saw them as mobile refueling depots, rich with desperately needed provisions, and they never hesitated to take what they felt providence had offered.
Nicolai was carrying decent supplies in his pack, but his crossbow was the grand prize that greedy comers would want. Guns were as rare as batteries, and bullets were even rarer. That made a projectile weapon with reusable ammo immeasurably better than gold. So Nicolai hid, knowing that despite his boasts to Val, he could never take on a crew. Sure, he could pick people off from a distance one at a time but never quickly and never in numbers greater than a few. If a crew saw him and came running, he’d be sunk. 
But once he made it out of the city, things became easier. Without buildings in his way, Nicolai could see farther around him. He moved slowly, watching for approaching groups and vehicles, staying out of obvious sight. He had a tough journey ahead, yes, but he’d made it this far. He could make the English Channel — and if not, he could die trying. Nicolai was tired of this life. The world’s barbarians had adapted to it, but he never truly had. He’d been a chameleon, adopting their behavior and speech in pursuit of the trust, support, and protection required for survival, but deep down he’d never really stopped being the quiet, thoughtful boy in a classroom from a forever before the chaos, eyes and hair dark, giving life to the stereotype of the brooding individualist. The artist. The man who’d grow up tall, dark, and handsome. The kind of man that people would whisper about, wondering what gave breath to his soul. The kind of man about whom people would say, “Still waters run deep.” 
Nicolai was tired of killing. He was tired of being afraid then hiding his fear. He was tired of setting morality aside for survival. This latest wasn’t the first rape raid he’d ruined, and he didn’t have a perfect record of stopping bad things from happening by a long shot. He’d seen plenty, and he’d done plenty. The blood on his hands would, he thought, haunt him forever. He couldn’t take much more. If he was taken down by a Rake Squad on his way to the Channel, so be it. If he had to starve, so be it. He wasn’t meant to be a barbarian. He was meant to be something else. Something more. 
He found a car that looked like it might be able to take him a few hundred miles if he could find gas or power (highly unlikely, but he’d been lucky before) and crouched behind it to fish his battered Doodad from his pack. He’d found the thing over two years ago. At first, he’d assumed it was dead (there was no way anymore to charge them, after all), but it had sparked to life the moment he’d touched the power button. A full year later, the device still worked. Nicolai tried to conserve its power because it couldn’t last forever, but although he only used it for seconds at a time, it should still have died long ago. And yet it hadn’t.
The screen lit, and Nicolai exhaled. Looking down, he said, “Thank God, you magic little box, you.” 
Even before the descent of chaos, maps had been hard to find. Who needed maps when everyone had a handheld? Nowadays, maps were nearly extinct, carried away by the stores’ first raiders seven or eight years before. For the past two years, stored maps inside his should-be-dead Doodad had acted as Nicolai’s compass. He wasn’t even sure how it was possible (satellites were surely still up in space, but didn’t the device need to communicate with repeaters on the ground that no longer had power?), but all that mattered was that it somehow worked. The maps told him what roads lay ahead, along with his own position on them. Some of the Doodad’s other geolocation features worked, too. There were no weather reports to speak of, but Cloudview, from the moon’s scopes, still worked fine. When views from above (Moon? Satellites?) were decent, Nicolai was even able to see camps belonging to various crews on his path ahead. Before meeting Greggie’s gang, the Doodad had shown him which areas to avoid, which roads were snarled with dead traffic, and the rare areas that had somehow wrangled generators or fuel cells to power a few lights scattered through rudimentary settlements. 
After getting his bearings, Nicolai slipped into the car. The tires, new enough to be Permaflate, were full and fat. The frame and panels must have been partially steel because they were somewhat rusted, but the engine was really all that mattered. The keys were in the ignition, and that made sense, too. In the first waves, many people had fled in cars. They’d driven them dry until they ran out of gas (for hybrids) or battery (for NextGen electric). With barbarian hoards converging on the stalled, useless vehicles to claim what the stranded motorists carried with them, few people took time to pocket their keys. 
The presence of keys in this one, then, meant the car’s tank or battery was drained. 
Still, superstitiously, Nicolai turned the key. Shockingly, the engine tried to turn. He’d seen this before and had always attributed it to a dormant charge “re-accumulating” after being given a rest. It wasn’t scientific, and Nicolai had no idea if that’s what was happening, but he did know that most of the cars he tried would at least sputter and cough. Few were truly dead. But maybe he’d gotten lucky. Stranger things had certainly happened. 
He turned the key again. 
Crank.
Crank.
A bang, a cough, then nothing. 
Nicolai took his hand off the key. He wished he knew something — anything — about engines. Did this model run on hybrid fuel? Was it electric? In Amalfi, where everyone was rich, he’d seen quite a few of the new solar jobs before the Fall, but he thought even those used electric on cloudy days. 
“Come on, you piece of shit,” Nicolai whispered. By cranking the engine, he’d played his hand. If there were any crews in the area, the noise had raised a white flag to summon them. No one tried to start stalled cars. Crews often had their own vehicles, rigged and maintained, but the roads’ hulks were generally worthless. The engine noises that had just come from Amsterdam’s outskirts were ringing a dinner bell, urging those with bigger numbers and better weapons to come ‘n’ get it. 
Sure enough, Nicolai saw movement in the rearview. He instinctively reached toward his crossbow on the passenger seat, but there was no point. When he turned his head to look properly around, he saw at least a dozen men emerging from a quiet little house across a field. They weren’t meandering slowly; they were in full-out sprints. His crossbow had six bolts, and Nicolai could only fire so fast. He could run, but there was nowhere to go. 
And…there was something else in the background. He paused and listened, his heart in his throat. Yes. He could hear a gyro’s hum. Looking back as he tried again to key the engine, he could even see it. The apocalypse had made people resourceful. For years before the collapse, scientists had been talking about using gyroscopes to power vehicles, but it never worked out. Once the gas had gone bad and the world’s fuel cells and batteries had emptied, the smartest of the crews had figured it out. And now here they came — not just one, but two. Moving fast and low like ancient go-karts. 
He had thirty seconds, no more. 
“Come on…” 
Nicolai turned the key. The engine tried to fire and stuttered. Everyone knew a dead car wouldn’t start. There was a reason it had stalled, with the keys in the ignition. If the car had failed its previous owner, why would it work for the man about to be massacred by a raiding party? 
“Come on, you whore!” 
There was nothing to power the vehicle. No batteries. No good fuel. Nothing. There was none of that left in the world; that’s why the crews built gyros. Just like how there were no working handhelds or Doodads or satellite maps.
One of the low, tube-frame gyro carts skidded in front of Nicolai’s car as the running men gained from behind. Nicolai no longer even felt his fingers on the key; he’d forgotten that particular futile sensation. He barely noticed when the dashboard lit and the stereo blared in the middle of the music file it had paused on seven years earlier. He barely felt it as the engine roared to life, chugging stale gasoline and firing dead fuel cells. When he did feel it, the sudden illumination and noise shocked him so much that his arm hit the gearshift, and the car began to roll forward. From his perspective, the gyro in front of the vehicle moved lower and out of sight. But that wasn’t what was happening. The car was rolling forward. The last thing Nicolai saw on the driver’s face as it vanished below his windshield was shock. There was a crunch, and the forward momentum stopped as the wheels wedged against something.
A fusillade of blows struck the car’s trunk. Nicolai’s head swiveled, still shocked. It was the hoard, with clubs and machetes, coming up to the car’s doors. 
Nicolai slammed his foot onto the gas. At first, he didn’t understand why the running engine didn’t move him forward, but then he heard the screaming from beneath his wheels and remembered. The car, on its Permaflate tires, was surprisingly agile and powerful. He felt bones crack through the frame, felt the gyro’s tube frame flatten and crumple. Then the car was free, rolling forward, the mob behind gathered around an object of fused metal and flesh, mouths agape. 
Nicolai’s foot found the floor. His hands held the wheel, steering the impervious tires over long-unused roads. He remembered the long-forgotten habit of driving. It had been a while. He hadn’t been behind the wheel for three years, since the last time he’d managed to start a dead vehicle. 
Once clear, he turned on his Doodad. There was even a mobile charger in the car, so Nicolai plugged it in to give his immortal device some needed juice. Feeling as if it were still 2027 with his hands clinging to the wheel of a ghost, Nicolai lost himself and spoke his command aloud, forgetting that the network required to process the command was offline and that the Doodad, while functional, was now a self-contained brick that for some reason could still speak to GPS satellites.
“Navigate to English Channel,” he said. 
Then he stopped, embarrassed, realizing his gaffe.
But in the silence, the Doodad’s soft, computerized voice began to speak. 
“Three hundred and forty-eight kilometers to destination,” it told him. “Continue southwest on Oudezijds Achterburgwal toward Grimburgwal.” 





 

 
Chapter 2
 
 
The door opened. Micah looked into Nicolai’s eyes and immediately decided that his brother’s former speechwriter looked guilty, nervous, or both. 
“What’s up, Nicolai?” he said.
“Hi, Micah.” 
Micah pushed his way past Nicolai and into the apartment without invitation. The place was large and open. Ignoring Nicolai, Micah took his time to look it over slowly, absorbing the details. Expansive wood floor with a few fine rugs, wide sill along the windows at the top of two steps running the wall’s length, a black grand piano with its top propped open. A stylish apartment. Micah approved. It had the kind of look that Isaac would try and fail to create for himself. Isaac understood luxury’s props, but had no intuitive feel for any of them. Isaac was the kind of man who’d pay 5,000 credits for a fine sweater and then wear it backward. Nicolai’s taste looked like it had been born from wealth. Which, of course, it had been. 
“I wasn’t greeting you,” said Micah. “I was asking what was up.” 
Nicolai looked up. 
Micah watched him then slowly shook his head. “Now I’m wondering what you’re hiding.” 
“Nothing.” 
Nicolai had denied it, but his eyes had flicked toward his bedroom’s mostly closed door. 
Micah followed his eyes. “You have a girl here?” 
“No.” 
“A guy?” 
Nicolai didn’t answer.
“Look, whatever,” said Micah. “Can we have a chat?” 
Again, Nicolai’s eyes flicked toward the bedroom. “It’s not really a good time.” 
“Because your canvas is out?” 
“What?” 
“But of course, it’s not out,” said Micah, looking around. “It’s off. The front door worked fine, but I couldn’t ping up. I tried to reach you on my ride over, and it showed you as offline. It’s all very interesting to me. Not many people don’t want to be connected 24/7.” 
Nicolai looked decidedly uncomfortable. He muttered something that Micah didn’t catch.
Micah settled into a large, squarish, black leather chair in the lower part of Nicolai’s living room. He crossed one leg over another then picked at a piece of lint on his pant leg. That was the problem with wealth these days. Suits made of natural fibers didn’t repel dust, and the hoity-toity fashion people claimed that nano sprays like EverClean ruined them. Micah thought it sounded like bullshit, but picking lint off of a pant leg had its appeal. It was a unique way of saying, “Fuck you. I’m making myself comfortable; deal with it.” 
Nicolai tried on an awkward smile. He made no motion to settle in and join Micah in sitting. His body language suggested that Micah wouldn’t be staying long. Fortunately, Micah’s own body didn’t give a shit what Nicolai’s body had to say.
“Isolation and quiet is underappreciated,” said Nicolai.
“Indeed.” Micah picked off another piece of lint then looked up with his brown-silver eyes. “So, Nicolai. What are you hiding from?” 
“Sorry?” 
With the single word, Nicolai voiced the slightest of stammers. Micah wished the apartment’s connectivity was still on. If it was, he could cue his worm without alerting Nicolai, thus getting Beam AI to parse the data streaming through his intuitive sensors. It would give him a built-in lie detector. The add-on stimulated Micah’s brain into comfort when the AI intuited that the other party was being truthful and created discomfort when something was being concealed. It had taken Micah time to get used to the add-on and differentiate its signals from his own native feelings, but in time he’d seen that the add-on’s inputs felt counterfeit enough to be discernible. Even with emotions, a trained mind could tell the real thing from a forgery. 
“You turned off your canvas,” said Micah. “It’s a building system. I don’t even know how you’d go about turning it off. It would require an excellent workaround. My building is wired the same way. They sold it as a feature. If my canvas glitches, the larger system knows. And on the other hand, here’s your canvas: off in the middle of a perfectly functional building. You’re in an isolated, dead-air capsule surrounded by soundproofed walls. If I were hiding from something — or perhaps hiding something — I might employ a hack like this.”
“Hack?” 
Micah chuckled then switched legs, crossing them to the other side. “Don’t pretend, Nicolai. I’m not Isaac.” 
Nicolai looked guilty. That response would need to be reined in if Nicolai was to operate on his side of the fence, as Micah’s group typically had more to consider feeling guilty about than Isaac’s bootlickers. 
“Look. You have secrets. And do you know what?” Micah spread his arms wide. “I don’t even want to know what they are. How great of a boss am I?” 
“I don’t work for you.” 
“That’s one key difference between Isaac and me,” Micah continued. “Isaac was never any good at getting his hands dirty. When we took over the arctic operations in the ’30s, his official role was PR. Do you know how much PR he did? None. Do you know why? Because he thought what we were doing was wrong. It wasn’t. The Arctic was like the old American West, all yahoos staking their claims in a gold rush. If we’d let private enterprises mine the area, we’d never have discovered the precursors of Plasteel. Or any number of other materials we all now take for granted, like Warp. We wouldn’t have Alumix or Plaxi. That was all vital. It allowed the network to get back up and running, down to the high-capacity nanofiber in the ground lines. But more importantly, it allowed the network to become embedded into the NAU as it regained its feet. If there had been no conquest of the north, there could have been no Crossbrace and no Beam. Isaac was able to see the network’s future once I told him how things were going to be, but even then he couldn’t stomach it. You and me, though? We understand that making an omelet sometimes means working the chickens to death and stealing their babies.” 
Nicolai was still standing, his eyes wide and confused. Maybe guilty over whatever secret Micah didn’t care to know. Every man had his closets. The trick was in closing the door. 
“Sit down, Nicolai.” 
“It’s not a good time.” 
“Why is your canvas off?” 
“Because…” 
“Because you’re hiding something. We’ve covered that. But this is paranoia. Beyond paranoia. I actually can’t blame you because you don’t see the system’s true nature. But you suspect it, don’t you? I can imagine the feeling. You see The Beam and the parties as an iceberg, and you’re worried that there’s something larger under the surface that you’re unable to see. That’s because Isaac never truly took you into his trust. All that time together, and he kept you in the dark.” Micah shook his head. “I will never do that, Nicolai.”
“Okay…” 
“The Beam can be hacked and snooped, of course. But there are levels of access, and there are quarters it cares to snoop. Finding secrets is not simply a matter of surveillance. That’s the problem with an intuitive network. Did you know that The Beam was built by AI? It’s true. Crossbrace was built by Quark, but The Beam wasn’t really built so much as given a playground. It sat atop Crossbrace, and the developers said, ‘Go forth, and build because you know better than we do.’ We’re analog beings, but AI is born digital. They are better architects than we could ever be.” He picked another piece of lint from his pants. “So while you can hack The Beam, The Beam almost has to allow it to happen. Your secrets, such that you reveal them to your canvas, are protected by a loose kind of client privilege. Haven’t you ever noticed that your canvas has a personality? Don’t you trust it?” 
“How can I trust it?” 
Micah waved his hand. “Immaterial. You’ll see. Isaac kept you below him because he thought — I’d say ‘knew’ — that you were smarter than him. Now that you work with me, you’re more like a partner. Have you heard the term ‘Beau Monde’ ?” 
“Yes. No.” 
“Of course you have. The rumor mill talks about it all the time, but like all rumor mills, the information it churns is half conspiracy and half-too-outrageous to be real. But beneath it all is truth. There is an upper tier. And once you’re in it, you won’t be afraid of the system because you’ll be the system’s master. Now tell me the truth, Nicolai: you want to know about your father’s hovertech bots.” 
Nicolai looked like he might fall over but instead sat in the chair as Micah had wanted him to all along. That was the point of his rapid conversational pivot, away from the Beau Monde yammering to Salvatore and his wonderful little machines. What he’d done to Nicolai was the equivalent of drawing his attention with a flourish of his left hand so he could blindside him with the right. Most people thought of conversation as a way to trade information. The truly powerful person saw it as high-stakes fencing with razor-sharp foils.
Inside his mind, Micah set down his conversational sword. It was time for Nicolai to regain his balance, and that meant he needed a break from the jabs. 
“It’s just you and me here,” said Micah. “Two men in comfortable chairs, sitting in a dead apartment with even the most inconsequential pickups offline. So stop fucking around, Nicolai. Stop trying to figure it out on your own. I dropped you on your ass with that bombshell. That was intentional. But now it’s time for you to stop sneaking around and acting like I’m your enemy, trying to hide from me and figure everything out behind my back. I know you’ve been searching. Tell me what you want to know, right now, no matter how brash or bold you believe it to be. Don’t worry about offending or angering me; don’t worry about showing your cards. Everything’s on the table. Let’s clear the air. What do you want to know?” 
Micah settled back. Nicolai, however, still looked unsteady at the edge of his seat. His eyes kept flicking toward the bedroom, and Micah suppressed an urge to ask him what was in there. He thought he knew anyway, and could deal with it later. 
“What did you mean about me bringing hovertech to you?” 
“Exactly what it sounds like. You brought it to us.”
“But how could you…” 
“Do you remember where you met Isaac?” said Micah.
“It was at the port. Just after I was processed at immigration.” 
“Looking back, does that seem coincidental to you?” 
Nicolai nodded. “Yes. Just like how coincidental it was that the borders closed behind me.”
“By the time you showed up in the NAU, our network was back online. We had the very beginnings of AI, but it was stupidly basic. Call-and-response stuff. It could mimic intelligence but was really just regurgitating programming, shuffling through prefab responses selected from a pool of factually equivalent data using things like random number generators. Scientists had hit a wall. They had yet to understand the required paradigm shift and were mired in Internet thought. The old way was all wires and nodes: This connected to that; this called to that; this requested that and fed back another ‘that.’ It wasn’t the AI-compensating network of Crossbrace, and it sure wasn’t the AI-native network that The Beam has become. But even in spite of that, our network was talking to satellites and even the moon bases again by the early ’30s, and although it’s not widely known, there were even drones sent into the East. Some were news-gatherers. Many of the covert ones were military. To assess our potential threat.” 
“And?”  
“I’m not an egghead, so I might get the details wrong, but the way they explained it, even then, was this: Data leaves footprints. Most programs leave predictable tracks. They’ll modify files and, in doing so, change modification dates. They’ll be queued by a running daemon and be recorded in a log. We were really starting to play with EverCrunch algorithms on the limping Internet, and from what I understand about those algorithms, they parse huge amounts of data and search for patterns to exploit — something compression software has been doing forever, except that EverCrunch had algorithms on top of algorithms, yada yada, not something I really care to understand. But somehow, when it was going through all that data from the East, they started to see some rather surprising patterns amidst the expected ones.” 
“What kind of patterns?” 
“Today, they call them ‘footprints suggesting an autonomous agent.’ But back then, they were simply oddities. Pieces that didn’t fit. I see a neat stack of papers in my head, all tidy and clean. Except that on closer inspection, I see that there are a few corners here and there that won’t stop sticking out.” 
“Loose ends.” 
“Sure. So they started to pull at those loose ends. At first, they thought the East was re-starting its networks. The paranoid military thought it might be a kind of war machine starting up. So to try and answer the questions, the cyberneticists unarchived the data and started to compare the datasets that contained anomalies.” 
“What were the anomalies?” said Nicolai. Micah resisted a smile. The smaller, darker man was now sitting forward, looking less guilty and more engaged. Perfect. 
“Nobody knew. They only knew where they were coming from. Someone in the East was accessing not just a local network (we probably wouldn’t have seen that over here), but the global network, through the satellites. Positioning satellites, mostly. But that should have been impossible.” 
“Why?” 
“For one, we hadn’t seen reliable power sparks from the East for years. There were camps where they cobbled together old generators, gyroscope machines, chemical batteries, and other such creative things, but there was no grid. No power of the sort that anyone would allow to be wasted on charging mobiles.” 
“Mobiles?” 
Micah nodded. “One individual unit in particular. A Terrence Ferris Doodad. One of the originals, from way back. Your Doodad, I assume.” 
Nicolai blinked then mumbled something. 
“Did you have a unit that stayed powered, despite the fact that it should’ve been dead? One that communicated with satellites that should have been long dormant for your sector, as far as upload/download? You know those devices needed permission to access global positioning, don’t you? Did you ever wonder why yours worked?” 
“Holy shit.” 
“Not shit. It was the extra brain you didn’t know you had. By the time Isaac got me a few of those bots as a sample, they’d already evolved far beyond what we knew your father to have. I’d say you put them through a trial by fire, trekking through hell all those years. There’s no way they’d have been forced into such radical adaptation if they’d stayed in Salvatore’s lab. You did us two favors, Nicolai. You brought them to us — on your clothes, in your pack, hovering around you like bees in a hive — and you sent them through a rather rigid process of natural selection.” 
Nicolai looked punched. “I was in the arsenal for thirty seconds. Even if I got a few of the bots on me, how could they possibly know…” 
“Oh, based on what we reverse-engineered from the few we got that first time — and understand, it was like snatching a few neurons from a brain, so we only had a small part of the larger picture — it probably was only a few bots at first. And at the time, they probably just hovered, nothing more. But those few, thanks to their ability to form an intuitive distributed network, began to work together and learn. The birth of true AI, able to make its own decisions. To improvise. To make more bots from the materials around you then learn new abilities. Like the ability to power a dead mobile, spark a dead data connection, and hack a GPS satellite. Did they do anything else for you to ease your way, do you think?” 
Nicolai seemed to think. Then, clear as day, he lied: “No.” 
Micah let it go. “That AI, working from what was supposed to be a dead zone, suggested loose ends worth following. As GPS told you where you were, it also told us where you were, once we knew what to look for. And as luck would have it, just as we were considering sending troops in to check you out, you boarded a ship and came to us.” 
Nicolai stood then walked to the windows and stared out over the city.
“Take your time,” said Micah, again recrossing his legs. This time, he left the lint alone. 
Nicolai didn’t turn. “Did your people kill my family?” 
Micah felt genuine surprise. “What? No, of course not. How was your father killed? By a mob?” 
“A Rake Squad. In our house. And not just him; everyone.” 
“How did you escape from the squad?” 
Nicolai turned. His eyes were steely and solid, not at all nervous or guilty. 
“I killed them all.” He paused. “You had nothing to do with that?” 
“Of course not.” 
“You said you had connections in Italy. You tried to persuade my father to work with you. You said you were willing to steal it from him. So did you? Did you try to steal it from him and murder his children in the doing? Did you burn Allegro Andante to the ground?”
“This is the first I’m hearing about any of this.” Now Micah, accustomed to being in charge, felt unsettled. “I’m sorry.” 
“Your ‘connections.’ They were Mafia?” 
Micah paused then nodded. “Yes.” 
“Your grandfather had dealings with them. Not just in Italy. Here in the US, too.” 
“That’s all over. It died with my grandfather.” 
“And it wasn’t passed down to your father?” Nicolai looked angry. He took two steps forward, his eyes on Micah’s. 
“He was my mother’s father.” 
Nicolai’s head bobbed. “Rachel. Yes, Isaac shoveled a lot of her shit during my time with him. I hear she’s almost 130 years old, now living at Alpha Place.” 
“You’ve met her?” Micah said, blinking. In fact, Rachel was 147. She’d given birth to Isaac just shy of her sixty-third birthday. That had been before the Fall, decades before medical nanotechnology. Pops had still been dealing with Mob ties at nearly a hundred years old. Good genes ran in the Ryan family — as, apparently, did leftover eggs. There were newspaper articles about the births of both Ryan boys, but Rachel had scoffed, pointing out that the oldest women ever to give birth had been in their seventies. She’d been one of the first unofficial test cases for medical hoverbots at age ninety. The process of trying to hold her together since had been like trying to patch a terminally rusted classic car with Internet-age bonding cement.
“No, but I have decades of Isaac’s bitching behind me,” said Nicolai. “I’ve also been doing research. Seeing as we’re being honest with each other now, I have to know whether I can trust you. Or whether I should try my best, here and now, to kill you.” 
Micah stood, nonplussed. It was hardly the first time he’d been threatened with death. “Of course you can trust me. Why wouldn’t you?” 
“Because you’ve lied to me since I entered this country — since before I even knew who the hell you were. You had Isaac meet me at the border then snatched some of these bots that you wanted so badly without telling me about them.” 
“It was a need-to-know situation.” 
Nicolai stepped down from the sill along the window. “I needed to know.” 
“I wouldn’t have known where to begin explaining it, how, or even why. You’re not a cyberneticist. You don’t care about how nanobots work.” 
“I do when they belong to me.” 
“At most, they lived on you.” 
“And were engineered by my father.” 
“Under a strict NDA. He was never to be credited. He was paid ridiculously well for the work that he did.” 
“But not by you.” 
Micah shook his head. “Water under the bridge. We did what we thought made sense. We paid you without telling you why or even that we were doing it. You were an asset; I’m not lying about that. I wanted you for Enterprise because these things run in the blood. I knew you’d turn out like him, and wasn’t wrong. But Isaac needed more help than I did, as has always been the case. So you went to Directorate. Got a big dole, and though he kept you at Presque Beau and not in Beau Monde, you’ve had a privileged life.” 
Something in that statement seemed to rankle Nicolai. “I’ve made myself a privileged life.”
“Sure, sure. My point about Enterprise. Believe me. The idea of a dole is insulting. But now you have a chance to come to my side. To work with your father’s technology. To help it grow.” 
“I think the cat is out of the bag on that front, wouldn’t you say?” 
Micah forced himself to focus. With the canvas off, he would have to rely on his own mind, discipline, and persuasion if he wanted to get and hold the upper hand. It was no problem; persuasion and control were among two of his finest talents. 
“What do you want from me, Nicolai?” he said.
“The truth.” 
“I told you the truth.” 
“You saw me from across the ocean, became interested and presumably recognized my father’s technology in the noise, then watched and followed my movements around the dead grid and across the sea. Then you stole my father’s nanobots when I got here. Are you saying that’s all there is to the story?” 
“We also kept you in the dark, which I just told you I’ve long seen as a mistake. Yes, that’s all. But to be clear, by the time we took the bots off you, they were no longer ‘your father’s nanobots.’”
“If Salvatore Costa didn’t create them, then who the hell did?” 
“They did. The bots made themselves.” 
Nicolai rolled his eyes. The fact that he thought Micah’s point was only semantics proved that he still didn’t understand. “Why did you really keep me around, Micah?” he said.
“Because your mind was an asset.” 
“Mmm-hmm. And because you felt you owed me. For the theft.”
“Not in those terms. But yes, there was some of that.”
Nicolai met Micah’s eyes for another few beats then turned with a disappointed frown. 
“If I may be blunt,” Micah said, speaking to Nicolai’s back as he looked out across District Zero, “I didn’t have to tell you any of this. And if I could be even more blunt, if we still operated the way my Pops ran things, it would have been simpler to get you out of the way. But I did tell you, and you were never in danger. The old ways died with Pops. The Fall years were tough. It was kill or be killed.”
“I remember your version of the Fall years,” Nicolai said. “Our opulent dinners in fancy restaurants were brutal.” 
“I mean the years when you were still wandering the East. Things were tough here, too. Everyone had to fight or else be trampled. Our company chose to fight, same as we fight today. That’s how things are in Enterprise, and you know it. You make your fortune, but you’re always clawing and grasping along the way. For my party, it’s always been about doing what you could to survive and thrive. Today, surviving and thriving are done in offices, and nobody has to die.” 
Micah paused. Well, except for people like Thomas Stahl. Not that Nicolai needed to know about that. 
“I chose to tell you about your father and my family’s…dealings…with him on my own,” Micah continued. “Keep that in mind while you’re deciding, Nicolai. I’ve wanted you in Enterprise from the beginning, and now that you’re leaving Isaac and coming over, I wanted you to know who you really are. Who your father really was. What his inventions really became. People think that Noah West is the father of The Beam, but he was really just the architect who gave the workers a place to grow and play.” 
Micah took a step forward then came up beside Nicolai. 
“Now that you know, what are you going to do? It’s up to you, but I’ll tell you what I’d do.” 
“I know what you’d do,” Nicolai answered, an edge in his voice. 
“There’s a larger life ahead if you want it. You were a rich kid who somehow made your way through the East, Nicolai. Alone, if what you’ve suggested over the years is true. You must have had to do things you didn’t want to do. It had to change you. But something can’t be created from nothing, and that means that killer instinct was always inside you. You’re Enterprise, through and through. You should be working with us. You should be up with the…well, you should be higher than you are. This is your birthright, Nicolai. The question is, do you have the balls to claim it?” 
Micah watched the crux of what he’d said to Nicolai settle onto his shoulders. Nicolai was proud, just as all good self-made people were. The trick was to know when to open a hole in that pride and allow something larger inside. He hoped Nicolai was smart enough to see past his own righteous indignation. Telling him so much had been a calculated risk. If Nicolai couldn’t be reined in now that he knew most of what there was to know, he’d be another loose end. Too much had occurred by happenstance and luck (though it was no surprise, in retrospect, that the bots had done what they could to survive and reach out), and too much had been left to chance. If Micah could entice Nicolai, then he could control him. Anything else made things too complicated. 
“I’d have to work for you,” said Nicolai, not looking over. It was a statement rather than a question.
“Let’s say that we’d work together,” said Micah. “But it wouldn’t be ‘have to’ unless you insist on seeing it that way. This is all mutually beneficial. Always has been.” 
“What would I do for you?” 
Micah shook his head. “I’m not sure yet.” 
“How would I get paid, if you don’t know what I’m doing?” 
Micah laughed then answered in a tone that suggested amusement at Nicolai’s naiveté: “Extravagantly.”
“I have enough money.” 
Micah chuckled again, this time like he was amused by something bigger. The whole world, perhaps. 
“People like you and me are never really motivated by money. That’s the irony. Enterprise is always called greedy, but what drives us isn’t our credit balances. I’m offering you a chance to become who you were supposed to be, and a chance to be free. I know you want to play the piano.” He nodded toward the big black grand by the window. “I also know you haven’t learned because you’ve never found the time. Wouldn’t you like the freedom to finally do it?” He gave a little laugh, delightedly remembering that Nicolai didn’t know about the next-tier technology he’d have access to a second after agreeing. Nicolai could of course learn piano the old, time-consuming way — or he could plug in and download a virtuoso’s skill set. 
“I’ll think about it.”
“Of course. That’s all I ask. You still have time until Shift. But if you make your decision earlier, we can…”
“I’ll think about it,” Nicolai repeated.
Micah looked over and saw that Nicolai’s eyes were still restless, still mostly watching the city. So he stepped back, slapped Nicolai on the back, and said, “Stay in touch.” 
“I don’t really have a choice.”
“And stop being so fucking paranoid.” Micah gestured around the dead apartment. “It’s giving me the creeps that nothing in here is responding. Turn it back on. Have a little more self-respect than to live like this.” 
“I’ll take it under advisement.”
Micah was halfway to the door when he turned, realizing something. 
“I’m going to use your bathroom,” he said. Then he turned and began walking away toward the bedroom. 
“Not the one in there!” Nicolai’s careful stony facade suddenly crumbled. “There’s one in the hall.” 
Micah watched him for a moment and then smiled, finally turning in the direction of Nicolai’s finger.
Oh yes, Micah’s new protégée was definitely hiding something.





 

 
Chapter 3
 
 
Sam Dial entered his current kitchen, turned on his trusty convection hotplate, and set a copper-bottom pan he’d found in one of the cupboards on its top. He scavenged through drawers, not knowing what was where or what any of the cupboards held, and eventually found an ancient hand can opener. Of course it was right handed; he really needed to add “left-handed can opener” to his master inventory. The odds of finding a manual can opener (let alone one made for lefties) in a local store rather than a Beam antique shop were remote at best, but he could at least keep his eyes open.
Fighting his hands’ natural positions, Sam wrangled the machine enough to open the can of tomato soup he’d bought from the ShopMart on the corner. At the ShopMart, he’d paid cash (not Beam scan) for his purchase — something that had earned him a look, seeing as it was mostly Organas who used the increasingly rare coins. The chances that the small carry-out’s scanner would have been online in this neighborhood was unlikely, but it was always a good idea to assume everything with electrons and bits was being watched.
Sam plopped the congealed goo into the pan then added water. He stirred, praying the plate would work. It was temperamental, and one of these days he’d suddenly end up needing to eat everything cold. He could probably find a replacement (or get it repaired) in one of the ghetto scavenge shops, but who had money for that?
Blessedly, the plate did its job, and the soup slurry started to warm. It would take a while. One of the coils had already failed. Making soup on the old hotplate was only a few steps above making it atop a warm radiator. 
He crossed the apartment, his eyes flicking as they always did to the door locks. Both were engaged, but checking, for Sam, was a compulsion. He’d made sure the thumb lock worked when he’d first looked at the apartment, and before his first night on the floor, he’d spent a few hours installing the deadbolt from his prior apartment. It was ironic. Sam was twenty-eight and had never had a long-term relationship owing to his nomadic lifestyle, but he and his Plasteel-core deadbolt had been together long enough to share a common-law marriage. 
Of course, Sam wasn’t delusional; he knew what the locks could keep out and what they couldn’t. The thumb lock and deadbolt were a security blanket and a deterrent for thieving neighbors, nothing more. Anyone who truly wanted inside could get there easily enough…though to be fair, that was true even with a state-of-the-art canvas and multi-tiered security system, as was standard in the better spires. Whether the door was locked by the best Beam AI or a metal bolt, it didn’t make a bit of difference if the right people knocked. Sam had known that since his first days with the DZ Sentinel, on assignment for a Beam story that never got published.
The way Sam saw it, there were two ways for powerful groups to get into the restricted places they wanted to be. The first was brute force. The second (and better) way was to go out of their way to provide the illusion of bulletproof security to their inferiors while secretly making a key that would open all of those impregnable locks. What was true in apartments was doubly true on The Beam. If you wanted “true security” online, the only way to get it was to pull the plug.
As Sam always did when his eyes fell on the door, he walked over and tapped the lock. Maybe he was doing it for luck; he didn’t know. It couldn’t hurt. Sam figured he could use all the luck he could get. 
He crossed to a table in the center of his current living room, where his satchel had exploded. Sam had tried various systems of organization since he’d begun spending more and more time unplugged, but none had ever worked. Born in 2069, Sam had been trained into mental laxity by the everpresence of The Beam throughout his childhood — an intelligent network that organized everything for him, just as it organized everything for anyone who was connected. Back when Sam had worked at the Sentinel, he’d still been very plugged in and had uploaded absolutely everything to his desk canvas, which meant keeping it on The Beam. He’d used his handheld’s open Fi, and every 2-D and video he’d taken was sent to his cache. Every voice recording from every interview had gone into the same cloud archives. Every intrepid-reporter encounter Sam had ever conducted had been recorded by his ocular camera and sent directly to The Beam. Back before he’d had his add-ons removed, he’d also had an auxiliary input and Fi uploader in his head so he could send all of the less-tangible facts of his life to the cloud. Mind to Beam, baby…what could be better for a kid with the condition they used to call ADD? Sam didn’t need to learn to focus; he had AI to do it for him. He also didn’t need to learn to organize his files because AI always organized them for him in the way it thought best and allowed him to recall whatever he wanted whenever he wanted it. Back then, Sam hadn’t needed to remember anything, really. The Beam had done his remembering for him.
But after that unpublished Sentinel article — after Sam had started to wander while carrying life’s essentials from place to place, storing paper files in an off-grid, numbered storage unit — he’d had to develop new skills that he’d probably been ill-equipped to learn even before The Beam had trained him to stop using his mind and trust it instead. Those lessons had come hard. 
Sam had read a lot about attention deficit (mostly from paper and archived Kindle books, seeing as ADD was generally considered cured thanks to adaptive Beam AI), and one thing about it struck Sam as truer than the rest: He only had so much focus to use in a given period of time. Once he used up that focus, it would be gone, so it seemed smarter to aim it at his work and let his organization suffer. He wasn’t interested in organization anyway. If he spilled his papers onto the table, everything he needed would be in there somewhere, even if finding it required time and sifting. 
Sam removed his handheld, tapped at the shielding to assure himself that the thing couldn’t broadcast (he’d had the Fi chip yanked and made into an external plug-in unit, but you couldn’t be too careful), then opened a simple timer app he’d installed from a certified-clean archive. He set the timer for five minutes then glanced up at the soup as he set the handheld back onto the table. Then, as he began to riffle through his papers, he quickly began to forget the soup. It would only become interesting again once it was burning, and by then it would be too late. Using a simple timer to remind him of what he’d otherwise forget was a simple technique that had saved his bacon more than once, sometimes literally. And hey, bacon wasn’t cheap.
The first sheet of paper to catch Sam’s eye was the one he’d marked with a fat red marker. He’d done so because the item on the paper was red-hot, and because he’d wanted to remember to start with it the next time he worked. He pulled it forward and scanned it. It was one long paragraph, underlined where important. 
Was that soup ready yet? 
He looked to the door. The timer. The soup. 
In Sam’s hand, under the ceiling fan’s slow rotation, the paper folded backward and crinkled with sound. He looked back down, re-read the underlined sections. 
“Where are you, Gibson?” he said aloud. 
He began to paw through the papers then eventually found the two other sheaves he wanted: copies of the information he’d given to Sterling Gibson. He had the originals, of course, but Sam’s cobbled-together work system required duplicate copies of everything for hands-on use. Visually, it seemed to make sense to Sam’s mind to cross out the information he’d noted or acted upon, so his copies — intensely scratched out and indecipherable — looked like declassified documents from the previous century and were essentially ruined for later use. Keeping clean originals doubled the paper he had to carry, but it was the only way the system could survive.
On the three sheets in front of Sam, maybe a quarter of the words were marred by lines. That was the information Gibson had actually used in his book Plugged. But several passages had been highlighted in addition to the ones that were crossed out, and those were the parts that Gibson had so assiduously avoided despite their importance, deeming them “too incendiary.” But if Sam shuffled them just right, those highlighted parts seemed to point to a hidden truth centering on Isaac Ryan’s speechwriter. And that, for a former intrepid reporter, wasn’t something that could so easily be left unexplored.
“Okay then,” said Sam, inhaling. “Into the lion’s den.” 
These days, Sam’s routine had evolved such that he had to say that four-word sentence whenever he pulled out his secure cables and connected to The Beam. He’d said it once on impulse, to a hacker friend…and when that session had gone well, it had only seemed sensible to go through the same ritual from that point on. He’d connected in public before and had to mumble the thing about the lion’s den, and he’d been in a house once, stealing an emergency connection while the family slept, and had to say it in his head. That had made him nervous (not saying it out loud felt like a jinx), so when he was out of the house, he’d said it twice: once because he had to, and the other for good measure. 
Sam reached into his satchel and withdrew an object that looked like a small bomb. It was about the size of a deck of cards and was bulging with wires. There were two diodes on the thing’s top: one green (indicating a connection to The Beam) and the other red (indicating the presence of invasive software or curious AI). You wanted the green one on when the device was in use, but never the red. When the red diode lit (and although it was rare, it did sometimes happen), that meant it was time to pack up and run, and to find a new apartment for himself, his deadbolt, and his hotplate.
Sam uncoiled the cables, plugged the end of one of them into the wired Beam port on his laptop canvas, flipped a switch on the device, and waited. 
Onscreen, a window opened indicating the progress of a running software patch. The corner displayed a truthseal badge showing the seventeen-digit identifier of the black market hacker who’d made the thing for him. While he waited, Sam read the number and compared it to the one in his head. His mind was highly selective. He couldn’t be trusted to remember not to burn his food, but he could remember intricate details on subjects that interested him. Tying shoes could be hard, but remembering every secret area in every one of the video games he’d played as a kid was easy.
The program scanned his canvas’s memory and peripherals, declared everything clean, and began sniffing for AirFi. Predictably, the neighborhood’s Fi was weak (who needed high-capacity connections in the ghetto?), but once the bomb-like device found its signal, it wormed inside the Fi and unlocked the throttled bandwidth that was nested inside every signal, partitioned and set aside for emergency police or medical use. A new series of identifiers (the sequence of connection nodes, Sam thought, but wasn’t sure) flashed in the window. Finally, the green diode lit, and the red remained off and safe. 
Sam looked at the screen. According to the software, he was currently accessing The Beam through a connection at 217 West Beaumont Street in Niles, Wisconsin. 
Just as Sam opened his custom Beam browser, his handheld’s alarm began to bray. The feed’s top stories had already caught his eye, so Sam reached over to silence it. His soup could wait. 
The story that had been voted to the top position detailed a crisis at a factory that manufactured Beam glass for tabletop consoles, automobile and screetbike windshields, spire panes, and a few other applications. Apparently, there’d been a chemical leak, and the immediate area was being fenced off. Locals were concerned, but authorities had assured the press that there was no danger now that the factory had been isolated. 
Sam put his fingers on the keyboard and began clicking around. In his youth, he’d always preferred intuitive webs, immersion, holo projection, and voice for interacting with The Beam, but nowadays there were too many loose ends and unknowns in all of those methods. If you spoke commands, the security of your canvas was no longer the only variable. Any number of listening devices could ascertain who you were and what you were doing. If you used an intuitive web, a room’s visual processors (whether they were malicious or intended for safety, like fire detectors) could be hacked to watch you. It was always safest to use keys, your fingers touching the board, with a pop-up privacy shield. It had taken Sam a while to adjust to using the network this way, but the process — seeing as it was integral to his anonymity and critical to his continued career as an intrepid reporter (albeit now undercover and illegal) — was interesting enough for him to learn, adapt, and then master like a language. 
Sam searched Beam Headlines for stories that mentioned the phrase “Beau Monde.” Currently, there were three. They had two upvotes each, and both votes, on all three stories, belonged to Sam. He’d voted them up with his dummy accounts the last time he’d logged in, but no one else seemed to be interested. Sometimes, stories mentioning the Beau Monde disappeared, but more often they were left in place and ignored. The NAU’s indifference was more powerful, apparently, than censorship. The presence of those downvoted-but-still-existing Beam stories seemed to say, “Yes, we’ve heard these paranoid conspiracy rants about a supposed secret upper class, but we aren’t interested in them at all.” 
Sam’s nose perked up. Something was wrong in the apartment. He was suddenly sure that someone was up to something outside. They’d found him. 
He’d expertly covered his tracks and had anonymized his connection and his trail in securing the apartment with trusted hardware. He’d missed nothing, yet still somehow they’d found him.
They were coming, and they were going to kill him. For some reason, the proof of their arrival was something he could smell, and… 
It was the soup. 
Sam stood in a hurry, scurrying across the room to his hotplate. Not only had he forgotten to check on it after silencing the alarm, but the second heating coil had apparently come back to life. By the time Sam reached it, the soup had boiled over and was spilling down the cabinets onto the floor. 
“Fuck fuck fuck fuck…” 
Sam grabbed the pot’s handle, found it hot, then wrapped it with a towel and tried again. Everything went into the sink, tomato soup blowing up the sides and onto the tile backsplash like a gory death from a horror vid. He looked into the pan and found a thick mess of blackened soup crusted to the bottom. The air smelled like feet. 
“Noah Fucking West.” 
Sam grabbed a bag of potato chips, ripped it open, and told himself that he really needed to start getting exercise. His diet was dancing on his heart. 
Sam returned to the table and gorged from the giant bag as if it were his lifeline. Anyone watching would have encouraged him. He was waif thin, his shoulders narrow and chest hollow. He had a handsome face atop his mess of a body and wore glasses with thick black frames. There were other poor Enterprise who couldn’t afford vision correction and hence wore dime store glasses, so it worked, but Sam didn’t wear the glasses to help him see. The glasses were an affect meant to make him look older — same as the large, full-sleeve tattoo on his right arm. Tattoos were spectacularly passé these days, so those who had them were always old enough to have gotten them long ago then maintained them like an old automobile. 
Sam returned to his papers, set the big bag of chips on the floor at his feet, and promptly forgot what he’d been doing on The Beam. So, with no other ideas, he used the keyboard to access his page, called Shadow Report. 
The first thing Sam noted was that Shadow Report was still online. That was good. He had a running backup on what he sincerely hoped was a hidden, untraceable server, and whenever he was online, he downloaded a new manual backup to a slip drive. He did that now then began to plink around the page. 
He saw that today’s discussion was lively, with his most controversial content voted to the top. The activity felt encouraging. Moving around as much as Sam did (keeping his head low, moving often, re-uploading his page to reclaimed space on hacked public servers whenever it was taken down), it was easy to feel like a spook creeping around in the dark. The discussion reminded Sam that he wasn’t alone, and that his loyal readers, at least, were as dedicated to uncovering the truth as he was. It also reminded him that so far, none of those readers had divulged the ways in which they were always able to follow and find his new, rotating homes on The Beam — a discovery that, when leaked, always forced Sam to start completely over and wait for those with the means and the will to sniff him out through trial and error. 
He didn’t have much new to report, but he really should at least check in. He didn’t always have a lot to say, but he liked to keep the fires stoked whenever he could. 
He logged in.
To his readers, Sam was known as Shadow — a mysterious rogue investigator who delved into depths that those in power preferred to remain unexplored. Shadow was much revered, widely respected, and never afraid. Having an alter ego was good because Sam, by contrast, was constantly afraid. As Sam Dial, he kind of wanted to disappear and then post updates about how terrified he was that he might be discovered. But Shadow didn’t think like that, and it was Shadow who insisted that the page be constantly updated no matter what. If Shadow went dark (no pun intended), it meant that another move was about to occur. Shadow was fearless and faithful. If he went missing, it meant that there was certain pursuit behind him.
He accessed the page’s dashboard and typed:
 
nothing particularly new to report but still frustrated by gibson, with plugged I mean, with the information he didn’t use I mean. can keep posting things here but null is only so loud with only ideas and no plan…and I have no plan. shift is coming up and theres s/thng I think might be happening with the new guy vale, but also with the ryans, isaAc ryan anyway, and his speechwriter, but its all too preliminary to say much. Hmb with ideas in the comments, you have eyes beyond mine. Is vale the idealist they say he is, or is it more act? Not like directorate needs help, but there are some saying that if enterprise won shift, certain dominoes will fall into place. Still looking into costa, don’t want to say more. will keep SR updated. until tomorrow. shadow
 
Sam didn’t re-read the post or spell-check it, despite the fact that he had dozens of firewalls designed to deflect the kind of AI that would proofread his work. Sam didn’t want AI touching his copy. AI had permanent memories, and that wasn’t always good. Sam never checked his stuff anyway, save for factual accuracy. Updates were like a data download. Straight from his brain to the page, just like what his neural add-on used to do for him back in the day. 
He closed the connection, untethered the anonymizer, and pushed his canvas away. He looked at the papers on his table. Again, the red-marked page caught his eye. 
Nicolai Costa. Isaac Ryan. The Beau Monde. All of the unused information Sam had given to Sterling Gibson for his book. Gibson had a much bigger audience than Shadow, but Gibson, being public, hadn’t wanted to say what needed to be said. It was understandable, but frustrating. All of that research, and it was just lying around. 
Lights flickered overhead then went dead. A moment later, they came back on. 
“Keep shitting on us down here in the ghetto,” Sam said. “It’s cool.”





 

 
Chapter 4
 
 
“Katherine Rigby,” the inspector said, looking at his dedicated screen. “Beam ID Sector 0041. Shuttle registered on oh-four-one-six 2196.” 
Kate looked up. “If you say so, darlin’.” 
“Get out of the shuttle, please, Ms. Rigby.” 
“No prob.” Then, realizing that she was acting like the man she used to be, she made her voice softer and said, “Sure.” 
The shuttle was a low-slung vehicle when in ground mode, and Kate looked like a spider as she emerged. She had a long, athletic build and legs that the old Doc Stahl would have said “went on forever.” Her refurb had changed the lengths of her bones while the nanos had slimmed them, lengthening and shaping her old muscles to match. The process, her specialist had told her, was so incredibly painful in its raw form that even a spinal block wasn’t enough to prevent most patients from screaming through surgery. Before the specialist industry had gotten the knack of using immersion as psychological anesthesia, Beam ID reassignments had to be conducted in soundproof chambers.
The inspector watched her emerge with a look of admiration. On the trip out, Kate had dressed modestly so as not to attract attention. She’d ridden across the lunar basin while wearing a full suit inside the shuttle because the idea of carting across a rock in space with no atmosphere, even in a sealed compartment, scared her silly. But once her business at Digger Base was concluded, with fifty meterbars of Lunis stashed throughout hidden compartments in her conveyance, she’d slipped into a restroom to change into the salacious get-up she had on now. She wore a very short skirt, high heels, and a top that could be played off as fashionable while really doing little other than displaying her breasts. She looked like she was going to a board meeting where business was in serious danger of mixing with pleasure. 
The inspector looked her over. “Where are you headed, Miss?” 
“Earth.” She giggled. 
The inspector looked mostly unmoved by the joke but might have been attempting professionalism. “Where on Earth, Miss?” 
“Albany.” 
The inspector stepped out of his booth and began to slowly circle the shuttle. They were in a garage space at one end of the enormous Perseus station. Kate’s scheduled time to dock her shuttle to the elevator’s climber wasn’t for an hour. Plenty of time. After she schmoozed and sexed her way past this slob, she’d have time to grab a coffee in the hub.
“What’s in Albany?” 
“I have a meeting.” 
“What’s your business?” 
“I work for Baris Pharma. We have a lab up here.” 
All according to script and agreed with on the moon visa the inspector had surfaced through her Beam ID scan. It hadn’t taken Kate long to get used to playing her old conversational cards as a woman. She could still use most of her tried-and-true salesman’s skills (other than the most controversial ones), but now they all worked better because at least half of Kate’s interactions were shameless in their obvious desire to get inside her lacy pink panties.
“What are you working on?” 
“Nano ointments.” 
“There’s still room for improvement in nano ointment?” 
Kate gave a flirtatious laugh. “Have they stopped advertising improvements in toothbrushes and razors?” She almost made a joke about how only the poorest of Directorate schlubs still needed to use toothbrushes and shaving razors but decided she’d keep it to herself. The inspector was probably one such poor Directorate schlub. 
“I guess not. Why is the lab on the moon?” 
“Are you inspecting me, or Baris?” 
The inspector had made his way around to the shuttle’s far side. He had a pole-mounted sniffer but was only going through the motions of using it. When he paused and looked up, the thing’s tip was centimeters from the secondary concealed bin. It wasn’t impossible that he could release the latch with an errant swing. 
“Just making conversation, Miss.”
“Oh. You sounded like you were interrogating me or something.” Kate gave the man a demure smile. She thought she had a bead on the guy, whose name was Inspector Levy, according to his nametag. He wasn’t being awkward, and he wasn’t suspicious. He was trying to talk to the pretty lady because it made him feel good, but he came off sounding gruff because he was so insecure. In his youth, he’d probably been made fun of by girls. Gruffness was his way of deflecting attention while craving it at the same time. 
“Nope,” he said.
Again, Kate gave him a friendly look. “I don’t mind conversation.” 
Inspector Levy gave Kate the smallest of smiles, but something was wrong with the way his mouth curled up. She’d cracked through his wall and indicated that she might be interested, but what she was already seeing under his shell didn’t look as shy as she’d figured. Now that he was smiling, the inspector seemed almost lecherous. 
He stooped to glance under the shuttle, but his eyes detoured first to her chest. 
Stooping to kneel under the shuttle, he said, “Are you bringing anything back from the moon?” 
“Only paperwork and memories.” Kate kept her voice light but was suddenly glad that Levy couldn’t see her face. She didn’t really want to encourage him anymore. Her permission had changed something in his manner.
Now he was fully under the shuttle. Actually crawling beneath it. Nobody did that. “Nothing you shouldn’t have?” 
Kate cleared her throat. “What do you mean?” 
The top of Levy’s head appeared on the shuttle’s far side. She saw his inspector’s cap, a swatch of dark and messy hair, and a pair of eyes. Again, they darted to her chest. Then the rest of his face surfaced, smiling across a five-o’clock-shadowed countenance. But he was stooping, as if still in mid-investigation. His hand, now that she looked, was directly atop a second concealed compartment latch. 
“Just kiddin’.” 
“Oh.” Kate gave what was hopefully a quasi-flirtatious smile. There was really no proper response. She didn’t want to be stand-offish. Being engaging and charming had helped Kate sail through prior inspections, but the job was still new to her (she’d only made three prior runs) and hadn’t lived it long enough to move without thinking. She didn’t want to engage because something about the inspector was unsettling. It was in the way he was squatting and running his hands across the shuttle’s belly. She’d given him no reason to be suspicious, so he should be paying the inspection nothing but lip service. But no, he seemed to be taking things quite seriously, doing what inspectors were supposed to do but that few did. 
Unless the traveller was somehow flagged, tipped, or otherwise reported in advance. 
Kate’s heart rate sped up. At least her heartbeat hadn’t changed in her new body. The mRNA-based Beam ID in the cells of her heart had, of course, been completely reset along with that in the rest of her cells, but there had been no need to make anything more than minor structural changes to the organ itself. The slightly smaller heart felt exactly the same in her smaller chest. Nervous still felt like nervous, and scared still felt exactly like scared. 
While Levy moved toward the shuttle’s nose, his inspections still overly thorough, Kate blinked and tried to focus. As part of her incredibly expensive overhaul (goodbye, nest egg; hello, return to scrapping), the specialist had given her a trendy set of invisible switches to turn her enhancements on and off. It worked like the first biofeedback machines from a century ago. Once she’d gotten the hang of it, she could think in certain repetitive patterns and produce the brainwaves required to operate her newer add-ons. Using one now, she willed the release of a beta blocker compound to counteract the adrenaline spilling into her system.
Within three seconds — quite an accomplishment, considering how on-edge she felt — there was a sort of mental click, and she felt the chemical’s calming effects. Her heart rate slowed. That was good because proportionately large increases in pulse rate would be recorded by the overhead monitors and flag her even if Levy found nothing, and move her up a tier as an inspection watch. But even aside from the calming she felt from her add-on, she found herself falling into an alert form of quiet. Kate’s fists unclenched. Her jaw relaxed. The inspection still felt worth paying attention to, but to Kate, it no longer seemed paranoid or dire. 
“Some people,” said Levy in a conversational tone, poking his head up, “come up here to smuggle moondust. Can you believe that?” 
Kate made herself laugh. “Really?”
“Absolutely. They’ll have hidden compartments on their shuttles. Some try to put it into their bodies, too, like sticking it up their…well, into places.” 
“Just for some stupid moon rocks?” 
“Lunis,” said Levy. “The narcotic.”
Kate met the inspector’s eyes and found them absent of mirth. Pretending not to know what “moondust” meant had been a mistake. It was like pretending not to know the meaning of murder.
“Oh. That.” 
“Yeah. That. There were some people pinched just recently. You didn’t hear about that?” 
Kate cleared her throat. “I don’t really watch Beam Headlines.” 
“It’s important stuff. You should know what’s coming into your neighborhood. What people are up to.” 
“Um…I’ll keep it in mind.” 
“That’s why we put in all the new sensors this week. To catch a few of the smugglers’ new tricks.” He pointed to a box mounted in an overhead corner that Kate hadn’t noticed. 
“Oh.” She swallowed, trying to keep her voice light. All of a sudden, the de-alarm add-on didn’t seem to be working as well as it should be. “What kind of tricks?”
“Sometimes they’ll have magnetic casings that deflect a sniffer. New methods of concealment. I can’t go into details because catching smugglers means staying one step ahead. They can’t know what we know about how they operate, or what we’re doing to counteract it. I mean, what if you’re a smuggler?” 
Kate couldn’t bring herself to answer. She smiled and tried to puff out her chest, pressing her breasts against her shirt. Why wasn’t it colder in here? It had been cold most other places in the station. She needed her attention-getters to stand and demand the man’s eyes. 
“What’s this here?” said Levy. “Wait. Never mind. Sorry. Just part of the docking hatch.” 
Kate exhaled. 
Levy puttered around for another few minutes. Kate looked at her wrist, again forgetting that the time would never appear there again. She didn’t think she was supposed to touch the shuttle while it was being inspected, so she pulled out her handheld. Nearly twenty minutes had passed. Maybe she wouldn’t have time for coffee after all. 
“Excuse me,” she said.
Levy looked up. 
“Are all the inspections this thorough?” She forced a small smile. “It’s just that I need to be going.” 
The inspector’s eyes ticked toward his booth, where Kate’s roster and profile were still visible on the dedicated screen. 
“I show your departure as 4:35 Universal.” 
“Well, yes, but I need to…I was hoping to grab something for the trip.” 
“That isn’t your lunch on the seat?” He pointed into the compartment. 
“Coffee.” She made an embarrassed-sounding “you caught me” noise. “I need my coffee, or I go crazy.” 
“Do you get headaches?” 
“Well…” 
“Is it a medical condition?” 
“No, but…” 
“I’m sorry. I think we’re going to be on high alert for a while, after the recent busts. See, it’s not the ones we grab that are the problem. It’s the ones that we realize must have slipped through before and since, the ones we didn’t catch. Lunis trafficking is a big deal. These help a lot — ” He pointed to the box in the corner. “ — but shuttles are huge to nanobots, and…well, let’s just say that it pays to give them time to do their jobs, and that it’s better safe than sorry.” 
Kate swallowed. “Nanobots?” 
She thought of the shuttle compartments, invisible to all but the most thorough prodding by human hands, and entirely invisible to the human eye. The machined surfaces were nearly perfect, and the micro-holograms projected to cover the minuscule gaps made the craft all but impregnable — again to human and known-mechanical inspection. But if the inspectors were now including armies of microscopic officers among their ranks…
There was a shrill noise in the booth. Kate looked at the shuttle, directly at the main concealed compartment. The inspector’s eyes followed hers then studied her face. 
“Your heart rate seems to be climbing,” the inspector said, coming around to Kate’s side of the shuttle. They were side by side, the shuttle’s curved side to Kate’s right and Levy’s left. Right where most of the moondust would be if he found a good reason to look hard.
“I need my coffee,” she said.
But before the inspector could respond, Kate sensed movement in the corner of her eye. A new red line had appeared on the shuttle’s side, directly along the middle of the upper edge of the concealed hatch. As she watched with horror, the line spread and slowly traced the outline of the entire compartment door. 
Inspector Levy looked at the red-outlined rectangle then at Kate. Behind him in the booth, his screen was still flashing with a stress alarm. 
“Well now, Miss Rigby,” he said. “I guess we need to have ourselves a chat.”





 

 
Chapter 5
 
 
Natasha folded one long, shapely leg over the other. Her tight red dress crept up higher on her thigh. She cocked her head to the side and ran a hand down her neck, behind her long red hair, and onto her chest. She appeared a sexy variety of exhausted, and in need of a cool beverage. 
“Don’t pull that shit with me,” said Jameson Gray, sitting opposite Natasha. He was immaculately dressed in a black suit with a dark-blue shirt and a darker-blue band tie. His dark-brown hair was perfect, wet-looking, and slicked back. He had very white teeth, but Natasha had always found them more magnetic than odd. 
“What?” 
“Being all Jennifer Beals in Flashdance to try and get your way.” 
“Who? And what?” 
Jameson gave Natasha an over-the-top roll of his eyes and an exaggerated sigh. “You’re such a philistine, Natasha. I swear, if I didn’t love you so much, I’d never agree to help you with anything. You think Space Caper is the height of cinema. You listen to Samuel Bolton. Get some culture, you bitch.” 
Natasha rolled her eyes back at Jameson. He was fantastically handsome, and his looks (natural, she believed; even without nanos he’d have been this charming in his actual thirties decades before) were a big key to his success. He’d made a fortune doing grand on-stage illusions for years before Natasha had come along to join him in the Beau Monde. Before that, he’d been a street magician with an appeal strong enough to engender a following that was almost cult-like. They called themselves “Jamesonites,” were mostly female and middle-aged, and probably all had poster images of him permanently displayed on their bedroom ceilings. 
“I’m not being Fleshdance, or whatever.” 
“Flashdance,” Jameson corrected. “Fleshdance was that bad burlesque show that used to play at Boys’ Town.” 
“I thought they shut that place down?” 
Jameson reached out and swiped at the end of Natasha’s regal nose. “Girls are so cute when they’re naive.” He straightened. “And yes, you are totally being vampy. You don’t even know you’re doing it. Is that how you get your way with Isaac?” 
Natasha rolled her eyes. “I get my way with Isaac by doing what I want.” 
“Is that what you’re doing now? Getting your way with Isaac? To show him you can do what you want?” 
Natasha sighed then stood. She tried not to look at the large white bed across the room. It was Natasha who’d requested this encounter, and you couldn’t request a meeting and then insist on getting together in the other person’s space. She’d used one of her own Viazo spaces and hadn’t realized until Jameson’s avatar materialized in front of her that she’d accidentally put them in the bedroom where her cyber-lover, Andre, usually ravaged her. So far, Jameson had been discreet enough not to mention it. 
“I’m planning my concert.” 
“Your fuck-you concert?” 
“My comeback concert.”
“Don’t call it a comeback. You’ve been here for years,” Jameson said, as if quoting someone. 
“What are you talking about?” 
“Seriously, Natasha. You’re as culturally bankrupt as a cave person.” 
She put her hands on her hips and looked around the all-white room. The Viazo was able to blend surreality with reality, and to do it with the precision of the Salvador Dali paintings her brother-in-law loved so much. There was a window opposite them, opening to a pristine beach and crashing azure waves. But the window wasn’t actually mounted in a wall and simply hung in open space. As she paced, Natasha could see how it floated and how she could see the white room behind it. 
“You’re the most Enterprise person I know, Jameson. So okay, I’m pissed at Isaac. But you of all people have to agree that it’s important to make a splash.” 
“Yes. So you can humiliate your husband.” 
“No, so that I can make a sensational re-entrance into Enterprise, where I should have been all along.” 
“And thereby humiliate your husband.” 
She put her hands on her hips. “You’re not listening to me.”
Jameson uncrossed and recrossed his legs, then fussily picked at a piece of lint that wouldn’t, of course, be there. Avatars were programmed to be as real and as close in appearance to their hosts as possible, but no one wanted lint or dust. Mites and their ilk had to stay in the real world, back where Natasha was a body lying in her office rig. 
“Oh, I’m listening all right.” Jameson put his hands on one knee and looked up at Natasha with his dark eyes. Some of the crasser Jamesonites said that Gray could fuck you through your holo projector, using his eyes as a dick. Natasha had never understood what that actually meant, but sometimes, paradoxically, she looked into his eyes and understood it fine. “You just don’t hear yourself. The error is in what you’re saying, not what I’m hearing.” 
“Jameson, you put on the largest, most elaborate, most lavish shows in the history of…” 
“Because I’m an illusionist, hon.” Jameson stood, extended his right hand, and twiddled his fingers. Natasha watched as flame danced at their tips. Then, all of a sudden, Natasha felt her bra pop open. “Illusion is about creating flare to draw the eye while you go about what you’re really doing.” 
Natasha swiped open a window and hit a single illuminated button to reset her avatar. She felt her breasts snug up against her again, where they belonged. 
“That’s impressive,” she said. 
“Don’t you remember when I made the moon vanish?” 
“I mean that you can open a bra.” 
“I’m a man of many talents.” 
“And as a man of many talents, why don’t you tell me how what I want to do with my concert is any different from what you do at your shows?” 
Jameson shook his beautiful head. “I create flash to sell tickets. You sing. You’re only insisting on flash to twist the knife.”
“I’ve lost credibility by being Directorate. You know what they say: ‘Go big or go home.’ If I don’t do something sensational, I’ll look like I’m crawling back. I’ll look like the loser.” 
There was a table (white, of course) between the chairs. Jameson drew a rectangle on it using two sets of index fingers and thumbs then pulled his hands upward. The holo web they’d been using to plan the concert sprang into existence like one of Jameson’s old parlor tricks. He began to pull idea bubbles from the center and toss them aside. They rolled away like billiard balls painted in sap, rotating several times at the ends of his fingers and then falling still. He finally seemed to locate what he was looking for and reached into the web’s center like a movie monster groping in a victim’s chest cavity to pull out his heart. He tossed it back at the web, and as the idea struck it, the web sloughed open around it like sluggish tenpins under a bowling ball’s assault.
Jameson pointed at the bubble then tented his showy magician’s fingers on its top to revolve it for Natasha’s inspection. 
“No. Look. Integrity and trust. Remember that? It’s what we started with. Remember starting with integrity and trust…not big money and making a huge political statement?” 
Natasha rolled her eyes and slumped back into the chair. This was so like Jameson. She couldn’t argue. Of course they’d started with integrity and trust. Jameson had asked her what had formed the cornerstone of her initial rise to fame and what she should base her comeback upon. Natasha herself had given the answer. The other cornerstones, tucked somewhere in the concert plan web, were vulnerability and humility. If she fought him, he’d bring those two up. And as much as her desired concert flew in the face of building integrity and trust with her fans, it really flew in the face of vulnerability and humility. 
“But I need to make the political statement if I want to rebuild trust.” She paused then more quietly confessed her deeper issue. “I sold out, Jameson.” 
“You did what you did. I didn’t go Directorate, but I’ve sold out plenty. I mean, think about it. Who makes the moon vanish? It’s such a huge illusion that everyone assumes I’m just having a cloud dropped into the sky in front of it or something. The bigger the illusion, the more time I spend trying to prove that the obvious tricks aren’t the ones I’m actually using. It’s a mess of explanation and starts to feel like I need a lawyer: ‘Mr. Jameson hereby certifies that he is not using any Beam-related means, weather control, camera tricks, lighting techniques or mirrors, nanotechnology, etc. to create this onstage illusion.’ How is that a real feat? Nobody can even get down to seeing the genius of how I actually do it because they’re too mired in the obvious things I’m not actually doing. But as stupid as it is, people love those big illusions. And darling, I promise you, there are plenty of days I’d rather be back to doing card tricks in Central Park.” 
“How did you make the moon disappear?” 
Jameson smiled. 
“How long have you known me, Jameson?” said Natasha.
“Not long enough to violate the magician’s code.” 
“I’m sure you’ve told the other bigwigs you know.” 
Jameson made a large X on his chest with one finger. “Cross my heart, I have not. They aren’t magicians.” 
Natasha swiped her hand through the holo web, scattering its pieces. She could undo the damage each had done and re-knit the interconnected idea bubbles, of course, but for now it felt great to break something. 
“Dammit, Jameson! I don’t want to tone it down! I just don’t want to, okay?” 
“If you make a huge splash with this concert, I’m telling you it’ll backfire. Even if you make millions and please a lot of fans, they’re going to be the wrong fans, and you’ll get exactly the wrong reaction. Your old fans used to be almost underground. Remember that? You got bigger, and earned mainstream fans. Lots and lots and lots of them. And look, you can please those people just fine with the big show you want to put on, with pyrotechnics and nano blast displays and a holo-immersive dance floor. You’ll get all sorts of Beam coverage; you’ll hit the top of the feed and cling for a week. Maybe more. Sales will explode…” 
“Which is the whole point!” Natasha interrupted. She heard the whining in her voice and knew it as whining because Jameson hadn’t said what he really had to say. That was still coming.
“…for six months,” he continued. “Or a year. Two if you’re lucky. What then? Six years between Shifts is a long time, and a big, splashy — a big, mainstream — concert will do two things. One, it’ll make you hugely popular with that mainstream audience. And two, it’ll make up the underground audience’s minds against you. They’ll decide that if you’d sold out before by shifting Directorate, you’re really selling out now. Those people won’t see your return to Enterprise as a blow for what you feel is right. They’ll see it as you grasping for new and spectacular levels of income that wouldn’t be possible in Directorate. And believe me, Nat, people know how huge your Directorate dole is. If it looks like you’re coming back so that you can make more than that, it’s going to…”
“But that’s not why I’m coming back!” 
“Why are you coming back, then?” 
“I’m tired of the do-nothing Directorate atmosphere. I have no incentive there. No fire. I’m tired of their internal politics and the way they lift everyone up — well, up as far as the line, anyway — even if they’re useless! Only those who deserve to succeed should. Fuck the rest!” 
“Well,” said Jameson with a smirk, “I wouldn’t let that particular speech into your press kit.” 
“You know what I mean.” 
Natasha realized with horror that she was near tears. You could configure your Viazo settings to prevent telltale emotional giveaways like tears and sweat and tumescence, but she rarely bothered. Usually when in this room, Natasha wanted to cry and sweat and tumesce as much as possible. 
“Sit down.” 
Natasha crossed her arms, blinking toward the hanging window. 
Jameson reached out and touched her leg. “Please.” 
She sat. Eventually, Natasha looked over, still blinking back moisture. 
“I’m telling you this because I love you. You know that, right?” 
Natasha nodded. 
“You’ve already won. You made it on your own, and while some people will think you sold out by shifting to Directorate, many of those people will see things your way again if you shift back in the right way. You’ve proved your point to Isaac. You’ve proved the same point to yourself. You don’t need him, or his money. Okay? You’re on top here. Agreed?” 
“Sort of.” 
“‘Sort of.’” Jameson shook his head, repeating her words with disbelief then let it drop. “Look. The only way to lose now is to lose it for yourself. If you shift back and do it humbly and start with small concerts — and by small, I mean ‘Natasha Ryan small,’ which is still damn big — then you’ll win back all the underground fans who lost interest when you shifted to Directorate. Those loyal people give you a base to build a new career, not the fleeting resurgence of fame (and the inevitable has-been aftertaste that’s sure to follow) you’ll get by appealing to the masses. You say you’ve hated most of the songs you’ve written since being Directorate. Okay, fine. The fire will help you find the deep soul and heart I know you still have in there somewhere. But you can’t reach it with ego, sweetheart. You have to let it flower. Quietly.” 
“I want to make a splash first then let it flower.” 
“Doesn’t work that way. You’ll kill whatever integrity your true fans feel you have. Go big, and you won’t just be coming back in a less-effective way. You’ll be killing whatever chance you have of returning to the old Natasha. In your fans’ eyes, anyway.” 
Natasha had crossed her legs and arms, her virtual body language closed. She tried to see above her anger. Was she thinking of her career and fans, or her pride? Did she want to gain respect or make a statement? 
Natasha felt furious and petulant as Jameson watched her with his beautiful, kind, deep, and mysterious eyes. She didn’t want to consider the idea that he might be correct because it felt like a concession. If she shifted quietly and began doing moderately sized concerts again with new, hopefully more soulful material, she might regain her old following and reputation. But if she did that, it felt to her — and it would feel to Isaac — as if she’d given in. And as hard as this was, the idea of believing that she herself had sold out and failed to speak her mind hurt like a dagger in the ribs. 
“I don’t need to make it too flashy, I guess.”
“And not right after Shift. Not prime on The Beam. No deals with the network pages.” 
“How am I supposed to get the word out with no press?” 
“You’re Natasha Ryan. Believe me; word will get out just fine without you pushing it. If it happens that way, it’ll look like you were content to keep things quiet — a decision between you and Isaac and nothing more, certainly not a move to spark publicity — but that against those intentions, the story got around anyway.” 
She shook her head. “I have to let them know, Jameson.” 
He looked at her for a long time. Jameson had been light and almost joking throughout their chat but now looked dead serious, like a physician about to deliver bad news. 
“I’m not going to convince you, am I?” 
“To keep my comeback concert quiet? To hide my shifting as if I’m ashamed of it? As if I’m trying to slink back without anyone noticing?” 
“No, Nat,” said Jameson. “To tone things down so you don’t look like a whore.” 
“Now I’m a whore?” 
Jameson sighed, shaking his head. “You asked me here to help you plan. We’re friends, so I was happy to help. Still am. But I don’t want to help tie your noose. You can keep doing that fine on your own.” 
“Keep?” 
“I need to go.” He stood, his immaculate black suit falling into perfect lines below his chiseled chin with its dark, shadowy stubble. “We’ll talk soon, okay?”
“Goddammit, Jameson!” 
Before Natasha finished her words, his avatar had blipped out. In the final second, he’d glanced at the bed, and in that glance Natasha saw a thousand judgments at once. 
She sat in the quiet room with her arms crossed over her chest, steaming. Tears began to flow, scouring her cheeks like acid. After a few moments, she swiped them furiously away. 
She was Natasha Ryan, and this was her goddamned life. She’d do the concert her own way. She didn’t need Jameson’s help; she’d just thought it would be a fun thing for them to plan together. And why not? Of all the people in the world, Jameson Gray would understand. His wealth was a pie to her crumbs. His power and renown made Natasha seem like a nobody. He should have been the perfect person to help plot her triumphant return: Mr. Enterprise, who’d made his way by dazzling crowds and taking what he deserved. 
I don’t want to help tie your noose.
She wasn’t doing that. Was she? 
“Canvas!” Natasha almost shouted. She flinched, shocked by her fury.
“Yes, Mrs. Ryan?” 
“Get me Andre.” 
“Andre is online, Mrs. Ryan, but his vitals show his mood as angry and perhaps violent.” 
Natasha felt a mirthless grin crawl onto her mouth. 
“Then tell him to hurry.”





 

 
Chapter 6
 
 
“You can come out now,” Nicolai said. 
Across the apartment, Kai heard a mechanical sound that she assumed was a metal deadbolt clicking into place. She looked up at the corner dashboard, wanting to see a green perimeter that meant the place was sealed, but the canvas was still off. She felt like the little girl she’d once been, shivering in drippy ramshackle shelters and hiding from gangs. 
She forced her breath to settle. Nicolai’s conversation with Micah had taken what felt like forever. They hadn’t spoken loud, and her cochlear implant required Beam connectivity for auditory augmentation to work — something to do with sending weak signals to The Beam for algorithmic enhancement. So she’d been in a ball in the closet for the entire time, unable to hear, certain that Micah would come in at any moment. 
That much of the conversation she’d managed to get without her implant. Nicolai had sounded so guilty that he might as well have painted Kai and I lied to you and she’s in the bedroom now in red on his forehead. 
Kai could hear his footsteps approaching the closet door. Her feet had gone numb, and she was sitting on a grove of dress shoes. She’d wanted to move but was afraid to make noise. Maybe her hearing couldn’t be enhanced without Beam connectivity, but she wasn’t so sure about Micah’s. After seeing the next-level immersion rigs in his brother’s apartment, it was abundantly clear that those above her had a rather significant technological advantage. She didn’t feel terribly dignified. Nicolai’s shirts were on either side of her head, like she’d been sitting at the bottom of a laundry chute. It was dark and light on oxygen. There was little reason for the closet to have airflow, seeing as nanos maintained the clothes and managed cooped-up scents.
“I said, you can come out now,” Nicolai repeated from the other side of the door. “He’s gone.” 
“I’m just getting ready for you in here,” said Kai. 
“I can’t figure out how to open this door with the canvas down. Hang on.” 
“Ooh, I’m so hot. Come ravage me under your laundry.”
“Is there a knob inside or something?” 
“I hope there’s a knob inside soon. I’m going to wrap my hand around it and…” 
“Just push to the left, okay? Your left, if you’re facing the door.” 
Kai shrugged for no one to see, then laid her palms against the door and shoved. It opened slowly. The required force made her shiver. She and Nicolai, by pushing from both sides, had effectively grabbed the door in a single giant hand. If she’d been trapped in the closet herself — something she didn’t entirely understand, seeing as the canvas was off and she must have triggered a manual pneumatic once inside — she might never have been able to get out. 
“You okay?” Nicolai said, looking down. 
Kai looked back up at him. She realized she had a fallen shirt draped over most of her head. 
“I’m better than okay. I’m role-playing as a ghost.” 
Nicolai extended a hand. Kai took it then stood. She tossed the shirt behind her, thinking that one of Nicolai’s house bots would pick it up and press it if he ever turned his apartment back on. 
“I’m sorry. I had no idea he was coming.” 
“Neither did I.” Kai brushed at herself, freeing an errant sock. “Clearly. Did he wonder why your canvas was off, or know anything was up?” 
“He’s not stupid. I’m sure he knew something was up, but maybe he just thinks I have a gay lover.” 
“Why was he here?” 
Nicolai seemed to think. 
“You don’t know why he was here?” The idea made Kai’s heart flutter. Micah Ryan did nothing by accident, and crossing town to visit his brother’s speechwriter wouldn’t be an exception. He’d had a reason. Kai hoped her paranoia about what it was turned out unfounded.
“I know why he said he was here,” said Nicolai.
“Why?” 
“To explain about my father.” 
“That’s kind of a big coincidence, isn’t it?” Kai was growing more nervous. “We were just talking about that. Did you accidentally rub any magic lamps and say, ‘I wish Micah would show up and give me the answers I’m looking for’?” 
“What are you saying?” 
“I don’t know. What do you think I’m saying?” 
Nicolai looked at Kai for a long moment. 
“Look,” he said. “I’ve been paranoid since I got that first call from Micah. Wait. No. Since before that. Since Doc. Since you called me and came to me on that stolen screetbike.” 
“It wasn’t stolen. Whitlock still has it.” 
“Whatever. My point is I can’t live like this. If you’re trying to say that Micah was just waiting around for me to ask questions, maybe snooping outside my door, with the apartment bugged, with me wearing some sort of nano spy on my clothes…” 
“Is that a real possibility? Don’t you have a sweeper?” 
“Of course. But if you’re saying that he has nanos that a sweeper can’t detect, and that he’s been listening to everything we’ve said since that day, and has Beam access that lets him spy on us all the time whether we know it or not…” 
“Oh shit. Oh shit, Nicolai. Can he do that?” Kai felt out of control — one of the perils of spending time with Nicolai. Kai normally kept an impenetrable wall around her soft core and let nobody truly inside. She did her escort duties while outside of (and above) herself. When she was hired as an assassin, a different part of her was in charge, doing the job. She was emotionally solid and completely unshakable. Except with Nicolai. Right now, she wanted some of her walls to return. She didn’t like how she sounded: like a panicky cliché, a girl losing her shit and grasping a man’s sleeves so he’d rise to protect her. 
“This is exactly my point,” said Nicolai. “I give a ridiculous what-if, and you react like…” 
“Like what?” Just like that, something snapped back into place. Kai didn’t like the idea that she was being like anything.
“We did what we did,” he said. “Period. I can’t live worried all the time. I’ve been asking about the thing with my father every damned day. You hear it every time you see me. Micah came over because I’ve been dodging him. That’s all.” 
Kai nodded, trying to convince herself. “That’s all.” 
“Right? And if you promise not to freak out at the implications, I’d like to identify another possibility. Just for a laugh. An ultimate what-if.” 
“What do you think I am? Some ditzy broad who stands on a chair when she sees a mouse?” 
“Put yourself in Micah’s shoes. You said yourself that the thing with him ordering you to kill Doc was more of a test than a vendetta. Of course Doc could have been an asset to Micah. He knows that, but he also knows he had to make his point. So pretend you’re him, and pretend — just pretend! — that you know exactly what we did. Do you demolish the house of cards in a tantrum, losing both you (his trusted right-hand gal) and me, who he seems to have wanted in Camp Enterprise all along? Or do you look the other way and figure your point was made?” 
“So you think he knows?” 
“Noah Fucking West. No, I don’t think he knows. Just trying to make you feel better by pointing out the possibilities.” 
“I feel fine.” But that was only partially true. Actually, she felt defensive. 
“And pointing out that disrupting things now has virtually no upside for him. Again, if he knows, which he doesn’t.” 
“So you think,” said Kai. 
“Okay, fine. I don’t think. I know. I know he doesn’t know what we did with Doc.”
“Not that. I mean, you think there’s no upside to killing us both. All three of us.”  
Nicolai shook his head. “I’m confused.” 
“I’m saying that…” 
He held out a hand, placing it on Kai’s chest to stop her. His fingers brushed her right nipple through the fabric. She wondered what was wrong with her that she found the pacifying touch arousing, given the circumstances.
“Stop. I don’t want you to explain. I don’t want to be paranoid. I don’t want to think about the possibilities of who knows what and what might happen next.” He made a gesture with one hand that was like cutting off, or drawing a barrier. “This right here? This is a fresh start. Okay? We are where we are. Doc is where he is. Micah is your boss and wants to be mine. That’s it. Nothing happened before now. No secrets. Got it? My brain is about to explode. Let’s just stick our heads in the sand and be ignorant. Can we do that?” 
Kai met his soulful brown eyes. “Okay. So what now?” 
“I don’t know.” 
She looked toward the bed.
“Not that.”
“Fine. Okay. I’m here to visit. ‘What’s up, Nicolai? Well, this has been charming. Why the fuck don’t your closets work? You’re living like a homeless person.’” 
“Micah admitted to having Mafia connections,” said Nicolai. He turned to sit on the bed, abjectly platonic. “Not now, but back when my dad was alive.”
Kai sat beside him. “I sort of figured, when you told me about Italy and about them trying to bully their way into your father’s research.” 
“He said that’s all over. He said that Ryan Enterprises today is a normal, legit company.” 
“Assassins aside, naturally,” Kai said, putting her hand on her chest. 
“Legit by his standards, anyway.” Nicolai tapped his chin thoughtfully. “He told me that his grandfather — ‘Pops,’ he called him — was the guy with connections. He said that those connections died with Pops. Which makes sense, really. Think back to the Fall. Allegro Andante — the place that held my father’s patents — burned down. Salvatore Costa was dead; his family was dead; his house and personal lab were destroyed. Sounds like it took years for them to even suspect any of his research survived. The old man had to be ancient by then. I’d have to look it up, but he must have died right around that time, right? So with nothing to attempt to squeeze from the Costas and Allegro and without Pops, why would the Mob maintain its connections with the NAU’s Ryan Enterprises through all those bad years?”
“There’s Mafia in this country,” said Kai.
“Oh, don’t get me wrong. I don’t believe they’re nothing but board meetings and friendly lunches these days. You just hid in a closet because we’re afraid of their top man. I turned off my canvas to avoid detection then got detected anyway. I’m not saying there’s not plenty of dirty stuff going on. The question is how dirty?” 
Kai put her hand on his leg. “That is the question.” 
Beside her on the bed, Nicolai’s hair had fallen into a disheveled mess, long strands falling in front of his face, hanging on his glasses. Her recent adventures in evasion — so much less elegant and dignified than her evasion of Alix Kane and the Beamers — had upped her hormones and set everything on high alert. Everything. And Nicolai was so cute when he was thinking.  
“I need to know if he’s telling me the truth,” he said. “About the ’20s and ’30s. About my father, Ryan Enterprises, and the nanobots I had on me.”
Kai watched him then decided to play along. “So check into Micah’s father. See what he was up to. Do some research.” 
“Micah said Pops was his mother’s father.” 
“Well then, girl power to Mrs. Ryan. Check into her instead.”
“You think the elderly Rachel Ryan is a Mob boss?” 
“I don’t know anything about the elderly Rachel Ryan.” Kai cocked her head. “She’s got to be pretty damn elderly, though, if Micah is as old as I think he is.” 
“Supposedly over 140.” 
Kai felt like whistling. “Well, I’m sure she wasn’t always elderly. Or she could be one of those evil old people today. They exist, you know. It’s not all roses with those folks.” 
“No, I don’t think she was a Mob boss. She might have answers, though.” His eyes brightened. “Or Isaac. We should ask Isaac.” 
“The man you stormed out on? The one you’re betraying at Shift? The one who is losing his right-hand man and his wife to the other side at the same time while the gossip sheets laugh? That Isaac?” 
Nicolai sighed then turned to Kai. “Okay, so he might not open up to me. But you could talk to him.” 
“Because we’re such terrific friends.” 
Nicolai met her eyes for a pregnant second then shrugged. “Well, you could be.” 
Kai didn’t like his tone or the way his eyes had run down her body. And she normally liked his eyes on her body. 
“What exactly does that mean?” 
“You know…” 
“What do I know?” 
“Isn’t it your business to get information from men? Or at least to entertain them and make them comfortable? You got one of Micah’s supersoldiers to pass out at your feet. Literally.”
“You want me to sleep with Isaac?” 
“I don’t think you need to sleep.” 
“Are you kidding?” 
Nicolai shrugged again, flapping his hands in useless palms-up gestures. “Why is this such a crazy suggestion?” 
“Because I’m not a whore.” 
He looked at her again in exactly the wrong way, allowing the look to comprise his answer. Kai stood and slapped Nicolai hard across the face. He was surprised; he flinched hard and almost tumbled onto the floor. Following his recovery, Nicolai stared up at Kai with eyes full of uncomprehending innocence. 
“What the hell, Kai?” 
“I’m not a whore, Nicolai!” 
“But your business…and I mean, I’m in no way judging…” 
Kai put her hands on her hips, her arousal now totally gone, her blood boiling. “Let me tell you something about my business,” she said. “I hit the lottery in finding this profession. I’ve always liked to have a good time with good-looking men. But everything is hypocrisy. I didn’t grow up with the shame of my mother’s generation, but even with O sitting at the top of the Exchange since forever, there are still people who think sex is bad and that women shouldn’t enjoy themselves. I found a career that allowed me to do what I wanted — what I was good at — and get paid for it. Even back when I was working for O, I never took jobs I didn’t want to take. So much was already AI and immersion, but I was more requested anyway because technology can’t replicate a human mind no matter how hard it tries. And mine is fantastic. I was so in demand back then, I only took the best clients. I took on my…my ‘second career’ because it opened a whole new demographic. I might not have always been able to find a client I wanted to fuck who was willing to pay me, but at those times I always seemed able to find someone I was willing to lean on, or kill.” 
Nicolai looked shocked. He’d long suspected that Kai was an assassin on the side, and ever since the incident with Doc and Micah, he’d known for sure. But this was the first time she’d said it so plainly — had, in fact, said it in as inflammatory a way as possible to shock him because he’d made her angry — and had done so because she wasn’t ashamed. In both of her fields, she’d only taken the jobs she wanted, that seemed most worth doing. Kai was for hire, but only for ideal work. And she wasn’t a whore.
“Okay,” he said, his expression neutral.
“I like you, Nicolai. A lot. But if you ever suggest that I’d do something I don’t want to do…” 
“…you’ll kill me?” 
Her anger was already dissipating. It was impossible to stay mad at Nicolai for long. He was as tough and world-weary a man as she’d ever met, but he was, in some ways, soft and innocent like a child. She watched his face, seeing embarrassment blend with apprehension. He either wanted to atone or run. 
She sat back down. 
“I don’t want you, of all people, to think I’m a whore,” she said. 
“Sure.” 
“And I don’t want to try to sex information out of Isaac Ryan.” 
Nicolai held up a hand. “I’m just saying — and I’m not trying to convince you — that it would be information you want, too.” 
Kai rolled her eyes. 
“If you wanted to, I mean,” he added.
Kai looked down at her feet. She was wearing tall black boots with heels. She almost always wore heels, but it wasn’t because she wanted to look sexy. It was because she was so short, and the men around her — Nicolai, Micah, the Artist Formerly Known as Doc — were all so tall. 
This was absurd. Kai couldn’t pretend like they were a little wifey and her husband, playing house. She was a free agent. Nicolai knew she was a free agent, and always had. The O Corporation had mainstreamed sex, and her clients understood that. They weren’t buying something elicit, or purchasing pieces of her heart. They were buying an experience, like hiring a tour guide. Yet here she was, acting jealous. But not even jealous from her own point of view — jealous from Nicolai’s point of view, for Nicolai. It was as if she wanted him to have reservations about sending her into someone else’s bed. But Nicolai wasn’t like that. He understood that there was nothing between Kai and her clients other than business. 
Then she realized that that was the source of her anger: Nicolai wasn’t concerned because he knew it was business…including between the two of them.
She sighed. 
“Okay, say you’re right. Isaac’s a good-looking man. Say I’m game. How does any of this help me?” With a sliver of spite, she added, “…seeing as I’d be doing the work.” 
“He might be able to tell you what the company has in mind for you. Everyone sort of forgets that the two PR figureheads of the parties work together as principals within their family business. Isaac has aims for Directorate, and Micah has aims for Enterprise, but they both work to steer Ryan Enterprises. Micah keeps suggesting that you’ll be moving up into his tier, where you get the fancy rigs and West knows what else — which, by the way, he just did out in the other room with me. Isaac would know what that means and what position you’ll be moving into. And maybe me, too.” 
“Maybe Micah is keeping that separate and away from Isaac,” said Kai. “Maybe he wants me for his party, and not Ryan Enterprises.” 
“He’d know about the business’s history. The stuff with my father.” 
“Which has nothing to do with me.” She felt the need to drive home the point of serving her own needs strictly for the sake of driving it. She wouldn’t do it just for him. Given the circumstances, she simply couldn’t stomach it.
“It sort of does, though. You, me, and Doc. Kate, whatever. What affects one of us affects us all.” He made a twisted mess with all of his fingers, suggesting that their three lives were tied like strands in a braided rope. 
“Rachel Ryan would know those things too,” said Kai. 
“She’s ancient.” 
“That’s rather ageist of you. She wasn’t young once? Maybe she ran the company back in the day. And if anyone has at least your answers, she sounds more likely to me, seeing as it was her father sniffing your daddy’s ass back in the old world.” 
“I can’t just go in and see some woman I don’t know and start asking about her family affairs.” 
Kai shrugged. “I can’t just go in and see my boss’s brother and ask to swing on his Johnson.” 
Nicolai laughed. “That, you definitely can do. I guarantee you Isaac isn’t getting laid. Not in real life, anyway.” 
“So I’m supposed to knock him out and rape his brain?” 
“You wouldn’t have to. He’d crack like a walnut. You don’t know Isaac, Kai. You know how they tell you that if someone grabs you, you should break out of their grip via the thumb, because it’s the weakest? Well, Isaac is the thumb in this scenario. And that’s true under ordinary circumstances, but he’s especially beaten up now and at an absolute low. He’ll grasp at any lifeline. Now, add the amazing Kai Dreyfus to the equation, and it’s like a sledgehammer versus a grape. Imagine what you, with your unique skills, would be able to get out of him.”
“Maybe you could do the same with Rachel.” 
“Come on, Kai. Be serious.” 
“I am being serious. Something for something. You want me to go on a reconnaissance mission? Okay, then you do the same. You don’t have to sex her up. I’m guessing it’s like old, preserved documents down there anyway. She’d probably crumble to dust the minute you…” 
“Fucking hell.” 
“I just mean you should talk to her. And I’ll talk to Isaac.” She emphasized talk to make it clear exactly what was on the table. She watched for Nicolai’s reaction and saw nothing beyond an agreeable nod. Strictly business. It made her want to hit him again. 
“Fine,” he said. The way the word came out, she was surprised he didn’t extend his hand so they could shake on it.
She looked at him somewhat sideways. Then, with an edge in her voice, she said, “So if I’m okay with this, you’re sure you don’t mind me doing what needs to be done.”
Nicolai shrugged. “It’s your body.”
“It’s not yours to play with or command,” she said. 
“Right.” 
She looked again at the bed — neatly made, soft to the touch, and unused despite her hour-plus in his apartment — and wished he’d answered differently.





 

 
Chapter 7
 
 
Rachel Ryan’s thin skin looked like paper. Beneath her frail integument lived a network of blue veins like roads on a map. Her hands were a skeleton’s, her neck all tendons. 
By contrast, the old woman’s face seemed noticeably younger and far easier for Nicolai to look at. She’d applied copious amounts of cosmetic powders and paints, and although it should have looked like a macabre artist’s creation, it looked almost natural. Rachel had returned her pale skin to a human tone; she’d given her lips enough color to appear average; she’d somehow smoothed one color into another and left her cheeks with just enough blush to suggest healthy blood flow. Her eyebrows were in place and seemed to be her own. Rather than appearing made up, Nicolai had to admit that her face, taken as a whole, could have been that of any desperately old Directorate woman from the lower end — or certainly one from among the poor Enterprise, where the unenhanced people below the line were lucky to reach one hundred. 
“I know what you’re thinking,” Rachel said, smiling through very thin lips. “You’re wondering how old I am.” 
She slowly crossed her small room in the Alpha Place apartment complex. In concept, the place was a senior center, but in reality it was more like a building populated solely by extremely wealthy older people, all served night and day by well-dressed slaves. 
“No, ma’am,” Nicolai answered. He’d been sitting in a chair while a nurse/butler went to retrieve the patient/lady of the house. He stood at her arrival. Nicolai had initiated the gesture as a sign of respect, but it quickly became one of offering assistance. “Can I help you to your chair?” 
Rachel stopped and looked Nicolai in the eyes. He took a step back. Her old crone’s smile widened and cracked her lips at their sides.
“I could do a backflip for you right now,” she said. “My bones have been electrochemically replaced with Plasteel and titanium, and most of my muscles swapped with prototype biological motors that my son sends over like baskets of fruit. The problem isn’t me getting to the chair. The danger is what’s left of the real me falling off the frame before I get there.” 
Nicolai didn’t know what to say, so he sat back down. Then he watched as slowly, like a person balancing a tray stacked with delicate stemware, Rachel made her way to an antique wood-and-cloth chair and eased herself into it. As she lowered her body using the chair’s padded arms, her limbs didn’t shake. Only her flesh jiggled. Finally, she settled in, rearranged herself with strangely precise, strong movements, and exhaled. 
“That’s better.”
“Are you feeling okay, Mrs. Ryan?” It was an awkward sort of question, but Nicolai felt like he had to say something.
“The problem with getting as old as I am,” she said, “is keeping the ghost in the machine. I’ve got something under me that looks like Robocop, but…” 
“Robocop?”
The old woman flapped a wrinkled hand. “You’re too young. It was from my day.” 
“Oh.” 
“I have a frame like a tank, but imagine making a house of cards on top of that frame. It doesn’t matter how sturdy the frame is, see…it can’t make the house of cards any stronger. That’s how it is with me. But you wouldn’t know. What are you, thirty-five?” 
“Eighty-seven.” 
“Well, that’s how it goes these days,” she said with a sigh that was almost wistful. “About the age of my boys, so you’d think I’d be used to it, but still it’s hard to believe. I looked the way a person is supposed to look at any given age for all of my life. Same as everyone in here, for the most part. What I look like now, there’s no seeming age for it because people aren’t supposed to live this long. I was somewhere around your age before I got my first treatments, but they came too late to turn back my clock. They tell me that nanobots won’t make you young. They can only keep you as young as you already are — or aren’t.” 
“They’ll take off a few years,” said Nicolai. But really, that was true of everyone inside the NAU. Whenever Nicolai searched old Internet archives through a Beam emulator, he was always shocked by how old people appeared. Thirty-year-olds looked fifty. People in their sixties looked to be in their eighties. And that was comparing them to the unenhanced poor who hadn’t had any life extension. It was the profusion of ambient nanobots in the air and filtration systems, in-home dust mite scavengers, and fortifications in almost all non-grown foods (and even in plenty of grown foods, thanks to soil engineering) that did it. 
“Let’s get this out in the open,” she said. “I was born in 1950. Those were golden years. I grew up with the Beatles and Motown, Buddy Holly and the Big Bopper. I used to spend my days in malt shops, and my boyfriend had a Ford Fairlane. I watched Friends and Seinfeld when I was older, and by the time the Internet came around, I was already getting fed up with kids and their bang-whiz doodads. I thought it didn’t matter. What the hell; who cared if they put a base on the moon? I’d be dead soon.”
Something dry and horrible cracked in her throat, making her catch a long breath. 
“Then the chaos hit, and I said it again: Let the world burn; I’ll be dead soon. Eventually, I got cancer. Can you believe that? Goddammit if I didn’t get cancer after cancer had been cured. They said it was too aggressive for treatment and too advanced for the drugs at the time. This was before microsurgery, mind you. But for the third time, I said, ‘Who cares. I’ll be dead soon anyway.’ But then Micah brings me this syringe and says, ‘Ma, this will help you.’ I didn’t care. So the doctors shot me up, and they tell me that those first little buggers went in and assassinated my tumor one cell at a time. It didn’t matter how aggressive or advanced it was. Cancer cells don’t know they should die, and the bots were going in and telling them that they had to. When it was done, the tumor was gone, and then I was the only one left who apparently didn’t know when to die.”
The old woman rearranged herself in the chair, and again Nicolai was struck by her motions. Each shift seemed both easy and painfully uncomfortable at once. He got a mental image of a powerful metal claw attempting to cradle an egg. 
“That’s fascinating,” said Nicolai. 
Rachel Ryan’s face changed, nostalgic rambling replaced by a harsh, cynical expression.
“Cut the shit,” she snapped. “They told me you were a friend of Micah’s and that you wanted to pay me a visit. That’s absurd. So what the hell are you here for?” 
Nicolai watched the woman for a moment, reframing. He’d been lured into thinking he was talking to a delicate old woman who’d lived through plenty and had a tale she wanted to tell. He’d been fooled by the packaging and hadn’t thought to look inside. Now he saw where he was — not sitting in front of a lonely old flower who wished for company and love in her waning days. In truth, he was sitting in front of a spider, its web already spun halfway around him.
“Why is the idea absurd?” he said.
The question was meant to buy him a few seconds. He’d come in with a half-formed idea to tell Rachel that his visit was for medical market research on behalf of Xenia Labs, but he’d never finished the idea for two reasons. One was that he wasn’t medical and didn’t know where to take the scenario if she asked questions. But more dangerously, he now realized he’d made the mistake of assuming she wouldn’t be sharp enough to see right through it. 
Rachel gave him a look before answering: “Because Micah doesn’t have any friends.” 
Nicolai met her eyes, his story crumbling to dust. 
“Micah is a snake, like me,” she said. “If you’re by his side, you’re either a henchman or someone with my son’s knife to his throat.” She gave a cackle and settled back, this time with a motion that seemed filled more with pleasure than pain.
“I just work with him,” said Nicolai. 
“A henchman then.”  
Nicolai didn’t know what to say next. He didn’t work for Micah yet, but it seemed increasingly likely that he soon would. But as to what his supposed job was, or what errand he was supposedly on? Those questions were blanks. He’d spoken with the house staff as he’d come in and registered as a visitor, and they’d treated him like a dignitary. He’d been thanked no fewer than three times for the visitation. It had quickly begun to feel like an errand of charity first and a reconnaissance mission at an easy, distant second. But all those assumptions had done was to unseat his readiness and make him sloppy.
“It’s not official,” he said. “He just wants me on his side.” 
“Obvious. The question is, whether you’re here to help or hinder something he’s doing.” 
Something inside Nicolai snapped like a twig. Rachel saw it happen and patted the air with one wrinkled hand. 
“Oh, relax. You think I’m going to go running to him? I can take care of myself and make my own decisions. Micah doesn’t run Ryan Enterprises yet.” 
“Well, of course, I know that Isaac handles…” 
“Isaac’s position is almost honorary. I was talking about me.”
“You?” 
“My father started this business,” she said. “It’s mine now. The boys handle the day-to-day, but I’m not giving up my controlling interest before I’m dead. I imagine that will be any time now. It’s okay. I’m ready for Hell.” 
Nicolai coughed. 
“Not that I believe in Hell. Just in planning for the worst.” 
He felt punched, watching the old woman’s slow yet oddly precise movements as she tried to get comfortable. The juxtaposition of frailty and power was disorienting. She looked delicate enough to be undone by a draft or a misstroke of her heart, yet Nicolai found himself walking on egg shells, terrified of blurting something wrong. But then with that thought, something clicked. 
My father started this business. It’s mine now.
“Did they tell you my name?” he asked.
“Nicolai,” said Rachel. 
“Nicolai Costa,” he finished. 
A slow, crawling grin crept across the woman’s ancient features. “Oh. Now I understand. Micah told you, did he?”
“What do you think he might have told me?” 
“You’ve watched too many old detective movies,” Rachel said. “I know all the clichés, so here’s another for you: ‘I’ll ask the questions here, mister.’”
“You think he told me about my father,” said Nicolai. 
“What else?” 
“About his inventions. About how I brought them into the NAU without realizing it.” 
Nicolai suddenly realized that he would tell the old woman everything if she didn’t stop him. He’d lost his filter, and his alibi. If he wasn’t careful, he’d end up telling her about the trick he and Kai had pulled on her son. A terrible idea because Nicolai was realizing he hadn’t just played the trick on Micah after all. Doc was a threat to Ryan Enterprises, not just Micah. That meant they’d played their trick on Rachel, too. 
“My father tried very hard to get those little robots from Salvatore,” she said. “It was a complicated situation. There was only so much he could do because the bots were useless without your father’s knowledge. We didn’t just need the hovertech nanobots. We needed Salvatore, too.” 
“We?” 
“The company.” 
“But you didn’t get him. He was killed.” Nicolai swallowed. “Tell me the truth, Mrs. Ryan. Did your father have him killed?” He felt his heartbeat ramping up at the weight of his request. He’d just implied murder, and he was suggesting very matter-of-factly that her family might have gained its power through violence and duplicity. It wasn’t an indefensible position for Nicolai to hold, seeing as they had. 
She shook her head. Nicolai got the impression that she was very deliberately dampening the motors in her neck, so as not to rattle her brain to death inside her reinforced skull. 
“No. He didn’t. He wouldn’t. Even if it wouldn’t have meant cutting off a source of needed capital — your father’s mind — he wouldn’t have done anything like that. I’m too old for bullshit, young man, so I’ll say it straight: My father built his business through some very lean years using a few sometimes-unsavory tactics. But I can promise you, there is honor among thieves. There must be, or it all falls apart.”
Nicolai’s disbelief must have shown on his face because she followed the pause with more truth. 
“You don’t believe me? Think about it then. Your father’s developments were revolutionary, but they were unfinished. We knew about some of the weaponry, but it was only new tricks on an old theme. He could make fancy grenades, but what did it matter? So could our contracts in defense. If Micah hadn’t opened up the north in the ’30s, we’d have found those resources somewhere else. That’s one thing that becomes obvious when you live as long as I have: There is always a way. No, the one thing Salvatore Costa and Allegro Andante had that we couldn’t replicate were those bots. But not just the bots — it was the way they thought as a group that mattered. That was a model that had been shown to make sense. Just look at what happened in the ’20s with Spooner and his moon project.” 
“What about it?” Nicolai knew about the Mare Frigoris moon base, of course. Everyone did. The opening of the base and its dark-side telescope was an international holiday — ironic because the holiday was supposed to celebrate the triumph of worldwide cooperation yet was only celebrated today inside the prosperous NAU. Nicolai had barely been a kid when the base had opened and didn’t see what it had to do with nanobots, the Costas, or the Ryans. 
Rachel laughed. “He got the world to do his work for him! Every bolt on that station was designed and architected by someone in a wiki, working for free, from somewhere on Earth. And we thought we understood crowdsourcing before! It was like having a slave force then pocketing the profits and getting everyone to say thank you. Millions of minds tossing their bit into a single, ultra-intelligent brain that was greater than the sum of its parts. Remind you of anything?” 
“You mean my father’s nanobots?” 
“Them, Crossbrace, The Beam…what doesn’t work like that now?” She put a withered hand to her chest. “My father was a forward thinker, too. He saw what networked intelligence would be able to do in the future. He wanted Salvatore on his side, but Allegro had him locked up. So in the end, if he couldn’t be persuaded to come willingly, Dad had to let him go.” She laughed again. “But you? We didn’t count on you taking Salvatore’s little soldiers through Hell for us. Training them. Forcing them to adapt and grow. By the time you made it to the NAU seven years later, we didn’t need Salvatore to run the nanobots. By then, they were running themselves.” 
“Micah wants me to work for him,” Nicolai blurted. It simply came out of him, without planning or warning.
“Of course he does,” said Rachel. She squinted at Nicolai like a bacterium under her microscope. “But more importantly, I think I might let him take you on.” 
“Let him?”
“Micah does what he’s told,” she said.
“Same as Isaac?” 
“Isaac does even what he isn’t told.” 
Nicolai looked Rachel over from head to toe. She was like any old woman, albeit one who was far past her prime and apparently good with facial cosmetics. Isaac and Micah were in their eighties but appeared to be in their thirties, but Rachel looked her age. The revolution that Nicolai had unwittingly ushered might one day be able to make the younger Ryans immortal, but Rachel wasn’t long for the world. She knew it and seemed to have accepted it. For now, she held plenty of strings, but Nicolai wondered how many of them were fraying. He wondered what would happen once they broke and the puppets started pulling the strings themselves. 
He leaned forward. “Can I ask you a question?” 
“It’s so charming when people ask permission, knowing they’re about to blurt out regardless.” 
“Why are you telling me all of this?” 
“Because old people love it when young people want to talk to them,” she said, smiling to reveal a perfect, unblemished set of teeth. “Would you like some butterscotch candy?” 
“I mean, how do you know you can trust me?” 
Nicolai thought Rachel had laughed earlier, but that laughter was a thin chuckle compared to the roar that escaped her now. Her palms slapped the chair’s arms. Her head fell back, perilous to her brain though it may have been. She shook as if in a fit.
“I don’t care if you can be trusted,” she said, wiping away a tear. “Who are you going to tell, and what would any of it mean to them?” She smoothed her last fits of laughter. “Oh, Mr. Costa, we haven’t scratched the surface of what I consider to be precious secrets. No, you deserve to know your role in the development of your father’s technology. Honor among thieves, don’t you know. It was always going to be necessary, someday, to bring you in and let you decide if you wanted to help us or not.” 
“You mean ‘help Micah.’” 
“I said what I meant. I’m sitting in front of you, and you still think my sons have different ends in mind than what I want for the future. But let me ask you something: Right now, the Directorate controls the Senate. But what do you think will happen if Enterprise takes the majority at Shift?’ 
He shrugged. The question sounded rhetorical, but she waited, apparently meaning for Nicolai to answer. 
“I assume they’ll ratify beem currency.”
Rachel shook her head. “Beem. Debates over dole increases. Directorate oversight for entrepreneurial ventures that impact the public sector. Allotments of police and fire departments. Oh, there are plenty of hotbeds in this Shift. More than enough to argue about. Such choice. So many things that matter so very much to all of those people out there.” 
“If those issues don’t matter, then what does?” said Nicolai. 
She waved a finger. “Ah, but now we’re getting close to the secrets I don’t want to share.” 
“Why? You said that nobody would believe me.” 
“I said that it wouldn’t mean anything. That’s different.” 
“How?”
She affected a detective’s inflection. “I’ll ask the questions, sonny.” 
Nicolai recrossed his legs, feeling restless. The impression of being a fly in front of a spider was larger than ever. He looked up at Rachel and suddenly wondered if she’d known everything all along: Who he was, why he’d come, what he knew, and what he’d done. The thought was paranoid, but it was hard to shake. 
He felt a reckless idea seize him. Thinking back to his conversation with Micah in his apartment, he said, “What is the Beau Monde?” 
A new look crossed the old woman’s face. There was just a flicker of surprise, but it was there long enough for Nicolai to see it for what it was. 
“Now that’s an interesting question,” she said.
“I’ve seen the high-end immersion rigs in Isaac’s apartment,” he said. It was a calculated risk, but he was beginning to feel that he had little to lose.
“I don’t know all of the new toys Micah is having made,” she said. “But that’s not what you asked about, is it?” 
“They’re sensory interfaces that are light years ahead of what’s publicly available or even known to the general…” 
“There has to be a down in order for there to be an up,” said Rachel, interrupting his technical sidetrack with a dismissive wave. “My father used to say that. Everyone needs someone to aspire to, and someone to control them.” 
“You’re saying it’s about control?” 
“Everything is about control, Mr. Costa.”
“Who controls you?” 
She shook her head of white hair. “You’re only seeing one small corner of the puzzle. It’s just enough to tell you there’s more hidden away. That’s why you came here, isn’t it? To peek at a little more of the picture. Maybe you thought I’d be soft enough to spill my guts. But I imagine all I’ve done is to make you wonder more.” 
“What will happen if Enterprise gains majority at Shift?” asked Nicolai.
“A more pertinent question,” she said, “is, ‘What will happen when people like you reach my age, and yet are really no older than you are now?’” 
“How is that the same?” 
“What will happen as more and more people are born with The Beam, with half of their selves rooted in artificial senses, and half of their minds in a cloud?” 
“I don’t see your point.” 
“What will happen, Mr. Costa, 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?”
Nicolai sat forward. “What happened with Noah West?” 
“Oh,” she said, “but that’s the most delicious secret of all.” 
He’d been beginning to feel vertigo, but all of a sudden it slammed to a stop, and he again found himself facing an old woman in a chair, her hands thin and bony, her skin like paper. They could be great grandson and great grandmother, having a visit for tea and conversation. 
“I don’t understand any of what you’re saying,” he said.
“You’ll find out,” Rachel said with a smile. “It is your birthright, after all.”





 

 
Chapter 8
 
 
Kate looked to each side as she followed Inspector Levy through the depot, watching the other inspectors and passengers waiting their way through inspection. Everyone looked so bland and uninteresting as they went about their boring routines. Their days wouldn’t involve a bust for trafficking (intergalactic drug trafficking, she supposed) or the threat of prison. No one even looked over at Kate as she followed the sloppy man in the cheap-looking federal uniform. They didn’t know that a free life was about to crash into incarceration.
Life behind bars, here I come. Again.
“I didn’t know there were concealed hatches on the shuttle,” Kate begged at Levy’s back. “It was prepped for me. I was out at the station on…” 
“Save it,” said Levy.
She watched the man’s back. His shirt was white, with a simple dark band tie. His pants were black or very dark gray. His shoes made a clacking sound on the stone underfoot — similar to but deeper than Kate’s clicking heels. A handheld slumbergun hung in a holster on his hip. Kate’s wrists weren’t in cuffs. Levy’s restraints were opposite his holster, in a small pouch. 
“Am I in trouble?” 
“Oh, yes.” 
She had to ask. “Then why didn’t you cuff me?” 
“Do I need to cuff you?” 
“No,” she said. Her thin wrists flinched involuntarily behind her. She could almost feel the cool metal (or was it Plasteel?) against her skin. The notion unsettled her in a way that even Levy’s command to “Please follow me” hadn’t. This was big trouble, and she was in a heap of shit.
The depot was wide open, and looking across it, Kate wondered if she should try to run. He hadn’t cuffed her, probably to spare her some dignity. She was just a girl, and he already knew that she didn’t have reinforced bones for striking, Degraff muscle fiber replacements for generating extra force, or any other hidden weapons. Doc, when he’d still been Doc, had very much wanted the specialist to add all sorts of goodies under his new skin, but Kai and the specialist had said that it would be unwise. Crime was the only sector where Doc could slot back into Enterprise at a similar pay grade. Given his natural schmoozing ability, smuggling had seemed like a natural fit. But moon travelers were comprehensively scanned, so he’d have to go in raw, with minimal enhancement, and rely on his wits as he always had. 
But his wits — now that they were her wits — had failed. She hadn’t known about the moon’s new security measures, and her employer either hadn’t known either or hadn’t bothered to tell her. All the schmoozing in the world wouldn’t get her out of this. 
But then again, schmoozing and wits weren’t the same. Wits could be used to find new ways to navigate a tricky situation. To improvise. If possible, to escape. 
Kate looked from the inspection stations to the depot’s far end, and the idea of running immediately fled her mind. Where could she escape to? She was on the moon, and there was no air outside. Her breathers were in the shuttle, and it wouldn’t exactly be easy to lose a hover out on the surface anyway. Not to mention the negative 273 degrees Celsius of cold to be had outdoors here once night fell.
No, the lunar elevator was her only way off of the rock, and to use it, Kate’s shuttle would have to be docked to the climber. Even if she somehow managed to dock and descend while fleeing the authorities (which was so impossible as to be laughable), NAU police would be waiting for her on the other side. Running was a dead end. She’d have to follow Levy’s lead, and see where it led her.
“Right in here, please,” Levy said.
He pushed open a door to what looked like an office. As Kate got closer and peered inside, she saw it was closer to a mix between an interrogation room and an inspection station. The walls were off-white, somewhat scuffed and dirty. The room had a large gray table in the center. The table seemed to be mounted to the floor, with a pair of molded chairs on either side, also mounted. Fastened to each chair’s seats — as well as lining a bench along the far wall — were loops of Plasteel, probably for fastening handcuffs. 
“I need to make a call,” said Kate.
“Right now, you need to come into this room,” said Levy. His earlier shyness was gone. She could argue and bluster with him, but what good would it do? The other inspectors would side with Levy, and all anyone had to do to justify Kate’s containment was to look at her shuttle with its hatch full of moondust and lined with red-glowing nanos. 
She’d have to let him arrest her then return to Earth in restraints. Hopefully, those with better connections could work some magic from there. Maybe Omar. Little had been said about Omar during her refurb, but it seemed ironic that she now worked only one degree away from him. He was her boss now — the man she didn’t trust, with his odd connections to Micah Ryan his and dreams of conspiracy, all of it salted with a breezy breed of betrayal. Fortunately, Omar didn’t know whom Jimmy had truly hired to run his dust. He didn’t know who she’d once been and still was inside. In Omar’s duplicitous hands, that information would be very dangerous.
Kate averted her eyes and entered the room. Levy followed then closed the door behind them. The lock clicked, and Kate assumed that they were now magnetically sealed inside. The room would be soundproof and designed to outwit lowlife geniuses. It was a federal room, designed by federal minds. There would be no escape. 
“Am I under arrest?” 
“Are you carrying any more dust on your person?” 
“No.” 
He swiped a sequence of movements on a wall marked INSPECTOR ACCESS. A small invisible panel slid open, and Levy removed something that looked like a gun. 
“What’s that for?” 
“Just stand still.” 
He pulled the trigger, and a puff of mist wafted from the barrel. The mist surrounded Kate then seemed to vanish. A moment later, it seemed to reform and reentered the muzzle like a vidstream in reverse. 
“Nanobots?” she said.
Levy ignored her, looking down at a readout on the device. A small screen on its top had turned green, but he shook his head and set it back inside the compartment. He looked at Kate. “Not good for you,” he announced.
Kate shook her head. “I’m not holding anything on me. I don’t even know what this is all about. When I went out to Digger, some techs took my shuttle while I was in my meeting and…” 
“I’m going to need to do a manual search.” 
Kate blinked. “Excuse me?” 
“Strip down.” 
Kate made a face that was very Doc Stahl. “The fuck I’m gonna.” 
“I have to verify that you’re not holding.” 
“The screen on that thing was green, slick. Green means clean.” 
“It fed me a few uncertain readings,” he said. Then he tapped his head, implying he had an implant that talked to the nanobot gun.
“Oh sure. Where are those spots?” 
“Strip down. Now.” 
“Convenient for you,” said Kate, her hands on her hips. 
A small strap held the inspector’s slumbergun in his holster. He popped it open and rested the heel of his hand on the butt. 
“You’re in a lot of fucking trouble,” Levy said. “Do you know that?”
“Ooh.” She made a fake pout. “You’ve got a dirty mouth.” 
“Ten years minimum, probably on the Flat 4 island. I saw how much dust you’re carrying on the nano readout, and that’s just the one compartment. I’m betting you have others. If you go to prison, you’re facing some seriously bad times. Do you know much about the Flat system?”
Oh, yes. She knew it intimately. Toss the criminals together in a closed space without guards or rules. Let the bad guys and gals do what they wanted to each other, so long as they stayed inside.
Kate nodded.
“Do you know how it’s tiered?” 
“What the fuck you want, hoss?” said Kate.
“Smugglers come in all types, from small peddlers to violent kingpins. An inspector’s word goes a long way in determining how the courts see you — and which tier of a Flat you’re placed into. So which kind of smuggler do you want me to say you are? A compliant small-timer, or a really bad one who deserves the highest tier?”
“Noah Fucking West,” she said. “I knew titties were trouble.”
With an eye roll at Levy, she peeled off her shirt. She wasn’t wearing a bra. She didn’t need one despite her size and had never liked dealing with them when she’d been a man. They were always in the way back then, and they itched now. 
She stood with her chest bare, hands back on her hips. “Happy?”  
Levy slowly circled Kate in a farce of inspection. He touched each breast, lifting it. His fingers brushed her nipples. In spite of the situation, the tweaks made her shiver. Kate had undergone a thorough refurb, and everything was hooked up just as it was supposed to be. If I’ve gotta be a girl, Doc had told the specialist, I want to be able to do all that fun shit girls are able to do, like that multiple orgasm trick.
“Now the rest,” said Levy.
Kate rolled her eyes again, unbuttoned her pants, and slid them down. There was no point in delaying the inevitable, so she took her panties down in the same motion. She stepped from her heels and the puddle of clothes, then stood stark naked in the room’s center. The floor was very cold. 
“Because clearly, I’d stuff my cooch with moon rocks,” she said. “No danger to my health there if the bag leaked.” 
“Shh,” said Levy, now putting his hands everywhere. 
Everywhere. 
“Well, this seems professional and aboveboard.”
“You know,” said Levy, eyes widening with lust as his hands moved to his belt. “Maybe you didn’t actually trip the inspection sensors.” 
“I didn’t, huh?” 
“You didn’t if you play ball.” 
“Play ball…or play with balls?”  
“What do you think?” 
He’d unbuttoned his pants and was about to unzip. A million thoughts tore through Kate’s mind in an odd mishmash. Levy had her dead to rights; she’d been caught holding enough Lunis to send her to a high-tier Flat even without him badmouthing her. Maybe cooperating actually would get her out of here unscathed. But shit…she didn’t exactly want any man parts in her. The thought was repugnant. But then again, maybe ten minutes of unpleasantness would save her a decade, maybe more. 
If Levy would keep up his end of the bargain. He might welch even if she did what he wanted. And what about his terminal and her shuttle, out there in the depot, still lit up? 
“You already got me,” she said. “The Beam knows I’m caught.”
“We get false positives all the time. Part of working with a new system.” 
“You’re gonna erase my blip?” she said, skeptical. “Just make it all go away?” 
Levy had moved around behind her. There was an unzipping noise.
“I’m a lesbian,” she said.
“A girl like you wouldn’t want me even if you were straight,” he said. “I won’t pretend you’re into it.” There was a shuffle of fabric. “Bend over the table.” 
“I haven’t decided yet,” she said.
“I said bend over.” 
“Motherfucker, just take it easy. This isn’t exactly something I’m used to d — ” 
Kate felt something touch her bare ass. 
Doc Stahl had lived his life on the thin line between right and wrong and had run across many people who didn’t like him and wanted him dead. He’d carried an emergency change of clothes in his hover in case he had to flee a lover in the face of a rampaging spouse. He’d had his apartment recently invaded. Over and over again, Doc had been grabbed from behind by an attacker intent on doing him harm. His body had changed, but his instincts hadn’t, and so Kate’s reaction to the man at her ass was automatic, involuntary, and happened completely without her permission. Her elbow came up hard and fast, connecting with Inspector Levy’s face just above the lip. He’d tilted his head back, probably to get a good look at what was about to go where, and had exposed his nose. Kate’s blow turned into an effortless chop, breaking his septum up into his brain. Then Levy slumped to the floor in the sealed, soundproofed room, dead with his eyes still blinking. 
The blinking stopped. Blood trickled from his shattered nose, spreading into a macabre red mustache. 
Kate stepped away, looking down at the body. Between her face and Levy’s corpse were two large, gravity-defying breasts. 
“What the fuck is wrong with me that I’m still turned on by these things?” she said to herself as she cupped them.
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Chapter 1
 
 
January 29, 2086 — District Zero
 
“Mr. Stahl?” 
Doc turned. 
The agent — too tall, too beautiful, and too robustly endowed to be anything other than real estate bait — was standing across the apartment, trailing her long, delicate fingers across a property scan station sitting on the kitchen bar. Every movement was sexy, almost contrived. She was wearing heavy (but not overly heavy) eye makeup and, Doc was near certain, had glitter in her hair. Doc almost wanted to laugh. These days, it seemed like brokers all hired from modeling schools, stuffed the girls full of stats, and sent them out to woo their prospects with temptation and pheromones. Doc almost wanted to ask the girl a question about real estate law in DZ just to see if she’d bother with a bullshit answer.
“I was asking about your move-in plans. Are you eager to buy immediately or just looking?” 
“Because this place will sell quickly, right?” Doc smiled. “Because there are several offers already on the table?” 
The agent — whose name Doc seemed to remember sounding like a stripper’s, possibly Felicity — looked caught off guard. “Well, actually, yes. There is an interested party in…”
“Fuck it then. Let them take it.” 
The agent’s fingers twitched over the scan station. The connection blipped, perhaps thinking she was interested in favoriting the property or making an offer on it. “So you’re not…” 
“I like it, darlin’,” Doc told her. He turned then laced his fingers together behind his back. He’d worn one of his best suits for the showing, knowing full well that any decent agent’s snooper AI would look at the fine tailoring, decide what the prospect could likely afford, and cue the agent to negotiate accordingly. It didn’t matter. This was an important moment for Doc (one might even say “monumental” or “watershed”), and it deserved some honoring. Besides, he could handle Felicity the model-agent and whatever tricks she had up her sleeve.
“So…” 
Doc turned again then took a few steps toward her. 
“Let’s just get this out of the way, okay? I want this apartment, but I know what it’s worth because I’m a salesman too, Sparkles. I have clients in this building. I know those stupid bridges between the two towers are just hookup spots for kids and hotbeds of narcotic activity. But I also know that it doesn’t matter because the kids are the spoiled rich shits that come spilling out of spoiled rich parents, and because I got into plenty of trouble in my youth and didn’t hurt nobody by just being a jackass. But because there have been arrests, the law says you have to disclose that. And I know how much that disclosure turns most buyers away.”
“I…” she began.
“You don’t have other offers right now. I know you don’t. And it’s the end of the month, so this is your last chance to grab commissions. So let’s not play that game.” 
The girl looked dizzy. Doc turned back to the windows and stared out across the city’s sprawl. Like all of the apartments he’d seen in Tuco Towers, an entire wall gleamed with floor-to-ceiling windows. Standing near them now gave Doc a feeling of weightlessness. Or perhaps of having risen high above, which was exactly what he’d done over the past few years. 
“So…” the girl began. 
“My move-in plans are immediate. Now, hon. But just show me around, and don’t yank my chain about the price. Two of my clients have empty apartments on their floors.” 
The girl cleared her throat, apparently trying to regroup. He almost felt sorry for her. No one outsold the master salesman. 
Doc felt his fingers twined together behind his back, the sides of both hands pressed against the rear of his fine bespoke suit coat. The rug under his feet was brand new and had a scent that made Doc think of wealth. The view, forty-seven stories up, gave him a grand view of the city — high enough to be above most of the surrounding buildings, but not so high as to feel totally alone. The apartment was on the spire’s far side, facing away from the eyesore of the other tower and the drug/sex bridges. Doc could see all the way to the monument crater, to the bridges out of the city. 
He wanted to say something out loud, but Felicity (or whatever) the Agent was tapping her handheld behind him in an attempt to recover her edge. So Doc said it in his mind: I’ve made it. Finally, by fuck, I’ve made it. 
Doc’s struggle had been intense. Even when he’d first started seeing successes selling add-ons to an increasingly impressive client roster (a level of quasi-security that felt only as solid as walking across an eggshell: fragile and likely to fracture at any moment), he’d told himself that the worst wasn’t over. And it hadn’t been. Just when he’d finally built up a respectable bank balance, there had been that dry spell when the resin used to bind his wholesalers’ nanobots to their substrates had become suddenly scarce. Doc had wiped his savings dry trying to scramble. He’d needed to stay afloat, but he was heavily invested in ocular heads-up enhancements on a wing and a prayer. Trends had gone the other way, though, and Doc’s clients had opted for quasi-immersives instead — from other dealers because Doc hadn’t thought add-ons that provided “partial immersion” was an idea worth dick. His semi-legal suppliers were raided, and that lost him too many clients. The economic dip two years ago had nearly ruined him. There were months when Doc had been sick — just a flu, but it had swept the city, and the medical nanos that fought it had to be refabricated rather than reprogrammed — and those nanobot deals, of course, had gone to the pyramid’s top first. 
At the time, Doc had been poor and had nearly bankrupted himself trying to stay afloat as clinic fabricators barely kept pace with demand. That would never happen again. 
Felicity the Real Estate Agent had moved into the spacious kitchen. She motioned for Doc to come over. He was halfway across the apartment when he realized that she hadn’t actually called him. What she’d done was closer to a wink. Damn her. Doc was immune to her sales bullshit, but if she wiggled her ass or shook her tits or pursed her lips like a blowjob in the offing, he’d end up being dragged around like a bitch on a leash. 
“Full archive kitchen,” she said. “This complex has had them since construction, which means they’re both more efficient and more compact than the retrofitted apartments in older buildings.” She walked to a single black cabinet beside a brushed chrome Beam refrigerator and tented her fingers over the knob, glancing at Doc with what looked like fuck-me eyes. “You’ve used an archive kitchen before?” 
“My last apartment had a partial archive.” 
That wasn’t exactly true. Real archives shuffled large quantities of food into a single access cubby, available on demand, to save space. One of Doc’s last apartment’s cabinets had a manual lazy Susan built into it, allowing Doc to spin the wheel to bring his cornflakes to the front. The original archive, accessible by fingers even without The Beam.
She opened the empty cabinet. The shelves were smooth and black, with a dull look, like the refrigerator’s brushed chrome. 
“Once you move in, the apartment’s canvas will of course be tuned to your Beam ID, but…here.” She pulled a handheld from her jacket’s interior pocket. The shirt beneath the jacket could be played off as professional and proper, but all Doc saw was cleavage. “Hold out your wrist.” 
He surrendered his left arm. That limb had an appointment with a specialty shop down on Ninth in the morning to get the most pointless upgrade Doc could find — the kind a man would only get if he was no longer concerned about paying his costs of living. He was planning to get a nanobot tattoo watch. What the hell; he could afford it. 
“What’s your name?” 
“Felicia,” the agent answered, her tone annoyed. She’d already pegged him as a pig — a pushy and inconsiderate pig, probably, based on how he’d killed her scarcity ploy — and didn’t seem surprised that he’d already forgotten. The way she gave her name was both acquiescent and resigned at once. 
The handheld beeped. 
“You doing anything tonight, Felicia?” 
She ignored him, tapping the screen. She closed the cabinet and, not taking her hand from the handle, met his eyes. There was a light tapping from below, and Doc realized she was clicking her toe against the floor like his mother used to do. To Doc, it was the sound of a rattlesnake shaking its rattle. 
She opened the cabinet, which was now full, and pulled a blue box from the front row. 
“Pop-Tarts? Really?” she said. She turned the box over in her hand with something like disgust.
Doc gave her his most charming smile. “What can I say? I’m a kid at heart.” 
She replaced the box, and Doc almost wanted to reach after it. The Pop-Tarts had shown up because he wanted them, after all. The cabinet closed. 
“Right now, this apartment is tied to a demo stock, but you’ll obviously fill your own. You can either do so right here, through the cabinet, or you can fill it through a conveyor in the countertop over there.” 
Doc looked. “There’s no conveyor there.” 
The agent gave him a condescending smile. “Pretty much everything in these units is keyed to Beam recognition algorithms, meaning the environment will constantly respond to you. The conveyor descends from beneath that slab in the middle, if you want it. There will be a training period where the AI will need to get to know you, and how you think.” 
“What if I don’t want my apartment reading my mind all the time?” 
“It’s not reading your mind. It’s responding to recognizable electrochemical patterns that are readable in the space surrounding…” 
“That’s reading my mind.” 
The agent gave a giggle. An actual giggle. “Well, Mr. Stahl, if you don’t want your environment responding to you, perhaps you should consider a less expensive apartment.” 
“What else?” 
“AI cookers, of course, if you’re into that.” She started to pace the kitchen and gesture. “Or you can cook for yourself. There’s a small appliance garage over there that operates on the same principle as the food archive. You can of course completely ignore it if you’d like, but the appliances are included. All of the individual appliances are unique to you, of course. Some people ask if you’d end up using the toaster your neighbor used yesterday, but no, everything is contained. That’s why you can’t order food from other places directly into your cabinet. It’s complicated; something to do with proprietary systems and access. A safety feature, basically, because you don’t want anyone having access to your food. Or, for that matter, your toaster.” 
“What’s a toaster?” Doc flashed a smile that told Felicity he was only kidding, and she made a face right back. This was how Doc liked to deal. Nobody was bullshitting anyone, trying to be friendly to extort the other. Although the more Doc watched Felicity walk around and show him features, the more he found he’d like to be friendly with her. 
“You can order up, of course, but to be honest I’ve never been a fan. Pizza does horribly in transit. It’s like the lift unsettles the cheese, and it sloughs off to the side. Other deliveries do better. Pharmaceuticals, for instance. Of course you can program recurring deliveries for that sort of thing and have them piped into your medicine cabinets. For some reason, it’s okay for people to have access to your medications, but not your food; go figure. Follow me this way, please.” 
Despite the attempted blasé attitude he’d used to unseat the agent, Doc couldn’t help but feel impressed by the apartment. He’d seen others in Tuco when visiting clients, but opulence rose with the floor numbers. The buildings were each fifty-two floors tall, and the upper two were massive penthouses. This apartment was on the forty-seventh floor and couldn’t be too shy of the best. It took up a quarter of the floor and was way, way, way more expensive than was reasonable. There was a hoverport down the hall for docking his car. Because the elevators were keyed to owners’ Beam IDs, there were only three other apartments’ worth of people who could even get off on Doc’s floor. The bridges and their infamy didn’t matter because the kids couldn’t come up and Doc would never stop on those floors. It had the most advanced canvas Doc had ever seen in an apartment. He wouldn’t need to do anything. He could just come up here, sit in a chair, and wait for life on a silver tray.
As Doc followed Felicity’s twitching rear down the hallways and into more opulent rooms than Doc had ever seen in a single living space, he took a moment to wonder if buying this apartment would be a mistake. He didn’t actually think it would be, but he enjoyed the contemplation. Reminding himself just how absurd his purchase was (the monthly mortgage payments would be more than twice what Doc had made per year just a few years ago if he were getting a loan to buy it, which he wasn’t) reminded Doc how secure he finally was. 
Doc had grown up poor, had wanted to be rich as a kid, had planned to be rich throughout his teens, and had logged off of schooling at sixteen to start his pursuit. Then, when he’d turned eighteen and had faced his Choice, he’d of course chosen Enterprise. He’d moved out and into an Enterprise Hopefuls group house (the name was a laugh; EH houses were like hostels except that it took sixteen kids in a single room to manage the group rent, even with a rare stipend from Enterprise’s “Start Right” program) then had proceeded to fail. And he’d failed spectacularly. It had taken more than a decade to see his first profitable year and a few years after that to hold an apartment for longer than it took for eviction proceedings to oust him. Even then, life had been like a porcelain figurine balanced atop a bull’s back. 
But those days were finished. He’d always scrap, but now he’d do so in tune with his nature. He’d never scrap for food. He’d never need to steal — though it was always possible he’d steal for pleasure. He’d never need to run from debtors…though a man like Doc, with a sweet tooth for dangerous deals and deadly women, probably was never quite through with running. 
Felicity led him into a bedroom. The room was empty, but there was a master bathroom visible through a door to the side. 
“Do you have cochlear call implants? Heads-up corneas? An archival cloud chip?” 
“Some,” said Doc. Truth was he had some moderate-grade nanobots, a few muscular enhancements he’d gotten back when he’d erroneously believed his ship had come in five years before, a cochlear implant, and the same social upgrades that pretty much everyone got with their first handheld, seeing as the two sort of went hand in hand. Despite having sold upgrades for over a decade, Doc still hadn’t been able to justify getting many for himself. Things had been too tentative, and storing credits in irredeemable ways inside his body had, up until now, felt like asking for trouble. Now that would change. Starting tomorrow with his new tattoo. 
“The canvas has the standard interface toolset, of course,” said the agent. “Like I said, it will take time to learn your patterns. While it might sometimes feel like the canvas is reading your mind, it’s merely parsing patterns as they pass back and forth with The Beam. Good behavior and intention prediction depends a lot on the native processor and especially on the sensor capability of the system. This one is state of the art, fully refurbed last week, between owners, when the carpet and painting was done. The more enhancements you have, the better its predictive abilities will be. Not just parlor tricks like putting the foods you’re hungry for up in front of the cabinet, but projecting holos and screens where you most want them, siphoning off uploaded factual data that would be best sent to the cloud, determining what you’re working on and helping you analyze it all and prepare for your day, helping you solve problems while you sleep, then reading project details back to you in the morning while you shave, and…” 
“What if I don’t want all the details of my work out on The Beam?” 
Felicity turned and gave Doc a snakelike smile. After spending most of the showing being beaten down by Doc’s dominant personality, she’d finally gotten one up on him. Her smile said that Doc was naive, that the answer would have been obvious to anyone who truly belonged in Tuco Towers. She now knew he hadn’t always been rich. Good thing Doc could afford the punishment she’d now bake into the price.
“You’ve never had an AI data gate, have you?”
Doc considered lying, but there was no point.
“Tell me.” 
“The canvas’s protection isn’t just about encryption. It’s more like having millions of minuscule soldiers at every entrance and exit.” 
“What if I want to do something the AI doesn’t approve of?” 
“AI is impartial, Mr. Stahl.” 
“Doc.” 
“You should think of the canvas as an extension of your brain. It learns from you, like a baby learns from its mother. Children grow up believing that what their parents believe is right. Of course, if you are conducting illegal activities here, you’d better be sure to hide them well from your neighbors and…” 
“I meant more like if I hire some company.” He winked. 
Felicity rolled her eyes. “Escorts aren’t illegal.” 
“Are you legal?” 
She put her hands on her hips. “Tell me the truth…Doc. You’re going to buy this apartment, right? I’m not wasting my time dealing with your chauvinistic bullshit?” 
“Hey, I’m just appreciating beauty.” 
She waited. 
“Yes. I’m going to buy it,” he said.
“Should I bother continuing?” 
“I’m going to buy it after I get the full show.” He looked around the room, but there was no question that Felicity knew Doc meant the “show” was her parading around in front of him.
“Master bathroom over there.” She pointed. “Responsive shower, full robotics for cleaning, you get the idea.” 
Doc gave a good-natured shrug and peeked into the bathroom. 
“What else?”
Felicity sighed and led the way out, down the hall. They emerged into a room that kicked Doc in the balls. He tried to suppress his shock but failed. Felicity smirked. 
“Every apartment on floor forty-five and above has a room like this.” She gestured at the half-sized pool and oversized hot tub. The entire room was made to look like it was outdoors, with rocks (or fake rocks), plants (or fake plants), and the pool with what, through holographic trickery, appeared to have a vanishing edge. “Apparently, the weight of all this water is tremendous and makes the building top-heavy. Does that bother you?” 
Doc shook his head. He’d had no idea. The room was an opulent nirvana. And to think, he’d washed his own sheets that morning. He had just one Beam wall in his current apartment, and his holo projector was broken. His bathtub leaked. 
“Plasteel mesh underneath. Fantastically strong, and monitored by a patrol of repair nanos backed by heavier-duty droids between floors. Much of the same technology used in the continental lattice, actually. If it can protect the NAU from Wild East missiles, it can hold this floor in the air. But for reasonability’s sake, the water is only two meters deep. Hopefully, that’s not a problem.” 
Doc shook his head. 
I’ve made it, he thought. Noah Fucking West, if I can afford a place with a pool…indoors…at the top of a spire…then I’ve goddamn made it and will never, ever have to look back. 
Doc looked at the water sparkling in the light streaming through the window. While he watched, the agent touched something on the wall, and the glass began to darken and smother the late-day sun. 
Never again would he have to fight to survive. 
Never again would he be without something he wanted or needed.
Never again would he fall asleep uneasily, his mind preoccupied by what horrors the next days might bring. That was the curse of Enterprise, after all: The price you paid for the chance to roll the dice on — well, on earning a life like he now had — was years of fear and torment. There was no ceiling to what you could do, and you could become as wealthy and successful as you wanted. But he had to be honest: There were days when he’d wished for a Directorate life, and days when he’d thought of shifting. But those weak moments always came between Shifts, and somehow, every time he had a chance to go Directorate, things had been just good enough to keep him rolling those dice. 
It had finally paid off. Here he was, preparing to buy his way into the elite. 
And yet twenty years ago almost to the day, Doc had been at the bottom of society. Caught dealing counterfeit implants one day then stealing a shopping cart full of food from a homeless man the next. He remembered how furious he’d been then — not because he’d been arrested, but because DZPD had waited that extra day to surveil him. If he’d been arrested immediately, he wouldn’t have had that final night of terror, fleeing the scene of his crime without so much as bogus payment for his artificial wares. He wouldn’t have decided that the bottom was the bottom, so he might as well do what those on the bottom did. Stealing that cart had hurt him far more than the man he’d stolen it from. It had hurt him inside. Forever.
Standing in front of the pool with the vanishing edge and looking out over District Zero from above, Doc could barely remember those days. And yet he very much wanted to, for the sake of comparison and appreciating the rise for the ride it had been. But he’d survived. He was recession-proof. He’d made enough credits — and diversified them far and wide — that even a severe drought would barely dent him. 
He’d never be in a Flat prison again, forced to fight for survival. He’d never be so flagrantly confronted by what he truly was, at the bottom of society’s barrel. The Flat had been like a mirror, and Doc had hated his reflection. Scrapping had turned to scheming, and struggle turned him criminal. The first months in Flat 16 had almost cost him his mind and humanity. Only meeting Omar before Omar was moved to Flat 4 had saved him. In the few months they’d shared the same walled city, Omar had held the mirror to Doc’s face and made him confront his reflection. 
You are what you are, Doc, and ain’t nothin’ changing that right now, he’d said. The question is do you want to stay what you are or become something better?
Standing in front of the pool, Doc nodded toward Felicity. “I’ll take it.”
“I haven’t told you the price,” said the agent.  
“Then tell me.” 
“They’re asking 1.2.” 
“1.0 via direct transfer. Immediately.”
“You won’t be getting a loan?” 
“Did I forget to say ‘direct transfer’?”
The agent turned and touched her ear, and Doc realized that they’d never been alone. The sellers must have been in her ear throughout the tour. Maybe in her eye, too, projecting holos of the showing on their end while Felicity captured the images on hers. The realization was annoying. Doc made a mental note to outfit the apartment with a jammer the minute he moved in. He didn’t like the idea that guests could bring visitors into his place without Doc even knowing it was happening. 
Felicity turned back to Doc and stuck out her hand. She had a wide smile on her pretty face. And why not? Real estate agents — be they former models or hard-fought scrappers like Doc — were Enterprise, and this one had just earned a 70,000-credit commission. 
“The sellers are going to accept your offer. They’d like to port you the agreement. You can countersign with your ID.” 
Doc subconsciously touched his temple, where a Fi-enabled memory port and authenticator would be if he’d ever had the disposable income to justify installing one. 
“My implant has been acting sketchy,” he said. “Put it on the wall there, and I’ll fingerprint it.” 
Felicity gave him a tiny smile, touched her ear again, and nodded when, Doc assumed, someone on the other end confirmed they’d heard. 
Ten minutes later, after thanking Felicity (“Felicia,” she’d corrected), Doc was standing alone in his new apartment. Amazing how quickly things could happen these days. His account was a million credits thinner, and the balances of a few others were fatter. The Beam authentication had already transferred ownership to Doc’s ID. And to think: this morning, before doing his laundry, he’d opened his eyes on a squeaky bed in an apartment that was barely at the line, with one Beam wall, randomly wondering where Pop-Tarts had gone since his childhood. 
There was a trilling noise as his new canvas’s connection picked up an incoming call, routed from his handheld. He didn’t want to accept video since the apartment was still empty of furniture, so he told the canvas to put it on the closest speaker. 
“Doc,” said a familiar voice. It came from the wall itself, somehow projected sufficient to fool Doc’s senses into believing Omar was standing in front of him. 
“Hey,” said Doc.
“I’ve got a job for you.”
“Upgrades?” 
Omar hesitated. “Something dicier, from our other line of work. Something that pays very well.” 
Doc looked around the pool room then out at the city. 
Never again would he starve. Never again would he have to worry. And never — never — again would he need to do anything to earn money that would risk his return to prison. 
“Those doors are closed, Omar,” he told the disembodied voice. “Forever. I am what I am right now. And for once, I want to stay here.”





 

 
Chapter 2
 
 
Kate looked down at Levy’s body, the crack of his ass visible with his pants unbuttoned and halfway down. Her surprise quickly surrendered to a sense of gravity, and all the deflecting, joking tendencies that comprised her usual defense mechanisms departed. She was alone. There was no longer anyone to laugh with or at, and without that, nothing here was remotely funny. 
If she’d let Levy do what he’d wanted, she might have gotten away without arrest (but probably without the Lunis stored in her shuttle; instinct said Levy would want it to sell himself), but even if she’d resisted, she’d only have been looking at ten years or so. Ten years in a Flat prison would be bad — she’d sworn she’d never, ever return — but this was miles deeper. Murder was a life crime. They didn’t even send you to Respero for murder most of the time because it was a bigger punishment to let you live. And because Doc Stahl had invested in significant personal maintenance upgrades that the specialist hadn’t removed during the refurb, Kate was built to last. Life in prison meant an eternity of suffering for someone like that.
She was locked in a room, stark naked, with a dead man at her feet. She was going back to the Flat for sure — maybe even Flat 4 in the middle of the consolidated Great Lake, where Michigan used to be — and would stay there for a very, very long time. 
Kate looked down. This time, she wasn’t turned on by her new body. This time, she was spectacularly aware of just how much other people seemed to be turned on by it. If she didn’t figure out how to get out of here, the desirability of that body would end up being a significant detriment in prison once she was thrown into a world of hardcore criminals without protection, separation, or guards. 
“Fuck.”
Kate’s first thought was that she had no choice but surrender. Not only was she in a closed room; she was on the motherfucking moon. There was one and only one lunar elevator, and it wasn’t the kind of thing you could sneak your shuttle onto. She could find a conventional rocket-based transport, but they were phenomenally expensive and didn’t launch without drawing attention. Her shuttle’s tanks were spent and couldn’t provide the thrust required to escape even the moon’s paltry gravity, so she’d have to dock to a booster — and even then she’d need to get landing clearance on Earth unless she wanted to take her chances crashing into an ocean. 
But as loud as that first logical sequence of thoughts was, another force spoke much more loudly inside her. It was instinct. Right now, instinct sounded like a trapped beast screaming in her head: the defensive roar of a mother lion defending her young. Kate was not going to go back to prison. She was never going back. There were female-only Flats, and there were lower-level prisons with cells and guards for minor crimes. But this wasn’t a minor crime. This was murder. Or rather, it was murder of a
federal official. Whatever prison she ended up in wouldn’t be one of the safer ones. 
There was a small girl inside Kate’s skin (or maybe it was still a little boy?) that her instinct was desperate to protect. 
A stern voice spoke inside her: I am never returning to prison. 
But how the hell was she going to get out of it?
First, get dressed.
Kate hurriedly pulled on everything she’d tossed aside, unable to avoid sneering at Levy’s corpse. She was glad he was dead. Kate had been through too much to be forced into some asshole’s blackmail. She was better than that. She’d earned more than that. She’d clawed her way to the top, fighting hard for her whole life. She’d never been given anything. Everything she’d ever had, she’d gotten for herself. She’d been tortured, ordered killed, actually killed in a way (thanks to the realism of Isaac Ryan’s immersion rigs), and forced to flee after being transformed into an entirely unrecognizable person. She deserved some goddamned respect, and fuck Levy for getting in her way. 
Pants. Shirt. Shoes. She dragged each item on in a trance, following her internal voice’s instructions like a map of an unfamiliar territory.
Her hair had fallen out of its ponytail, so, unable to find the band, she tied it into a messy knot. Then, without even meaning to, she hauled back and kicked Levy’s body hard in the side. The impact sent a shock of pain to her ankle. Blood leaped from Levy’s face and spattered the wall. Her shoe and pants remained blessedly clean. 
After the surprising flash of anger passed, she looked down at her leg. That had been stupid. She shouldn’t have touched the body. 
Why the hell not? 
And really, the stern voice was right. Kate was on the hook for murder, and evidence linking her to the crime wasn’t exactly the main problem at this point.
Or was it?
She stopped, looking around the room. Then she looked at Levy. 
He was going to fuck you, then let you go. He’d have to let you go. He couldn’t double-cross you and take it back, or you’d tell on him at trial. You’d have genetic evidence against him, and they’d listen to you after that “sextortion” scandal stink last year. So if he was going to let you go free to avoid that sticky issue, there had to be a way he was planning erase all that evidence. 
Kate was still looking at the body. 
Erase all that evidence. 
The specialist had explained that the refurb mRNA that carried her new Beam ID throughout every cell in her body was equipped with a self-destruct mechanism. Her skin cells and hair follicles, once detached from her body, faded to blank within minutes. If she could get out of the room, there would be no conclusive forensic evidence linking Kate to the murder. There would be plenty of technological evidence, but Levy would have thought of that, wouldn’t he? Because he couldn’t screw the smugglers without having a way to hold up his end of the bargain with them. 
Kate reached into Levy’s pocket and pulled out his handheld. She rubbed her hand briskly over its back, giving her palm add-on the signal it required to release the stem nanobots. She used her fingernail to draw a line to the device’s auxiliary port, following the procedure the specialist and Kai had shown her for using the only illegal upgrade she had — the only one likely to remain undetected in a normal scan. 
The screen glowed a dull yellow. That was her signal that the stem bots had entered the handheld, had begun to reprogram it, and were waiting for her vocal command. 
“I need a voice replication app.” 
The screen cycled and scrambled as the bots began to improvise and adapt. Kai had told Kate, from her own experience, that the bots would usually download apps from The Beam and modify them, stirring their own creations as if making soup and erasing all of their own footprints. 
The handheld’s screen changed so that it was glowing with a single, large green button. Text on the button read, Press to scan.
“Scan what?” 
The screen changed to show an arrow pointing roughly in Levy’s direction then became the button again. 
Kate held the handheld in front of Levy’s throat then pressed the button. A red scan line traced across the man’s neck, and then the screen changed again. Now it read, Force exhale.
“How the fuck do I do that?” 
The screen became a series of graphics. It looked like a CPR demo.
“You’re fucking kidding me.” 
The screen changed back to the button, this time reading, Press to re-scan. 
Kate knelt then put her lips to Levy’s. He was still plenty warm, but already too cool for a human. She fought a cringe, pinched his decimated and bloody nose, then blew into his mouth. His chest rose. Then, still holding his nose, she used her other hand to thumb the handheld’s button while she sat on his chest to force the air back out. 
“The tragedy is that I know you’re enjoying this,” Kate told Levy. 
The handheld chirped. The screen read, Ready for translation.
She stood and said, “What now?” 
Levy’s voice returned from the handheld: “What now?” 
Kate flinched. Then, staring at the thing as if it had bitten her, said, “Canvas.” 
The handheld, in Levy’s voice, echoed, “Canvas.” 
The room’s connection answered with a chirp.
“Remove all records of detainee Kate Rigby.” 
A pleasant female voice answered, “Was the passenger detained in error?” 
“Yes. It was a misunderstanding.” 
“I show three concealed compartments on the shuttle belonging to this detainee, currently in Bay 12, spotlighted now.” 
“Shut off spotlighting.” In the room, Kate shrugged to nobody. 
“I do not understand,” said the canvas.
Kate didn’t think the idea of a confused machine made any sense, but she was at the end of her rope. She’d been arrested, stripped, nearly raped, then killed a man and made out with his corpse. She didn’t have any patience left.
“Motherfucker, do whatever shit you gotta to make those red lines on m…on Kate Rigby’s shuttle disappear, then forget about it!” 
A pause. Then: “Detectors returning to bay.” 
Kate laughed. From the handheld, Levy’s voice laughed back. 
“Erase the entirety of Miss Rigby’s records leaving the station.” Kate paused. “What the hell. Erase her coming in, too.” 
There was no way that would fly. You couldn’t just erase records willy-nilly from…
“Confirm: Records pertaining to Rigby comma Katherine, 0041224934-332, fall under Sector 7. Records will be hidden from compile but available in raw logs, accessible by officers with clearance, per NAU Protective Order 774.”
“Uh, sure.” 
The canvas chirped. “Records archived.” 
“Now open the door.” 
There was a pause. 
“Are you feeling all right, Inspector Levy?” said the canvas’s AI. “I am detecting a precipitous drop in your body temperature.” 
Kate looked down at the body. “I need a sweater.”
“Would you like me to call for medical attention?” One of the walls lit with a panel showing various graphs and lines. Fortunately, this wasn’t a hospital; the readouts pertaining to medical information seemed almost perfunctory, but there was one area flashing orange.
“No.” 
“Summoning medical attention.” 
“Goddammit, don’t you call medical attention! I’m…” She looked around, panicked. “I’m fucking a girl in here!” 
That didn’t make sense. It was illegal if said girl-fucking was being done for extortion, and either way it wasn’t the kind of thing a computer would understand. She waited, heart rate increasing. 
“Please hold still for medical scan.”
Kate looked at the body. Then, unsure what else to do, leaped over and lay on top of it. 
“I am having a difficult time discerning two distinct sets of personal statistics,” said the voice. 
“Back off!” 
“Please stand up.” 
“Section 7! Section 7, you cocksucker! Secret shit going on in here, and you’re making my boner sag while I try to…” 
“Confirm override.” 
Kate stopped, Levy’s blood now soaking her shirt, and looked up. 
“Sure. Confirm.” 
Chirp.
“Now open the fucking door.” 
The door slid open without ceremony. When it did, Kate became painfully aware that she was lying on the floor atop a dead body, her shirt bloody, visible to anyone passing by. This side of the depot wasn’t bustling with activity, and the other inspectors were mostly minding their own business, but still, this couldn’t look good. 
She rolled off, shoved Levy under the table then reached back over to unbutton and remove his uniform shirt. Levy’s shirt had stayed relatively clean thanks to the way he’d only begun bleeding once he was horizontal, so once she’d freed it, she turned it inside out and pulled it on atop over her own shirt, hiding the blood stain. It was an odd fashion choice, but it would have to do. 
Staying low and peeking out, Kate ducked through the door. She whispered to the handheld, “Close door,” then held the handheld toward the pickup and cringed while it repeated the command too loudly in Levy’s voice. But the place was somewhat noisy, and nobody looked over. 
The door slid closed. 
Now what?
The row of interrogation rooms ran along one wall of the larger, garage-type space that served as the inspection depot. The entire structure was domed so that inspectors could work without suits (and so travelers could get out if inspectors told them to), and there was a long entrance corridor far down to Kate’s right leading to an airlock. At the other end, also far down, was a set of guarded doors that were currently open, leading into the main bay where shuttles docked with the moon elevator. There were also conventional launch platforms in that direction, past airlocks into open-non-air courtyards. 
Unfortunately, there was no subtle way to flee the moon. 
Kate looked at the line of inspection booths (there were a dozen; she’d been in the last one), keeping her back flat to the wall. She moved to the side, trying to stay casual, until she was behind a pillar that ran from the concrete floor to an arch-like structure overhead. She peered around the pillar, trying to decide if anyone had spotted her…or, more on the nose, if anyone cared about her at all. 
Nobody seemed to. Her shuttle was still docked beside Levy’s booth, now unlit by the red nanobot outlines. The stalls had walls between them, making all of the stalls visible from where Kate was standing but keeping them private from one another. Only a few of the other inspection areas were currently occupied, one of them holding a huge, mass-occupancy conveyance the size of a car from a bullet train. A bored-looking inspector was circling the conveyance, clearly just going through the motions. The others — including Booth 11, beside of her own — were empty. Kate could see a female inspector inside that one, reading something on a tablet. 
She wondered if she could get her shuttle off after all. What had happened after the canvas had accepted her oddly pat request to delete her own record? It had seemed so willing to erase (or rather, to archive) her presence. She hadn’t just changed history to show that she had gone through inspection without tripping the alarm; she’d made the canvas forget she’d even gone through any inspection at all. That was great when framed around the whole murder thing, but how did it affect her appointment on the elevator? Could she simply get into the shuttle, drive it into the main depot, and allow the techs to dock her to the climber as planned? 
The idea was tempting, but it was equally absurd. So far, Kate was quite literally getting away with murder. Given that any DNA she’d left in the room and stall would decay into anonymity, she might even continue to get away with murder if she could take her shuttle out of the equation. Records of her trip to and from the moon would exist in an archive somewhere, but her instincts told her it was unlikely that anyone would ever find them. Whatever “Sector 7” was sounded dark and shadowed — the kind of thing that might permit a federal employee to die under mysterious circumstances rather than open itself to scrutiny. Whatever Sector 7 access was, something in Kate’s bones told her that no one around here had it (other than to open the box and dump their erasable garbage inside, of course, as she and Levy had done)…even when someone turned up dead. 
If she could solve the problem of her shuttle, she might end up as clean as a murdering and smuggling girl could get. 
After a quick look around, Kate walked briskly toward Levy’s stall. The other inspectors didn’t so much as look up. She did see a few heads inside the large conveyance turn toward her, but they were only checking her out. It was annoying, but not troublesome. The more time Kate spent as Kate, the more she regretted Doc’s bonerified request to be made “hot like a devil’s kabob” during her refurb.
“This is a bad idea,” she muttered once she’d reached the shuttle. She opened the door and sat inside, placing her hands on the steering fork.
She sighed then looked behind her. A large metallic partition had risen behind the shuttle after she’d pulled into the bay, walling her in from behind. She could see past it, but there wasn’t room to try and get around or over it. The gate blocking her exit from the front, however, had opened. Probably when she’d given herself clearance. 
She pulled forward, moving the shuttle into the merging corridor that led into the elevator depot with the feeling of a thousand eyes on her. From the edge of her peripheral vision, she caught a glimpse of Levy’s bloodstain, visible on her own shirt beneath the inspector’s co-opted uniform shirt. She really didn’t want to be stopped again. 
There was nowhere to go, so moments later, she found herself entering the depot, passing the strip of carpet where the techs had harassed her on the way in. The monolithic elevator base rose from the chamber’s center, the airlock’s transparent roof doors closed on the ribbon with the climber docked floor-side. Techs were in the process of unmounting a large shuttle. 
She looked at the dashboard and saw the time. It was 4:20. Under ordinary circumstances, it would be her turn next. She could drive to the climber now, park the shuttle, and wait for the techs to load her up. She still had the Lunis stashed in her concealed bays, and as far as she could tell, she hadn’t been officially caught. 
Kate slowed then stopped entirely, blocking the corridor. 
The elevator filled her front window. She was pushing it, arriving only fifteen minutes early, but they’d mount her easily in that time. She had a reservation, and could make it. She’d already passed inspection. With luck, she might be able to make the elevator as planned then let it fling her toward Earth like a rock from the end of a spinning sling. Maybe she’d dock on time, make her meetup, and get paid. That would be good because Omar’s man Jimmy had made a big fucking deal about the importance of this particular shipment. 
It’s like a string of dominoes, he’d said. Some of our clients have gotten way too low on supply thanks to the paltry amounts we’ve been able to get back. We don’t want them to tip. This group starts to jones, and the other dominoes behind it will fall. Trust me, Kate, we’re going to be in some serious fucking shit if that particular string of dominoes starts slapping the deck. 
Her trial shipments had indeed been paltry — and moondust withdrawal, she’d heard, was hell. Who exactly was depending on this shipment? What would happen if they went cold and got violent? Jimmy made it sound like this one was about more than keeping junkies in smiles, like the junkies were pillars holding a larger structure in place, and that if they faltered, the whole thing would collapse. One batch of shit crashing down upon another in a row. 
The moon elevator was too open. It looked too easy. 
“Just nudge it up there a bit more, old gal,” Kate said, glancing at her eyes in the small mirror mounted to the lead sun shield. “Let the boys in blue take over, and you’ll be home in no time, still holding the prize.”
But everything inside her was prickling alert. Doc, even after he’d made his fortune and had finally stopped needing to scrap for survival, had always lived by his wits. Kate’s wits were screaming murder — which, of course, was what she’d left behind in the interrogation room. 
Nothing will happen. You’ve already passed inspection. 
But in purging her records, Kate might have erased herself from the elevator schedule. And if she came in without a reservation, they might look her up to see what had gotten confused. They might want her to fill out another reservation then wait for Earthside approval. Or worse: they might notice that, according to records, she’d never officially arrived. 
They wouldn’t simply inspect her if that happened. They’d open her Beam records wide, wondering how something so strange could have happened. And that, she felt sure, would be enough time for someone to realize that one of the inspector stalls was unmanned. Eventually, they’d find the body. Everyone in the area would be an immediate suspect — chief among them the woman with no official record who wasn’t even supposed to be on the rock. 
Kate looked at the lunar elevator’s enormous base. Then her gaze crept to the right, toward one of the airlocks. 
“I won’t go back to prison,” she muttered.
The shuttle’s canvas chirped. 
“I wasn’t talking to you,” she added.
She steered toward the airlock, passed it, and rolled onto the surface with the black ceiling of infinite space above. Then she turned a corner and pulled into a service lot filled with row after row of stalled and inoperable shuttles, rovers, and miscellaneous equipment. The lot was a step up from a junkyard, but it wasn’t a large step.
She found a cozy spot for the shuttle, donned her suit, and climbed out. She stepped back and looked at her vehicle, knowing she was leaving it to die. Maybe they’d find it, and maybe they wouldn’t, but it didn’t matter to Kate or Omar’s operation. The shuttle had a spoofed ID and, once purged, wouldn’t be traceable to her cover at Baris, her Digger Base connections, Jimmy or Omar, or Kate herself. Thanks to her self-destructing smuggler’s DNA, not even a fallen eyelash could give her away. 
Peering around for onlookers, Kate slid a few pieces of scrap over the shuttle’s rear to hide it. A Beam camera might be watching, but there was nothing she could about that right now. 
She took two steps back, watching her boots make permanent footprints in the gray lunar surface. Until someone swept them away or drove atop them, they’d stay there forever. 
She should move on, but she found herself immobile, staring at the mostly concealed shuttle. 
There were fifty meterbars of Lunis hidden in the holds. It was a fortune of merchandise, and enough to satisfy an army of junkies. But it wasn’t how many junkies her haul would serve that intruded on her mind as she stood looking at the shuttle’s bunkered rear. If the junkies in question were already low, a fifty meterbar shortage would mean a death sentence. 
Trust me, Kate, we’re going to be in some serious fucking shit if that particular string of dominoes starts slapping the deck. 
She hadn’t brought any of Ryu’s engineered tapeworms. There’d been no point. This wasn’t a body-hold operation. This was a mass operation, and even the fattest man couldn’t hold fifty meterbars inside a worm. 
“I’m sorry, Jimmy,” she mumbled. 
Kate walked back into the depot, doffed and stowed her suit, and headed for the train-car-sized conveyance she’d seen earlier. The passengers had disembarked for docking and were preparing to reload, huddled around the thing in a knot. It was a sizable group, but there was always room for one more. 
She saw a man in a uniform cap. It was the conveyance’s driver, who would tally passengers as they boarded, and make sure his numbers matched.
Kate didn’t have a ticket. But did have a saleswoman’s smile and a few parts that the man in uniform would almost certainly want to see and touch.





 

 
Chapter 3
 
 
“I’m not an intrepid reporter for nothing,” said Sam Dial, speaking to his cabled-up, anonymized laptop canvas. “You think I can’t figure out what’s going on here? I’m Clark Motherfucking Kent.” 
Sam’s laptop didn’t respond. The arrow merely blinked where he’d left it, over the failed connection sniffer program he’d bought from Stefan at the cost of several favors to be redeemed in the future — surely at a time that was most manipulative for Stefan and equally inconvenient for Sam. Stefan knew that Sam was actually the Beam outlaw Shadow — an arrangement that proved to Sam that nobody should know a superhero’s secret identity. Stefan kept trying to get Sam to turn Shadow’s followers to work on his personal errands, as if they were a large concierge group rather than one of the most powerful (but faceless) forces in the NAU. Sam had told Stefan (the most crooked but oddly loyal son of a bitch in existence, who just so happened to also be his brother) in a moment of weakness, when he’d been short on payment for a Fi converter and had needed a good reason for Stefan to help him.
Stupid Stefan. Sam never should have said anything. It was a mistake to believe in anyone. 
Sam stood then briskly brushed his arms with his opposite hands. It was a shivering sort of gesture, but Sam wasn’t at all cold. If anything, he was overly hot and moments from going shirtless. The ancient radiator heat had come on for no reason, and the apartment was sweltering. Sam guessed that the entire complex had one master set of controls. The superintendent had probably turned the heat up for some old biddy, and because the building was technically Directorate (Sam’s current spoofed ID was similarly Directorate), the heat would cost nothing. Sam didn’t like it. He was Enterprise through and through, but the only Enterprise-centric building in the area with a vacancy had come with Beam environmental controls. Sam had seen them when taking a tour and had immediately crossed the building off his list because baked-in Beam meant security leaks he couldn’t afford. What were the odds? None of the other ghetto buildings were that connected. The kingpins at the top acted like everyone had a full-suite canvas, but Sam, who’d scraped the gutter ever since leaving his reporter job, knew better. AirFi was everywhere, and you could pick up a signal whenever you wanted, but nobody’s walls or coffee tables were talking down here. This far below the line, furniture was just furniture. Wood was wood…and Plasteel, more often than not, was just old aluminum.
Exhibit Sam, rubbing his heavily tattooed arm, wondering if he should start walking around naked. 
“Where are you, Costa?” he said aloud.
After breathing the four words into his empty apartment, Sam slumped into the chair beside the table. He always went to great pains to shield his connection and didn’t interact with The Beam in the ways most people did, using intuitive webs and voice commands. It made sense because if someone was surveilling you or if your room actually had Beam pickups, whatever you said aloud could give you away no matter how anonymized your connection was. But it all kind of fell apart if you talked to yourself or inanimate objects, as Sam constantly did. What’s he working on through that secure connection? a spy might wonder, rubbing his small spy’s goatee. And then Sam, thanks to his nervous ticks and habits, would come right out and announce the answers.
“Where are you, Ricardo Costa of Buena Vista, Maine?” he added loudly, attempting to cover his gaffe. 
He wanted to slap himself, suddenly more concerned that his Beam page’s followers (they called themselves “Null” and numbered in the millions) would see how stupid Shadow was in real life than that NPS or anyone else in power who would discover and arrest him. 
Regardless, now that the non-fooled listeners who didn’t exist had been pacified by Sam’s vocal deflection, he clamped his mouth shut and returned his attention to the canvas screen where Stefan’s connection sniffer program was telling him it was unable to locate Nicolai Costa. Even though Sam had resolved to stay quiet, he knew he wouldn’t be able to. He was almost always alone, and silence made a mediocre companion. When your mind was as active as Sam’s, keeping all those bouncy thoughts inside was simply too hard. Sometimes, an intrepid reporter needed an out-loud medium as a kind of verbal scratch pad. 
He stared at the screen and felt the burden of looking stupid effortlessly slip from his mind. Other things went with it, like the thought that he was hot, that he hadn’t eaten yet despite having been up for seven hours, and that his credit balance was again negative. The only thing in Sam’s world became the blinking arrow and the message: Connection not found. 
It didn’t make sense.
Every structure had a weak spot. Sam thought he had found the Beau Monde’s weak spot — and, if he was lucky, the Ryan brothers’ weak spot as well. Nicolai didn’t appear to be Beau Monde (he didn’t have the trailing identifier on his Beam ID that Beau Monde usually had; Sam thought of it as a “get out of jail free” card even though those who had the identifiers probably didn’t even know they existed), but Nicolai was certainly on the cusp. Nicolai had access to at least three Beau Monde flag carriers that Sam had identified with the help of Null members. Once Shadow’s people (many of whom were hackers and all of whom spent an inordinate amount of time beneath the Beam’s surface, checking bolts and looking for leaks) had found the identifier, plucking the most privileged members from society became easy. All of the Ryans had it. Nicolai, who had far less security than true Beau Monde, worked with three people who had that famous last name. He had to be close to that secret upper class…and, if Sam was lucky, might just be the weak spot he needed to learn more about it. 
Sam clicked the retry icon with his finger then clicked it again. The message returned: Connection not found. 
Bullshit. Sam had Nicolai’s Beam ID. Null had uncovered many, many confidential Beam IDs. You couldn’t use someone else’s ID for anything worthwhile without submitting to a more invasive scan (about all you could do was leave Beam page comments and, for some reason, order flowers), but knowing what was supposed to be a confidential number had definite advantages. For one, it allowed a knowledgeable user with the right software to track entries that ID made on the grid, hence getting an excellent idea of where its owner was at any time. And for another, it allowed you to see the characteristics of that person’s connections. The best trackers could use just that much data to form patterns, and patterns always showed truths when seen from up high.
But Nicolai Costa’s connection couldn’t be found, which made no sense at all. Sam had wanted to snoop his activity in the interest of pattern-watching — to see which sectors Nicolai seemed to be in touch with and get an idea of how much data he was pushing and pulling, which might illuminate the extent of his technology’s access — but Sam wasn’t getting past stage zero. Stage one of the process was to start watching sheer bandwidth across the network within Nicolai’s Beam ID shuttle. But you had to find a man before you could watch him.
Using the keyboard, Sam clicked over to another of Stefan’s software patches. This one tracked Beam impressions of an ID within a city map. The current view showed Nicolai’s neighborhood, where the last check-in showed Nicolai entering his building. It didn’t show him leaving later, and that meant that Nicolai was home. But his ID had been dormant since almost the moment he’d arrived. That didn’t make sense because even the most mundane activities inside a person’s home left traces. As Nicolai walked around, his ID would be triggering doors, turning the heat up and down, turning lights on and off. Even if he was asleep, any canvas in Nicolai’s high-end neighborhood would be grooming his sleep cycle patterns. And yet there had been nothing. Nothing at all. 
Sam shook his head. Stefan’s program was broken. It was also stupid. It couldn’t find the connection despite it being right there in front of the program’s electronic nose.
An alarm went off on Sam’s laptop canvas. He looked at the flashing icon then raised his head to survey the apartment. He silenced the irritating alarm, not remembering what he’d set it for. Was he making soup again? The hotplate was empty. He couldn’t recall. It didn’t matter. Surely, whatever it was would make itself known soon, probably by doing some sort of damage. Then he’d know. 
Sam looked back at the canvas and began speaking aloud to Nicolai, having forgotten his pledge to himself to remain quiet. 
“You’re home. I can’t find your connection. Does that mean you’ve somehow masked it? Why would you have masked it? And do you even know how to mask it?”  
Sam doubted it. The wares he’d cobbled over the past year or so were the fruit of his own endless paranoia. You had to be certain that someone was out to get you to worry as much as Sam did about leaving footprints. But when you were at the top of the world (Costa seemed, by Sam’s investigation, to be just below the richest tier), you didn’t worry about people snooping. It was ironic that the people who were most worried about protecting what they had were also those who had the least to steal.
Somewhere behind Sam, there was a great gushing noise. Suddenly, the alarm he’d silenced a few minutes ago made sense. The apartment was so goddamn hot, he’d run himself a cool bath in order to sit and think. He’d prefer a shower, but the shower was broken. For Sam, a shower was also safer. Showers didn’t require prep time, and if you forgot they were running, they didn’t overflow. 
“Sit tight,” he told the canvas, rushing away. 
By the time he returned, having shut off the water but leaving the brimming tub and a handful of wet towels to stew, he’d gotten an idea. The idea was absurd, but it did fit his evidence. 
He pulled up a city grid, again hacked for him by a faceless member of Null. And after a few minutes, he drew a shocking conclusion: The problem wasn’t that Stefan’s program was unable to find Costa’s Beam connection. The problem was that Costa’s connection had been turned off. 
“Who turns off their connection?” Sam asked the canvas. 
The answer was simple: nobody. Sam regularly turned off whatever paltry Beam connection he found himself with, but Sam was also Shadow. Some members of Null did the same, for the same paranoid reasons. But they were outliers. Outside of the underground set and the Organa, nobody willfully disconnected entirely. Especially not anyone with Nicolai’s status, with as robust a hardwired apartment canvas as he seemed to have. 
“Never mind that,” he said. He stood and started to pace, hands in the pockets at his narrow hips. “Who even can turn off their connection in that part of town?” 
The answer to that question was the same: nobody. Not without a lot of know-how. Apartment canvases in upper-class spires didn’t have off switches. You needed black market technology to turn an apartment dark. Plus — and this was key — you had to have a compelling reason to do it. 
“You’re hiding something, aren’t you?” Sam asked Invisible Nicolai. His lower lip slid back and forth, his face contorting into an expression of concentration. 
He’d already decided that Costa was the key to unlocking something, even beyond his Beau Monde connections. Now it looked like he might actually know something, and have reason to hide it. 
Yes, he was suddenly veeeeery interested in Nicolai Costa.
He clicked over to the Null hyperforum, to the subboard where the most anti-establishment types tended to gather. There was a running thread on the upcoming Shift, and Sam, following what he could only think of as reporter’s instinct, had been keeping a close eye on it. He’d gotten the idea to snoop Costa from that thread. The mention of Nicolai’s name had stuck out in Sam’s mind like a jagged edge. Sometimes, Sam bemoaned his poor memory, but he didn’t really have a poor memory at all. His mind was really just distracted, and could be laser-focused when the topic at hand was strong enough to hold his interest. Just like Nicolai Costa was to him right now. 
Scanning the thread, Sam found the mention that had originally caught his eye. It was a note that Costa was rumored to be defecting from Directorate and shifting to Enterprise. 
Well, Null knew that already. Shadow had mentioned it a few times. But now, after finding Nicolai blank, the connection between the speechwriter and Shift felt somehow much more important. 
Sam opened a new thread on the subboard. He titled it “Does party really matter?” and typed:
 
Re: nicolai costa going to enterprise does that mean that the parties are working together or that it’s a real shift, b/c if he’s working for m. ryan vs i. ryan, either way he’s working for beau monde. Anyone have info on defections and what happens with income after, status, etc?
 
The question had been asked in various forms before but not quite this pointedly and not in light of the new tidbit Sam had just uncovered: specifically, that Costa seemed to be keeping an important secret. The only reason Sam could think of to go to the trouble of blanking a connection would be to have a meeting in private. So who was Costa meeting with? Could he be meeting with both his old boss and new boss together? Maybe the new boss wasn’t that different from the old boss, like they said in his great grandpap’s favorite song. 
Sam waited, watching his new thread. He could have posted the discussion on his Beam page, but in the forum, every participant was anonymous. Before he posted his thoughts to his Beam page as Shadow, Sam wanted see if the idea had any legs at all. In Null, anonymity had definite perks. 
Within thirty seconds, the first reply appeared below his original post.
 
Parties def working together. Subvert. Null. 
 
Sam rolled his eyes. It was probably some basement-dwelling mouth-breather who thought the idea of subverting sounded cool rather than anyone who truly had anything to say. That was the problem with Null: given the group’s faceless nature, the idiots looked exactly the same as the geniuses.
A second reply came a minute later: 
 
Income never changes. Check posting here - [link]. It’s a rubber stamp, d or e, who cares. Feels like shuffling cards the way e shuffles sources of income to avoid nau taxes. Btw natasha ryan doing same, also from i. ryan. Mass defection? 
 
Sam clicked the link and read. Then he clicked to another linked article and read that one then manually cycled his anonymizer to pull up a fresh location spoof. He started to sweat in a way that had nothing to do with his apartment’s heat. Yes. This was both good and bad at the same time, in just the way Shadow liked it.
A picture was starting to crystallize. Past a certain income and status level, party affiliation — at least according to the paranoid members of Null — didn’t seem to matter. People always ended up where they fit best, and the most convenient place. The kicker was that the most convenient place didn’t always seem to be wherever was most convenient to the individual. It had to be convenient for the parties as a whole. Both parties. The right person in the right position, synced between the groups as if they were all shaking hands behind the scenes. 
Sam straightened then closed his canvas. 
It was time for Shadow to harness Null’s power to do something that had never been done, in the name of scientific inquiry. 
Shift was a black box. The truth was that nobody really knew, at the nuts-and-bolts level, how the pieces moved within it. Not just the “what” of Shift, but the “why.” The “which,” “who,” and “to what purpose.” 
Sam knew all about science. It had been a subject that had actually interested him back in school. The only way to uncover answers using the scientific method was to swap the variables and see what happened. 
That meant that the only way to explore any system — Shift included — was to disrupt it.





 

 
Chapter 4
 
 
Kai arrived at the front door of the Ryans’ building at dusk. She wore a small black dress, dark and humble enough to be casual but tight and slinky enough for seduction. Her legs were on long and prominent display, strapped into moderately high heels. It was the most dual-faceted outfit she had, because Kai had no idea what she was here to do. 
She came to the Beam panel beside the front door, noted the absence of the human doorman (they’d had one earlier in the day, but apparently he was there for courtesy more than security), and touched her finger to the panel. 
A pleasant male voice with a light English accent answered Kai’s touch. She found it amusing that the ultra-rich found the presence of such an accent to be elegant when in all likelihood a true Englishman would only be at the building to raid it in the name of the marginalized East. 
“Good evening, Miss Lowery,” said the voice, reading the ID Kai had given herself in the system two weeks earlier when she, Nicolai, and Doc had all visited with Whitlock in tow.
“I’ve forgotten my key.” Kai realized she was purring into the panel and stopped herself. AI had a terrible record of responding to seduction. There were programs that did respond, of course (Kai had worked with many, most notably a fantastic O training sim with the nickname “Chloe”), but they were specialty sex programs. Even then, no matter what the cyberneticists said, Kai had a hard time believing that AI could feel true lust. 
“This building’s doors do not require a k…” The voice stopped abruptly when Kai finished tracing a complicated pattern on the panel. There was a clicking as the building’s canvas disengaged the Plasteel solenoid then the magnetic seal. 
“Thank you, Jeeves.” 
The panel didn’t respond. It would reset once the door closed but was mute for now. 
She looked around the lobby. If there had been people, she would have headed straight for the elevators, but the place was empty. No concierge. If someone in the building called for a car, Kai figured The Beam would probably alert an on-call boot-licker to come down and open doors, but for now there was nothing. 
After a moment, Kai headed for the elevator. The nanos she’d planted in the system two weeks earlier, now that they’d been activated by her passphrase, voice, and swipe pattern, would authorize the elevators. She might have problems once she reached the apartment given the fussy nature of security protocols (the Ryans were in the penthouse, and the elevator might refuse to open into it), but she should have no problem reaching any of the other floors. It might be enough to snoop around, for at least as long as it took to decide what exactly she wanted to do with Isaac Ryan.  
Kai stepped inside. The doors closed behind her. 
With her nanos triggered, she felt as if her consciousness had been split. Most of Kai was still in her head, seeing through her eyes. But part of her was also inside the building’s matrix, seeing connections within the network as paths in a crowded digital forest. She wasn’t a Beam adept by any stretch, but she knew her way around. Navigating minds was part of her business, and AI had turned most canvases and contained networks into something similar. 
Closing her interior eyes, Kai again felt wholly integrated within her body. She stopped wondering what she’d do if the elevator stopped shy of the penthouse and began to wonder what she’d do if it didn’t. 
Nicolai had suggested that Kai use her professional talents to draw information from Isaac, but that was because to Nicolai, sex was a blunt tool. If Kai could be seductive, he’d assumed she’d use that seduction to bed Isaac and get him to spill his guts. But Nicolai wasn’t a woman or a professional escort and didn’t truly understand how seduction’s spectrum spread from horizon to horizon. She could rush in and throw herself at Isaac, yes — and if Nicolai was at all correct about his former employer, that would be plenty easy. Isaac had eyed her with interest when he’d seen the group outside the apartment with Nicolai, and it sounded like his marriage was in shambles. He had to be stressed and was definitely weak. Squeezing secrets from someone like that would be like ringing water from a soaking sponge.
But that wasn’t the only way to go about this. Sometimes, the lure of sex could be more compelling than the act itself. Anticipation might be able to crack doors in Isaac that he didn’t even know could be opened. It was an interesting idea to Kai because while Nicolai wanted to know about the Ryans’ part in nanobot development and organized crime, she wanted to know more about their improbable technology, which had been deliberately withheld from everyone at Kai’s level and below. Like immersion rigs that projected a reality so real, there was no discernible difference between killing a person in a fantasy and offing them for real. 
For her entire life, Kai had assumed that society was a long, slow continuum. At the very bottom were the poor Enterprise who’d failed their way into lives of starvation, hopelessness, desperation, and crime. Above them were the slightly less poor then those who were somehow scraping by. Bottom-rung Directorate came next, just above the line: able to live with a few of the masses’ opiate comforts, with roofs over their heads and bland food on their tables. And so on and so on until you got to the top where people were rich enough that a decent-sized Directorate dole was just a drop of water in a vast sea. Kai was well off after years of scrapping, planning, and a lot of smart deals. But if she was, by many definitions, “rich,” there had never really been a significant reason to become “just a little richer” because the continuum was long and slow. She’d have a few more credits, but so what?
But that wasn’t how things had turned out to actually be. There wasn’t a long, slow continuum. At the bottom, what she’d assumed held true. The desperate became the poor; the poor became those who could survive; those who could survive became the middle-class, who had extra, who were well-off, who were rich. But above the rich was an unending tier, and one that represented a quantum leap forward. Those exalted few were almost a pedestal or a plinth above the continuum curve. They represented a huge cliff of advancement, wealth, and privilege that made the entirety of the remaining continuum appear backwards, primitive and poor by comparison. From where the Isaac and Natasha Ryans of the world stood, Kai’s hard-won standing was still seven seas away.
But if Kai could cross that gulf and become one of them? If she could claim what Micah Ryan had, in fact, one day promised her without giving her all the scintillating details she’d learned two weeks ago? Well, then she wouldn’t just be slightly richer and slightly fancier. She’d reap a Shangri-la of rewards — toys held tight by the NAU’s top 1 percent and unknown to the lower 99. The so-called Beau Monde rumors were true. There really was a “fine world,” per the translation, where a person’s dreams could become their reality. A secret club, draped in whispers. The best experiences she had so far were, it turned out, merely the appetizer before a royal buffet. 
She wanted to help Nicolai, yes. But more than that, she wanted to know about those high-end immersion rigs. About the Ryans’ canvas. About their Beam connection, and all the bits of a posh life they likely took for granted. 
The elevator stopped a floor shy of the penthouse. The doors hesitated then parted. 
Kai closed her eyes. Then, self-conscious, she reached out and touched the panel to close the elevator doors again. 
There were five elevators in the building. If they were anything like the elevators in her own building, they’d hover around the floors that the aggregate Beam consciousness running the building saw as most likely to need them next, based on resident activity. When Kai arrived, two had been in the lobby, likely anticipating the return of residents based on their current positions and headings outside the building. The other three, according to readouts above the doors, had been ticking around floor numbers in the teens. She figured that meant that the building was momentarily ambivalent. People were moving around, but no one was truly stirring. It meant her elevator wouldn’t be needed for a few minutes at least. She could occupy a single elevator for a while if she needed, undisturbed. 
With her eyes closed, she began tapping her right-hand fingers against her thigh. A sort of dashboard appeared behind her eyelids. The construct was clumsy and made her dizzy. Kai’s ocular inputs were projecting a slightly different view of the dashboard in one eye than in the other, giving the illusion of depth. But because the visual was created by stimulating the rods and cones at the back of her retinas rather than projecting an image on the inside of her eyelids, it felt odd. She was used to using tablets, handhelds, and canvases but hadn’t wanted to bring any with her because they might give her away. 
Right now, to the building’s system, she was Michelle Lowery — a twenty-seven-year-old woman whose apartment number would, if the canvas thought to check, turn out to be undefined. She didn’t think her indistinct apartment would bother the canvas or that the security protocols would double check her once she was inside the building. Still, Kai had to keep reminding herself that she didn’t know what the Beau Monde had up its sleeve. Something like an unspoofed handheld could blow the whole thing. 
She reached out and tapped at the air. The projection showed her hands hitting virtual buttons in the dashboard behind her eyelids. The vertigo of the experience took some getting used to and kept making Kai want to swoon. But eventually, blessedly, she found herself looking at the Ryan’s apartment’s interior instead of the dashboard. 
The apartment’s native visual sensors were encrypted in ways Kai had never seen, but the perimeter formed by the physical walls was sloppy. It was, as was so often the case, an example of the weakest link failing the chain. Whitlock, for all of his armor, had had a frail memory and had comprised Micah’s weakest link. And here, while the building’s digital security was top-notch, the physical seals weren’t impervious. The nanos she’d left behind had multiplied and, as far as Kai could tell without delving deep, had probably found that they could go anywhere by following the paths of cables snaking between apartments and into the hallways. 
Right now, those same nanos and their intelligent offspring were inside the Ryans’ penthouse, in a group the size of a tack’s head, each bot’s three-color or light/dark sensor becoming a single point of light in what was essentially a composite eye. 
After a turning the nanobot eye through a quick glance to make sure no one was in the living room, Kai ordered the nanos to detach from the wall and hover. 
“Give me an occupancy sweep,” she whispered.
With her eyes closed in the elevator and her vision floating around the apartment above, Kai again felt that strange sense of separation. She reached out for the elevator’s cool wall, felt it, and backed up so she could lean on it for support. This was clumsy, and she hated the time it was taking. The elevator of course knew Kai was in it, and while she doubted the car would be needed (seeing as there were four others), it was quite possible that the building would register her presence as anomalous. The canvas might decide that Miss Lowery was having some sort of a medical episode that required assistance, or it might look deeper into her lease and discover Miss Lowery’s digital forgery. But there was no other way to do this. She had to see who was in the apartment before attempting to enter.
Kai watched the eye’s image, her true lids closed. There was nobody in the living room, dining room, or the elaborately appointed kitchen. There was an empty bathroom, a parlor, a library, and several specialty rooms with layouts and mysterious devices in them that made Kai salivate. She saw an empty white room covered in white panels — probably a simulator — and found herself remembering the simulator the Beamers had left her in and just how real the simulated sand had felt between her toes. Why would you need a simulator if you had immersion rigs? She supposed the answer might be that it was easier for two people to use a simulator together. If Isaac and Natasha wanted to screw in Rome without leaving their apartment, the simulator would let them be physically together. But somehow Kai doubted that Isaac and Natasha were screwing in Rome. They might not be screwing at all. Based on what Nicolai had told her, it didn’t sound like they really ever did anything together other than fight. 
The hovering eye showed Kai the offices she’d already visited, where they’d duped Whitlock into believing he’d seen Kai beat Doc to death with a pipe. Isaac’s office was closed. Natasha’s was open and empty. Kai could squeeze the nanobots into Isaac’s office (through cracks in the door or via their proven route, following cables behind the walls, floor, and ceiling), but there was no point. She knew what she’d needed to know. The closed office door in the otherwise empty apartment told her that Isaac was home but that Natasha wasn’t. It made sense, seeing as Nicolai had said they were feuding. Natasha was probably off with Micah. Whether Isaac was taking a virtual vacation at home alone or simply beating off was immaterial.
Kai told her bots to head back into crevices and hide then tipped her head to deactivate the visuals and activate her cochlear implant. But still she paused, indecisive. 
Did Isaac even know who Kai was, other than a girl he’d once seen standing beside Nicolai? If so, was that good or bad? What was the more enticing story — that she’d defected from Micah’s camp and wanted to join Isaac’s, or that she was a random Isaac Ryan fan who wanted to take a ride on the Directorate’s handsome front man? Neither was a clear winner, and neither gave her a clear course of action. She was in the building now, but she couldn’t admit it. If Kai was going to call Isaac, she’d need to pretend to be outside. She’d have to do a lot of explaining then hope he’d come down to the lobby let her in. Once she was standing in front of him, Kai was sure she could make him stand on one hand and sing showtunes, but she wasn’t there yet, and had no idea how to get that far.
Maybe going straight for his apartment had been a bad idea. Maybe she should retreat then arrange to meet him at a public function. If she did that, she could work her magic in her usual way. She could touch his arm ever so slightly and bat her eyelashes. She could bed him in thirty seconds if she did it that way then siphon out his secrets — both those he gave willingly and those her nano scavengers could sniff out while he was asleep, as she’d done with Whitlock back when she’d only known him as “Ralph.” 
That was clearly the better option, and she knew it, but it had only occurred to her once she was already inside the building, in an elevator one floor below Isaac’s feet, with a floating eye already in position. Being here was no accident. Kai didn’t make many accidents. No, if she was honest, she’d wanted to come here despite its impracticality. Because she wasn’t really here for Nicolai. She was here for herself, and Isaac wasn’t her target. To Kai, the apartment itself was what mattered most.
She clicked off her call implant, deciding not to alert Isaac. She had a much bolder plan in mind. She’d get inside then allow him to catch her. Porn had been exploiting the “apprehended intruder” motif for as long as porn had existed. It was a proven model, and someone with Kai’s wiles was up to the task of giving it life. She already felt fairly sure she could stifle the canvas’s automatic panic response, and before Isaac called DZPD to report a break-in, she’d knock him off-kilter with pattern-matching movements modeled off her nanobots’ AI assessment. She’d use her pheromones. She’d purr in his ear then launch a rear assault on his brain’s inhibition centers using the nanos that had been following him around for two weeks, learning his habits and patterns. The Beau Monde wanted to keep secrets from Kai? Fine. She had her own secrets, and she doubted that even the world’s elite knew what she knew about how to thumb the buttons men didn’t even know they had. 
Closing her eyes and calling up the visual dashboard, Kai ordered her hoverbots to re-form the eye. A moment later, she found herself looking at what appeared to be a Beamglass coffee table. She lifted the view, moving the bots toward the door. She closed on it then settled the view so that she was looking at the wall beside the door where the eye had first formed. 
She opened her real eyes and tapped the elevator’s panel. “Request penthouse access.” 
“Access to the penthouse is restricted,” said a voice. “Would you like to place a request?” 
“That’s what I said,” Kai told the voice, irritated. “Yes. Make a request.” 
There was a chirp, and the panel changed to show a pair of arrows chasing each other in a circle. 
Kai closed her eyes and saw the same animation appear on the Ryans’ wall, indicating an incoming request. In the middle of the arrows it read: Access request: Michelle Lowery. The animation would appear on the surfaces nearest to Isaac, too, but there was nothing she could do about that. She just had to cross her fingers and hope he was as immersed as she thought he might be.
She watched the arrows for a half second.
Kai couldn’t hack the canvas to grant herself access. But although the electronic security was top-notch, most physical security could be subverted. Every chain had a weak link.
The view behind her eyelids distorted as the tiny floating group of bots formed something like a minuscule finger. The finger touched the center of the circling arrows, and at the same time, a chirp sounded inside the elevator. Then the box began to climb. 
Surprisingly, the elevator didn’t open into the apartment itself. Instead, it opened into a small hallway. Kai walked its length, and the interior door opened at her approach. Before the door closed behind her, Kai looked back along the hallway’s length, toward the elevator bay, from one open door to another. What was the point of having the hallway as buffer security if both doors opened at once? More evidence that even while the world was getting smarter, it couldn’t always see clear of its ass. The thought made Kai feel warm. She’d made her living slipping through cracks, and as long as people kept building strong doors on flimsy hinges, she’d always be able to find a way in. 
Kai lifted one leg and then the other, slipping off the high heels she’d worn on the chance she’d need to sex Isaac out of his secrets. At this point, though, that ship had sailed. Whom had she been kidding? She didn’t actually want Isaac to catch her. She wanted to be left alone because this errand wasn’t about gathering information for Nicolai. This particular errand was about Kai, and what had been kept from her. 
With her heels off, she felt significantly shorter. She buckled the shoes to a belt around her dress’s waist then walked across the living room on padding feet. 
She felt a strange absence of fear, and after a moment realized the root of her boldness was a sense of indignation. She’d always worked hard and made smart choices — far smarter and bolder choices, she thought, than the Isaac Ryans of the world. And yet those at the top had been keeping the best for themselves and away from her deserving hands. It made her furious. 
She prowled her way into the kitchen. Each unfamiliar appliance was an affront to her dignity. Why hadn’t she been offered the strange, depth-screen handheld laid carelessly on the counter? Why hadn’t her leasing agent offered her what appeared to be a rudimentary teleporter masquerading as a food delivery system? The technology’s casualness was infuriating. If the “food delivery system” really did bring items into the apartment from somewhere else without it having to travel through tunnels or via hovering conveyances, it represented technology that the popular press had discussed extensively — but believed to be decades or perhaps centuries away. Yet here it was, plain as day, sitting beside sealed canisters with Natasha Ryan’s flour, sugar, and brown sugar. 
No big deal for us up here at the top, it seemed to taunt. 
Kai glanced toward the office. Now, she almost did want the door to open. She almost wanted Isaac to come out and see her stalking his apartment without a care. She wanted him to see that his ivory fucking tower wasn’t as impervious as he’d thought. His technology hadn’t kept him as untouchable as he surely believed he was. And if the door didn’t open on its own, she kind of wanted to smash some appliances, being loud enough to make it open. And when he came out, she wouldn’t seduce him. She’d hurt him instead, for the way he’d unknowingly snubbed her.
But instead, she soothed her swelling anger. Alarming Isaac would do no good. She wanted what the Ryans had, but she knew full well she couldn’t take it by force. Even if she were to steal a few gadgets, she doubted they’d work for her and her inferior ID. If they were as next-generation as they seemed to be, every one of them would be intelligent. Like The Beam. The Beam responded to direct requests and queries, but it always flavored those responses based on the person asking. It knew the requester’s patterns of speech, how they used idioms and expressions, and how some people meant one thing while saying another. The appliances would be like that. The handheld wouldn’t work with Kai’s level of access. The food delivery system would only boil water and make toast because it would know she wasn’t supposed to have anything more. 
Kai had always believed that you couldn’t wait for life to give you what you wanted, but that you had to be bold enough to reach out and take it. But infuriatingly, this situation was the exact opposite. She’d never be able to take any of what she saw here. Any of what was owed to her, that she’d earned through blood and sweat.
She looked toward the office again then plodded across the floor. Her hips swayed without her permission, soft lips pulling into a seductive bow. She felt the environment watching her, but the attention was accommodating, not alarmed. She’d been granted access by the apartment, and now it was time to see what Isaac would grant her. 
But before she reached the closed office, the open one caught her eye. The room’s decor was clearly masculine, its floor and surfaces messy with detritus. Directorate Party detritus. 
It was Isaac’s office.
Which meant it wasn’t Isaac who was home at all. It was Natasha. 
She should leave. Kai could do nothing with Natasha, unless Natasha swung both ways. She should get out, count herself fortunate for not getting caught, and try again later. Maybe track Isaac somewhere more public now that she’d seen what she’d come to see.
But had she seen what she’d come to see? 
Kai’s fingers tapped her leg, her mind turning. Then she sat on the polished wood floor in front of the door with her legs crossed, almost daring one of them to step out and see her in plain sight. She closed her eyes to see the dashboard. At her command, the hovering composite eye re-formed. This time, she sent it into the office, bots squeezing in the sway spaces around bolts that held the walls together and through gaps in conduit. A moment later, she found herself looking down at a tall red-haired woman lying on her back in one of the chair-shaped rigs.
Nicolai had cobbled an immersion together for Kai, Doc, and Whitlock to share, but none among the three had truly known what they were doing. What they’d used was like an immersive diorama, but it was clear there was much more out there if you could use the same technology to access The Beam. Kai had only seen a small dataset, and wondered what lay deeper into the network, where more of the Beau Monde’s superiority came out to play.
Her internal vision watched Natasha. She turned the eye toward the feedback monitor and looked on as the woman’s heart rate increased. She watched the thermal display indicate the gathering of bodily blood in a pattern Kai recognized, and then she realized what she was seeing.
Natasha was cheating on Isaac right now, without really cheating at all. 
Kai focused inside, feeling the wood floor beneath her.
“Can I enter the immersion?” she whispered. 
The view shimmered, a red flash pulsing across the distortion. 
“Can I hack the data stream?” 
Another red shimmer. 
“Is there a redundant activity monitor?”
Her view flashed green.
“A visual stream?” 
Green. 
“Show me.” 
At first, Kai didn’t know where she was being led as the eye inched closer. She’d assumed that if the visual stream was echoed outside of Natasha’s mind, it would be showing on a screen somewhere on the rig. But then, that didn’t make sense, did it? If the rig let you do things in virtual space that you couldn’t, wouldn’t, or maybe shouldn’t be doing in real life, would you want anyone passing by to see your indiscretions? 
Natasha’s pale skin filled Kai’s field of view as the nanobot eye neared her face. There was a disorienting sense of inversion as the nanobots rolled all at once to look in the other direction. Kai realized it had slipped up under the back of Natasha’s hair. The view was dark and filled with filtered reds, but in the last moment before the eye dispersed, she saw a small port in the rig. The sort of port where you might plug in an external monitor. 
Kai waited. The bots would be spreading out now, making contacts like a rudimentary plug. But when the redundant visual stream filled Kai’s view, it didn’t seem as redundant as she’d thought it would be. Rather, she saw an immersive stream made flat…which was in turn made semi-immersive again thanks to Kai’s current eye-on point of view. 
She saw a white room. Slim hands that seemed to stem from Kai but that were, in fact, Natasha’s. Fingers buried in a gorgeous man’s hair. His face came closer, and Kai could almost feel his kiss. She saw how he moved and craved audio to hear the rise and fall of his breath.
Kai was seeing this, but Natasha was there. As real, with another person, as if they were in the same bed. As real as it had felt to Kai when she’d held the heavy pipe in her hands. 
She’d struck Doc seven times and would never forget a single one of those blows. Each was embossed on her soul because she’d been there. She’d done it. Real as reality.
“I’m going to get what you have,” Kai whispered for Natasha’s absent ears. 
Her view flashed red, indicating the nanobots had heard her and detected a factual inaccuracy.
But outside the office, Kai shook her head, because she knew better.





 

 
Chapter 5
 
 
Micah approached his mother, took her hand, and raised it to his lips. He kissed her papery skin then set her hand down delicately, as if it were fine China. 
Rachel looked up. Micah had approached her without getting recognition, and if he didn’t know better, he would have thought she hadn’t heard him come through the door and approach. But of course, the old woman had the finest implants money could buy. Soon, she’d be all robotics and Plasteel, dressed in peeling, rotting skin. It would happen all of a sudden. One day, Micah would realize that his mother was dead and that what lived in Alpha Place had been something else for a very long time.
“How are you feeling, Mom?” 
Rachel took Micah’s hand, which he’d left on the chair’s arm near hers. She patted it delicately then turned her cheek toward him. 
“Is a kiss on the hand any way to greet your mother?” 
“I didn’t know if you were bruising.” 
“I don’t bruise under the affections of my son.” 
Micah forced a smile then leaned toward Rachel’s cheek. He held a neutral expression, trying to ignore her scent. The odor wasn’t precisely decay, medicine, or old age. It was an ozone smell that reminded him of running electricity dusted with musk. 
He kissed her cheek then pulled back. His lips had left an impression, delicate as he’d been. He watched as the white area on her cheek, after a moment, flushed red and inflated back to its prior state. Even the return of color was the work of her nanobots. It was macabre — more like watching roadies erecting a tent than anything remotely organic. 
Micah pulled up a small soft chair and sat with his knees almost touching Rachel’s. 
“So how are you feeling?” 
“Poor.” 
“I’m sorry.” 
“It’s okay. It’s a very specific form of poor. My bones would ache if I had any left, and my muscles would be sore if they weren’t filled with machines and paralyzers. Fortunately, I have none of those original items. And in their place, I have ghost pains.” 
“You mean phantom pains?” Micah remembered stories of pre-microsurgery amputees feeling a limb that was no longer there.
“No. I mean pains that stem from the fact that I should be a ghost.” 
This was Rachel’s unique species of half joke. Micah, since childhood, had never known if he should laugh or turn his face serious when she made her jokes — a uniquely disarming experience tinged with both guilt and discomfort. 
Micah chose to smile. 
“Thank you for coming to visit me,” she said. She returned his smile. It should have felt like a confirmation that he was doing things right, but it didn’t. Micah had never, ever understood or felt comfortable around his mother. Rachel had been in her seventies and eighties through the boys’ formative years, wedging a double-wide generation gap between them. She’d never been able to do the fun, playful things that Micah’s friends’ mothers had done. She’d been old forever, and time had only magnified their differences. Before her first nanobot treatment, he’d felt like a caregiver assigned to an invalid. After, he’d felt like a good Samaritan visiting an anomaly. 
“Of course.” 
“You’re a good boy.” 
“Thank you.” He forced a smile. “I do try.” 
“Have you seen your brother?” 
Micah cocked his head. They almost never discussed Isaac. Isaac came to visit Rachel as well, but their relationship, so far as Micah could tell, was quite different. Isaac usually ended up running errands and taking care of Rachel’s household for her. Micah was the confidant: the one she spoke to, the one she confided in. But the two worlds never crossed, and Micah and Isaac hadn’t visited their mother together in years. They’d never decided to split visiting duty, either. It had simply occurred because it seemed wiser. Safer, perhaps. 
“We’ve spoken.” 
“I worry about him.” 
“You don’t need to worry about Isaac, Mom. Isaac can take care of himself.” 
Rachel gave a crow-like scoff. “No, he can’t. He’s a fool.” 
“Mom!” 
“So now you’re offended?” 
Micah’s hand was still near Rachel’s. But something had changed in the conversation, and Micah didn’t trust it. A moment before, he’d been a dutiful son visiting a poor old woman in failing health. In the blink of an eye, Rachel’s other, deeper face had replaced that of the sweet shut-in. That face triggered old chills. He remembered it from all those years ago, over dinner tables, discussing business with Pops…strategies that simultaneously seemed to circle matters of life and death. Micah and Isaac’s father was never part of those conversations. Micah still remembered the way Dad had always retreated to the parlor, reading and pretending not to know his wife’s business. Trying to pretend, Micah had thought, that he wasn’t terrified of his father-in-law. 
Micah stood. He faced away from Rachel for a beat, trying to mentally compose himself. He was Micah Ryan, the public face of Enterprise. People feared him, the way Ashford Ryan had feared Pops. 
Then he turned back, his face appropriately serious.
“I’m not offended,” he said. “Just wondering what makes you say that.” 
Rachel laughed. “Why do I say he’s a fool? Because he’s a fool, Micah. You know it. You always have.” 
“He’s your son.” 
Rachel shook a bony finger. It swayed too much with each swipe, and Micah was reminded of a bag of water tied around a metal pendulum. “He’s my older son. Older. And yet you’re the one who took over Ryan Enterprises.” 
“We’re partners.” 
Rachel’s eyes hardened. “Listen to me, Micah. I don’t have many years left on this planet, and don’t want to spend them being bullshitted. You and Isaac have equal shares, subject to my 34 percent. When I die, you’ll be 50/50. But you are the board. You are the phantom stockholder with the single share that tips the balance toward you. And you have the will. Isaac is a sponge. You do realize that given the company’s private nature, you’re free to vote his shares invalid? He only has control as long as you want to keep giving him the warm fuzzies that come with illusions and fantasy.” 
“Fine.” Micah sighed. 
“I, on the other hand, am no fool. I had to give you equal shares of everything when you were kids. It was very Directorate of me, and I hated it. I did it because I ended up becoming a mother, then somehow it happened again. I didn’t have to do the things I did for you both. But I did it anyway.” 
“You did great, Mom.” Somewhere inside, Micah realized that this was an atypical tone for a conversation with one’s mother, globally speaking. 
“I did great by you,” she said. “And now you can do by me. Both of you. That’s the way things had to be, and have to be. I get it, and I was always willing to play along. That’s why you seem to have equal shares. Because Isaac is a delicate fool, and I must spare him even though he’s a grown man old enough to have his own grandchildren. But my compassion dies when we begin to talk about the business built by my father. One of you is qualified to run it. The other is not. And if you for a moment forget that your brother is weak and foolish, I will be forced to prove it by taking his inherited share and willing it all to you. Don’t make me do that, Micah. I’m too old to look like the bad guy. Let Isaac maintain his illusions.” 
Micah nodded, unsure what to say. 
“Now, what will you be doing about this situation with Natasha? Has Isaac asked you to step in?” 
“He did.” 
“What did you tell him?” 
“I told him that it’s his problem.” Micah stopped short of telling Rachel that the complete thought included Isaac “getting control of his woman.” She might take offense, being a woman herself. But probably not, because his mother was practical above all else, and Natasha had to be reined in, for the good of both parties. 
“Good. Are you going to step in anyway?” 
“I’m monitoring it. We’ve talked anyway because she wants to shift to Enterprise and be a bi…well, she wants to be loud about it. I know she’s spoken to Jameson Gray. As friends. I don’t believe he’s told her anything he shouldn’t have.” 
“What did Jameson say?” 
Micah resisted the urge to roll his eyes. Jameson Gray had made his enormous fortune by throwing glitter and waving his arms while wearing a stern, mystical expression. He maintained a show based on flimflam in a world where the most amazing illusions were already being supplanted by technology’s truths. 
“I don’t know, Mom. It’s not like I have a pipeline to the Master of Illusions. Wouldn’t you know better than me?” 
Rachel gave a minuscule shake of her head to indicate that it didn’t matter. “Let her do what she wants, within reason. You understand?” 
“She’s going to make a big splash. A huge show. Just to throw it in Isaac’s face. I’ve neither encouraged or discouraged it. I figure it’s best she sink or swim on her own. And the same goes for Isaac.” 
Rachel nodded. “That’s very Enterprise. She’ll learn one way or the other. What matters is that the press knows she’s left Directorate. What happens next matters little.” 
“I didn’t even need to leak it. Natasha’s so huffy and insufferable, the sheets found out immediately. The chatter is as obnoxious as she is.” 
Rachel nodded. “Good.”  
“There’s something else.” Micah looked into his mother’s somehow artificial stare. “You remember Nicolai Costa. Well, he’s…” 
“Yes, yes. Nicolai,” she said, waving a hand in acknowledgement, urging him to get on with it.
Micah blinked. She’d said it like Nicolai Costa was a common topic of conversation, but in truth they hadn’t discussed the Costas since Salvatore had died and Ryan Enterprises had stepped in to shepherd the development of hovertech that had conveniently made its way stateside. Micah, who’d been project head on much of Ryan Enterprises hovertech development, was in the middle on that one. He wasn’t supposed to know that his mother was part of a group that pulled strings above even the company’s reach, but blood had always had a way of talking. It put him in a strange position. Mysterious commands came down, and Micah had to accept them. And no matter how much he thought he knew about anything, Rachel always seemed to be six steps ahead of him.
“You act like he’s an old friend of yours,” said Micah. 
“Oh, yes. He came to visit me yesterday.” 
Micah’s eyes met Rachel’s for long enough to see a passing look of contentment. Then it vanished, and again she looked like an innocent old woman. 
“He what?” 
“He’s a very nice boy. Very courteous.” 
“You didn’t think to tell me this? You didn’t think to ping me?”
“I’m an old woman. Sometimes, I forget things.” Again, she hinted a smile. 
“What the hell did he want?” Micah felt himself becoming increasingly agitated and tried to will himself to calm. He was Micah Fucking Ryan. Micah Fucking Ryan was always in control. But it was difficult to tether his outrage. Nicolai was supposed to be Micah and Isaac’s responsibility. He’d stopped being of any concern to Rachel back in the ’30s, and as far as Micah had always thought, Nicolai had been more or less invisible to her since. With fifty years passed, Micah had assumed she’d have forgotten him other than as a legend. And now he’d come here, to Alpha Place? It felt like a personal violation, and Micah Fucking Ryan didn’t tolerate violations of any sort. This was his mother; this was his personal life and personal business; this was the secret that he was supposed to be keeping and the ace he was supposed to hold. Nicolai had no business here. 
“He was curious about our past,” said Rachel.
“What fucking business is our past to him?” 
“Our past is entangled with his family’s past,” she said. “With his father. With the development of the nanobots you gave me and that started the pollination that our friend Noah was so interested in.”
Micah just stared. He felt like a house of cards was collapsing. 
“What did you tell him?” he said.
Rachel had a small knit blanket across her legs. Her hands formed a fragile tent atop it. “I’m not sure,” she said. “I’m old. I get very confused.” 
Her coyness felt like a blade tearing down Micah’s vertebrae. 
“Goddammit, what did you tell him?” he yelled.
Rachel’s innocent expression found a razor’s edge. “Don’t you dare demand anything from me, Micah. Do you understand? I own 34 percent of the company that Costa’s technology revitalized and made rich. That gives me a substantial interest in what has happened in it over the years and what it will do next. Thirty-four percent to your and Isaac’s matching 33s. This room life-logs everything I do and say and seem to think — not to mention what I specifically log on my own. Don’t you think for one fucking second that you can pull the rug out from under me. Even your shares are conditional — you and Isaac can’t pool them against me. Do I have to spell it all out? This company is mine until I die, and there’s nothing you can do about it. The same as with Panel. You’ve tiptoed around those connections and those powerful people all your life, and I know how you salivate for my slot in the group when I die. You aren’t even supposed to know about Panel, Micah, so don’t make me end your tenure on it before it even begins.” 
Micah blinked. “I just wanted to know what you told him.” 
Rachel’s expression softened. Again, she gave him that hectoring naughty-naughty wag of her finger. “That’s not what you said at all, dear son of mine.” 
“I’m sorry.” 
“Of course. But the answer is that I told him what he needed to know.” 
“He doesn’t need to know anything.”
“Doesn’t he? Didn’t you tell him the same things already?” 
Micah exhaled, unsure what to say. 
“I just filled in the gaps, Micah. I admitted to things he’d surely already suspected. Nothing that changed anything. Do you see what I really gave him, by doing that?” 
“I don’t know, Mom.” Micah sighed, resigned. 
“The illusion of control. Same as Isaac. You know he has a role to play in our futures.” 
“Not necessarily.” 
“Oh, well. Then my research is apparently better than yours,” she said.
“Noah Fucking West, Mom.” 
Rachel made a little brushing-off gesture. “Enough. Just another loose end that Isaac let go and that you must pick up. Nicolai Costa won’t be going anywhere for a while. You have little to hide. He’ll sneak around, but I’d advise you not to discuss our conversation. Act like I don’t exist, like you normally do.” 
“I don’t act — ” 
“So are you prepared for Shift?”  
Micah felt blindsided by the change in topic but managed to recover without a stumble. 
“There’s not much to be prepared for. The presidents’ men handle it all. Isaac and I just make speeches.” 
“As it should be. Which way do you think it will tilt?” 
“Enterprise.”
“You’re sure?” 
“It’s time.” Micah shrugged. “But does it matter?” 
“Part of me wants Isaac to have a victory. It would be good for his self-esteem. When you see him next, will you tell him to visit me?” 
“I don’t really see him often, Mom.” That was a lie. He’d just seen him, and Isaac had a way of crawling back over and over again. Rachel was one tether binding him to Isaac, and Natasha was another. But for some reason, he felt he’d given his mother enough today.
“Whenever you talk to him then.” Rachel clucked her tongue and shook her head. “You used to see each other all the time. Why don’t you go out to dinner?” 
“He’s kind of a wreck.” 
“All the more reason,” said Rachel.” Do you think he’ll stay married?” 
“I don’t see how he could get divorced. It would make him look so much worse. Natasha would take half of everything.” 
“She has to be good for a lay now and then, too.” 
Micah shot her a disbelieving look. Rachel gave him a lecherous little smile. 
“I wasn’t always this old,” she said.
Micah wanted to stand in order to end the conversation, but he was already standing. As usual, she’d controlled the entire exchange from beginning to end while barely moving a muscle. She’d simply sat in her little chair, blanket on her lap, looking ancient and innocent. 
So in lieu of standing anew, Micah pulled his handheld from his pocket and glanced at it, making a farce of checking the time. “I have to go, Mom.”
“Of course. You’re a very busy man.” 
“Yes. I’ll be back in…”
“And I’m very proud of you.” 
“Thanks.” 
“Say hello to Miss Dreyfus for me, will you?” she said.
Micah met his mother’s eyes, wondering how the hell she could know who Kai was, let alone what she meant to Micah. 
“Goodbye, Mom,” he said.
Rachel waved, and Micah left the room, feeling too much like his brother for comfort.





 

 
Chapter 6
 
 
Working from a park bench on an open AirFi connection on his mobile, his back to a ridge cut from a hill and his eyes darting around for watchers, Sam opened the Null forum and began typing a new private message. 
His paranoia was probably over the top, and Sam was aware enough of himself to admit it. He had his anonymizer; he was mobile and using a different device than he typically used; he had the anonymous protection inherent to Null itself (a Null convention would be confusing. “Hi, I’m Null.” “Nice to meet you, Null. I’m Null, and this is my girlfriend, Null”); he was in the open in a place where many people were constantly hitting the network due to uploading media as part of the inane life-logging fixation. And as a final resort, if someone from NPS somehow located Sam through his many smokescreens, he could pocket his mobile and run. He even had a small slumbergun in his pack to disable pursuers. It was illegal, but no less illegal than everything else that Sam did. 
Halfway through typing his message on the Null board, Sam felt his attention distracted by a mental squirrel. He opened a fresh window in his hacked mobile browser and, using the most stripped down, 2-D, antiquated presentation possible, began to scroll through the text version of Beam Headlines. At the very top was the same viral feel-good story about a puppy that had been Beam-top for hours now (it felt so contrived that Sam almost wanted to post on it, but he’d already decided to wait a few days). Farther down was a handful of news stories, many pertaining to Shift. Shift was just a week away, and every news outlet in the NAU seemed to have tossed its impartiality out the window. No one was siding with one party or the other (they paid lip service to impartiality), but all were rah-rah about Shift itself. 
The Shift stories weren’t what Sam was looking for (what he’d been distracted by, he mentally amended; the stories were a squirrel on top of a squirrel, but he still opened a few for long enough to scan), but as he read them, Sam saw more of that high-level pattern emerge. Only the parties themselves (and their toadies) were saying “Go Enterprise!” or “Go Directorate!” but the stories all seemed to be saying some version of “Go Shift!” It didn’t matter which side you played for, according to the media and major Beam reporters so long as you were eager about the game itself. 
The only viewpoint that wasn’t getting any voice on Beam Headlines was the idea that Shift wasn’t worth the excitement. 
Sam thought back to his own history. Not counting his mid-period Choice when he’d turned eighteen, he’d only been part of a single Shift. He’d had Enterprise leanings from birth, it seemed, and remembered being nudged to reaffirm that conviction over and over back during the ’91 Shift. Others around him were shifting from Directorate to Enterprise. Sam and his fellow Enterprise die-hards had welcomed them with open, congratulatory arms. A few had shifted from Enterprise to Directorate, and Sam remembered the good-natured (but convicted) arguments against those deserters. Sam had argued that Directorate was a party of sell-outs, and that true free-thinkers were always in Enterprise. Sam’s opponents had argued that they all worked for the Sentinel as reporters, and that it was stupid to do a poor-man’s everyday job and stay Enterprise — free-thinker or not. Why would you choose to earn what the Sentinel could afford to pay freelancers on a whim over a tenured job with a guaranteed, above-the-line dole? 
That had been six years ago. Although Sam couldn’t remember who had shifted where, he did remember every ounce of the emotion surrounding the debates over which was the superior party. It had felt like rooting for a professional game of Ball, and Sam — only twenty-two at the time — had looked upon his Enterprise team with shiny eyes, still optimistic and unbesmirched by life as Shadow. 
Sitting on the park bench and scanning news stories on the eve of his second Shift, Sam found that his demeanor was different this time around. The public’s demeanor, however, was exactly the same. Everything was excitement and rah-rah. Neither party could do any wrong according to those who backed each of them. 
“It doesn’t matter whether you win or lose, but how you play the game,” he said aloud.
Watching his screen, Sam felt a bitter smirk cross his lips. The expression was supposed to refer to sportsmanship, but these days Sam couldn’t help but see the same words with a different, more cynical meaning. Did it really matter whether Enterprise or Directorate won or lost? Or did it only matter how they played the game — and how vested they made NAU citizens in their respective teams? 
Sam’s handheld pinged, indicating new mail. It was an inconsequential message for Sam, not Shadow (his handheld was programmed to erase if sensors detected the wrong Beam ID in the wrong places, thus eliminating the Sam/Shadow connection), but the interruption was enough to jar him back into his first distraction, now one loop removed from the reason he’d come to the park in the first place. 
He closed the Shift stories he’d opened and ran a search on Beam Headlines for “Beau Monde.” 
As anticipated, around two dozen stories surfaced. All but three had been started by Sam himself, using a Beam-hopper’s worth of aliased identities. Some were honest articles, backed by research he’d uncovered. Some were deliberately over the top: tinfoil hat conspiracy theories unworthy of the most paranoid Null forum threads. The rest were a mishmash he’d posted under the spoofed names of his old colleagues at the Sentinel, under made-up names, or under the name “Null.” 
He’d sent traffic to all of those stories, asking his followers to vote them up the feed so they could all see what happened when their visibility increased. Null was well-known for organizing Beam bombs and disrupting discussion network-wide, but they’d been unable to dent Beam Headlines when it came to the Beau Monde stories. None of the stories had more than ten votes, and they were all clustered at the low end of the feed like the final few flakes at the bottom of an empty cereal box.
It was okay that Headlines seemed to be so effortlessly slapping back Null’s voting assault, though, because the stories themselves were trial balloons. Sam had used them to eliminate variables — to see if Headlines had flagged his network ID, his sector, the names he used, the source of vote-ups, or anything else. Now that he saw that the only thing that the suspiciously downvoted stories had in common was the suggestion that a Beau Monde existed, it was time to crank the heat. 
Null had only been clicking upvotes until now. Those were Shadow’s instructions: no untoward disruptions; I’m testing; use only means that anyone has at their disposal to express your interest in the stories. The group had far, far more powerful arrows left in its collective quiver.
He closed Beam Headlines, returning to his original task. The private message he’d begun was partially typed. Already, Sam had forgotten his train of thought, so he deleted everything to start again and wrote:
 
need your army. get the fawkes masks out b/c it’s time to disrupt. Need a bomb on beam headlines, maybe a bomb on shift. got my people but need yours. this may go wide. We need to meet. maybe in person i don’t know. Could organize a sim if you can guarantee secure and send me the seal ahead of time to verify. lmk. Shadow.
 
Sam hesitated before clicking send, his finger hovering above his handheld’s screen. He’d been contemplating this move since getting his first scant realization about Costa and Shift’s possible nature. He’d contemplated it on the walk to the park, including his circuitous route to get here. 
His finger shook above the green send button. 
Sam watched the screen, waiting. 
Do I even know who he is? 
Or if even he’s even a ‘he’ at all? 
He could be a girl. 
He could be Micah Ryan or one of the presidents. 
He could be Noah West, still alive and hiding somewhere in the world. 
He could be a fifteen-year-old kid hiding in his mother’s basement, somewhere below the line. 
It was true. Sam had absolutely no idea who Integer7 was. That was the nature of Null; they were meant to be faceless. Faces and names and reputations built structures of power. Power corrupted. Null stood for organized anarchy, where no one was really in charge. Because eventually, the new boss always became just like the old boss. 
Was Sam — as Shadow — trying to be a boss? Was his message to Integer7 tantamount to asking him (or her) to be co-boss?
It was amazing how, even among malcontents who distrusted power, deep down everyone wanted more power for themselves. On the Null boards, Shadow posted under the screen name “Null” just like almost everyone else. Integer7 did the same. Yet people knew who both of them were — on their separate pages if not on the forum itself due to the voice and tone of their supposedly anonymous posts. 
It was hypocritical in a way, Sam sometimes thought, but what wasn’t at least a bit hypocritical? People believed what was safest and most congruent for them to believe at any given time. The poor believed in the collective power of the organized poor. The rich believed they had what they did because they’d rightfully earned it. Shadow proselytized like a member of the Directorate — which wanted everyone to be interchangeable and equal, with nobody above anyone else — but Sam actually abhorred the idea of everyone being equal. Was it really such a huge leap from his own Enterprise beliefs to believing that the Micah and Isaac Ryans of the world had points worth considering? And what would it mean if Sam, who was Enterprise to the marrow, succeeded in life as he wanted to? Would he grow uninterested in wearing Shadow’s underdog cloak and dismiss all he’d once stood for? Would Null come to hate him, and seek to bring him down?
With a feeling like ripping a bandage from his skin, Sam stabbed the green button to send his message. 
It was done. There was no point in thinking twice. Even Null members couldn’t track and erase Null private messages once they’d been sent. The messages didn’t go to a mailbox. They were sent into cloudspace on The Beam then encrypted and hidden in a random innocuous system like redundant code protocols. Messages stayed where they were until the user with the correct decryption key sent out a feeler and found them. There was no chance of anyone other than the person with the corresponding key locating a message. Once something was sent, it was sent, and there were no take-backs. 
It was the right choice, Sam told himself. 
He leaned back against the Plasteel park bench and tipped his head toward the sky. It was blue enough that the lattice was completely invisible. The air was filtered-fresh, and Sam could hear children playing close by. It was hard to imagine there could ever be any menace out in the world.
Unless, of course, you sent a private forum message to menace, asking it to come over and play.  
But he was being paranoid. Contacting Integer7 was the right move. Sam, as Shadow, needed help. He couldn’t do what needed to be done on his own. Besides, Integer7 was well known and trusted in the Null community — and Null, above all other bodies in the NAU, did its homework before trusting anyone. Individual members of Null (young, native to the Beam world, steeped in technology and tech lore) would have whole, crystal-clear clues to Integer7’s identity. No individual would have more than a tiny sliver of that information, but many individuals would have slivers. If they all got together, they could bring down Integer7, the same as they could bring down Shadow.
Sam sighed. Checks and balances were good. No one should have too much power. 
Sitting on the bench and pocketing his handheld, Sam tried to ignore the fact that Null, in its protest of power, had a lot of it. The network of individuals sometimes felt like a disassembled weapon of mass destruction. That weapon was harmless as long as it remained in pieces, and no one talked about how the only thing keeping it benign was its own decision not to assemble.
“We need to crack things open and see what we find,” Sam said to himself. 
It was true. This was a first step. He wasn’t committing to anything. It would be a mistake to not at least ask a few of the right questions.
But as Sam looked up at the sky, he wondered if he was telling himself the truth.
Maybe he was. 
Or maybe a large ball had already begun to roll, quickly reaching a threshold beyond which it could no longer be controlled.





 

 
Chapter 7
 
 
Isaac felt like a man who had played every card, because he had. 
He’d pulled a chair up to the ceiling-to-floor window looking out across District Zero, beside the (he now thought) rather unsightly distraction of the apartment’s glass-walled hoverport. When they’d bought the penthouse, it had seemed like an elegant idea to have a hoverport along the window, but now, as he looked at it, Isaac decided it was an eyesore. He’d seen other apartments, nicer than this one, owned by people of lower station. The latest trend, in newer spires, was to place the ports beyond a structural piece of the building, typically wrapped around a corner from the windows. Done correctly by a competent architect, the arrangement gave all the convenience of placing a vehicle within easy range of one’s living room while keeping the view clear of interruptions. Sometimes, seeing the car outside of Isaac’s port felt less like a privilege of the rich and more like he was living in a garage. 
He looked at the port, hating it, loathing his lush apartment, feeling each small imperfection in his environment as a personal insult. Of course he didn’t have one of the newest designs. He should, but didn’t. Because Isaac was second banana, and that’s how everyone treated him. 
He’d begged Natasha to put off her concert, to scale it down, and generally let go of his balls so he could keep them while trying to salvage his dignity. 
He’d begged Micah to do what he could to stop her. Not only did his brother have the ability to sway her as the face of her new party (she’d listen; Natasha cared about “face” much more than actual doings, effectiveness, or even profit), but he had the ear of people who could force her to stop. But Micah had demonstrated that he wouldn’t help. He’d just make vague suggestions then laugh.
And oh, there were so many laughs to be had at Isaac Ryan’s expense.
He’d watched Nicolai leave him, but not without a total loss of dignity. He’d practically worn holes in the knees of his pants trying to get Nicolai to stick around. He’d begged him to stay on as his speechwriter, and when that had failed, he’d begged him to at least keep his position until after Shift. Isaac needed Nicolai right here and now, to pull him out of his tailspin. But that had just been another joke, and Nicolai had left the door swinging behind him, the same as Natasha. 
Isaac had tried to reach his brother’s contacts in order to beg them, but Micah had shut him down. It didn’t matter that they were supposed to be family contacts, inherited (or soon to be inherited) from their mother. Micah had taken over as always, shoving his way in front despite being the younger sibling. Micah, with his perfect hair and perfect teeth and perfect smile and the way he had of always staying so perfectly in control. Everyone always wanted to kowtow to Micah, but nobody was ever interested in listening to Isaac. 
Swallowing his pride, Isaac had called his mother and begged for her help. She’d told him that there was nothing she could do (and wasn’t that a load of shit) and had somehow talked him into bringing her a load of groceries that she for some reason couldn’t order up herself.
As a final resort, Isaac had called Dominic Long to see if DZPD could refuse the permits needed for Natasha’s concert. It was a long shot; the concert was just over a week away, and Natasha had almost certainly finalized her plans. His plans had fallen flat when Dominic hadn’t answered his mobile and tracking had indicated him to be somewhere off-grid. He seemed to have turned off his mobile (or at least its location awareness and ability to be pinged), leaving Isaac only with the vaguest idea where he was. That was probably for the best because Dominic was the last person he knew who might, in some small way, be able to help. He was probably also the last person that Isaac hadn’t totally disrespected himself to. 
Isaac stood violently, shoving back at the chair with his legs, wanting to throw something but having nothing at the ready. The chair was heavy and didn’t skid. It tipped back for a second, teetered at the edge of balance on its rear legs, then fell forward again to quite literally spank him in the ass. Isaac stepped away, refusing to give the chair the satisfaction of rebuke. 
He laced his hands together behind his back and looked across the city below, the same way his brother always did. If Micah could be Micah, then Isaac could be Micah too. There were all sorts of self-help slogans about believing something into truth and faking it until you make it. What made a proud, powerful, respected man? Why, it was that man’s ability to act proud, powerful, and deserving of respect. Maybe Isaac’s misfortune was his own fault. Maybe if he could gather the pieces of his emasculated image and cobble them into something less pathetic, he could fake it for a while, and make it in time. 
He straightened his back and felt the fit of the fine suit on his shoulders. He reminded himself how much it had cost as he looked through the window. His apartment was at the top of the building. His looking down from above was symbolic. I am a king. Others are ants beneath me. The Ryan brothers were in charge. The presidencies didn’t matter, and everyone knew it. No matter whether Vale or Reese ended up heading the majority party, the Ryans were important cogs in the true power that ruled this union. They would be respected. Both of them. 
“This is entirely unacceptable,” Isaac said aloud. 
He was alone in the apartment. He and Natasha spent almost no time together. It wasn’t that she was shunning him; it was that she was out greasing palms (probably with her stinking crotch, that slutty fucking whore) and calling in favors. He’d been hearing updates on the progress of what was becoming the concert of the decade, but he’d been hearing them from the press rather than from his wife. Everyone knew about Natasha Ryan and her sweeping comeback, despite Shift supposedly being a private affair. And while the jury was still out on whether her shift would herald a return to the original Natasha or whether it was just another sellout move, the public’s attention was unblinking upon her. They were enraptured by the prominent Directorate celebrity (so recently targeted in those inequity riots, which Isaac now knew were his brother’s doing) and her decision to leave her prominent Directorate husband's party. They were also fascinated by the way her prominent husband was lying down and taking it like a loser, because he was such a joke. Political cartoons, of late, hadn’t been kind to Isaac. 
But as he stared across the city, his arms behind his back per his brother’s usual posture, Isaac knew those cartoons and everything else to be unacceptable. He’d been mocked in public because he’d allowed it to happen. He’d sat back and taken it, never speaking up or striking back, never raising a fist or having the guts to tell the sheets his side of the story. 
And now that he thought about it, he really did have a side, and it was a good one. He could reframe everything. Natasha really was a duplicitous, manipulative bitch. The sheets knew that; they’d been lampooning her for decades. Isaac merely had to play into it. He could make this look like a vindictive move on her part rather than a loss of control on his — and it would be easy because that’s exactly what it was. He merely had to pick up his testicles and contact a few journalists. He’d grant them an exclusive interview — and blow their fucking minds.
Natasha wanted to give Isaac the finger? Fine. Isaac could give it back. 
Natasha wanted her concert to hurt Directorate and jeopardize Isaac’s position, but if Micah was telling the truth, neither Directorate nor Isaac were in any danger. It was all just smoke and mirrors. Natasha was waving at that smoke and trying to break a few of those mirrors, but none of it would matter if Isaac could keep his dignity. But on the flip side, he could do things to Natasha that weren’t smoke and mirrors. She’d only sell albums if she was respected and loved, but he could make her disrespected and loathed with just a few interviews. 
He could make the world hate her. He could paint her as the self-serving, sellout bitch that she was. Soulful songstress? Please. Natasha Ryan was a washed-up loser. 
Isaac stood straighter, now almost coming onto his toes. Yes. It was simply about making a decision. He had to see it first then live it second. He had to be it first, believe it afterward. It was all about Isaac. He had nothing left that he could actually lose. The biggest failed effort right now would leave him exactly where he already was, heading the Department of Internal Satisfaction, receiving an enormous dole, living at the top of the world in an admittedly inferior apartment due to that dumb hoverport that had been so in vogue when he’d bought it. And on the other hand, the smallest victory would paint Natasha as twisted, jaded, and damaged, out to screw the world and make more for herself. 
She could fail. He could not. Not any more than he already had, anyway.
Isaac turned back into the apartment, suddenly realizing he felt better than he had in a long time. If everyone wanted to leave him hanging in the breeze, he’d make his own victory. He’d win back the press, and he’d win back some allies after that. Even Micah’s hoarded contacts would have to take notice. Rachel would see who deserved to head their grandfather’s company. Maybe Natasha (who was too cowardly to divorce him; she wanted his safety net beneath her even while extolling the virtues and risk of Enterprise life) would even come crawling back. He could spit at her if that happened, telling Natasha to go fuck herself. Let her divorce him if she wanted. Let her take half of what he owned. It wouldn’t matter because the world would hate her again by that time…and to Natasha, the world’s hate would be all that mattered. 
“Canvas,” said Isaac.
There was a chirp.
“Give me a holo web here.” He gestured. “Search ‘Isaac Ryan.’ Give it to me straight. I can take it.” 
The canvas answered. “I’m not sure what you mean about ‘give it to me straight,’ Isaac.” 
“Don’t pull any punches.” 
“I’m sorry. I don’t understand.” 
“Tell me the truth,” said Isaac. 
“You requested a Beam search, Isaac. It is not a question of truth.” 
Isaac felt a moment of irritation. No matter how smart AI became, it never understood figurative speech or drama. He supposed it would understand if he approached the request from its opposite end, asking the search to omit those results that made him look the worst, but for some reason it didn’t get that his request to not filter the results was a statement of strength. It should be offering him a fist-bump or slapping him on the back for finally stepping into his rightful power. 
“Just give me the fucking web.”
The search web appeared in the room’s center, spiraling outward from a small blue holo dot. The full web was three meters tall and took up most of the space between the ceiling and the floor. Most people liked a web they could touch and manipulate, but Isaac liked to be able to step inside of his. One day, when Natasha was in the midst of winning one of their arguments, she’d said that he did it so he could stand in the middle of the insults while they pointed and laughed because that was where he was most comfortable.
Now, looking at the web, Isaac saw that the stories around him weren’t as bad as he’d thought they would be. He’d steeled himself for the worst, but as he dug into the web he remembered an absolute truth: The world doesn’t care about anyone. It was easy to feel like you were the center of the universe when you had an ego like Natasha’s or when things were going as poorly as they had been. Isaac had mostly avoided Beam news over the past few weeks, afraid to see all the hectoring fingers. But the world didn’t care enough to hate Isaac as fully as he’d imagined. There were Ball games for the NAU to obsess over; there were celebrities to stalk; there were issues to beat to death as Shift marched forward. Reports involving Isaac Ryan didn’t paint him as a hero, nor were they calling for his head. And there were only a handful, relatively speaking. 
“This isn’t too bad,” he said.
The canvas, knowing his tendency to participate verbally in searches, answered. “No, Isaac.” 
“They think I’m an asshole, but not in a major way.” 
“I don’t see the words ‘Isaac’ and ‘asshole’ in any stories,” said the canvas.
“Well, that’s good. How about ‘Isaac’ and ‘weak’ in the same story?” 
“I’m finding 11,361 matches in the past year.” 
“Well, that’s less encouraging. How many published in the past month, pertaining to Shift?”
“Depending on criteria, I would say 342 matches.” 
“And how many mention Natasha?” 
“Only Natasha or…?” 
“Me, Natasha, her decision to shift, and some judgment about me being weak or spineless or a big pussy or anything similar.” 
“Depending on criteria, I would say ninety-eight.”
“Only ninety-eight? And we’re talking NAU-wide?” 
“That figure does not include articles mentioning Natasha’s intention to shift and the judgment that she is making a proper decision.” 
“If they don’t mention me, I don’t care,” said Isaac, buoyed. Then he stopped, an idea dawning. “How many contain the exact phrase ‘it’s about time’?”
“Fifty.” 
“Hmm. Okay. Show me all of them. The ‘Isaac is a pussy’ ones and the ‘about time’ ones.”
The large web vanished. Isaac found himself facing two smaller webs, one at his right and another at his left. 
“Show me overlap.” 
The two globe-like holograms drifted together until they were touching. They pushed into each other, creating a shared wedge between them like a 3-D Venn diagram. 
“Pull this out.” He pointed at the wedge. “Give me an analysis. Just the highlights.” 
The webs’ non-overlapping segments vanished. The wedge expanded then stirred into a tiny cyclone. The whirl threw words, phrases, and images around, all shuffling as the AI processed. Most of this was part of the user interface and not strictly necessary for the AI, which could instantly crunch data. Isaac waited, watching. 
“Short version,” Isaac said as it finished. “Plain language, not statistics.” 
“The general impression, favored by approximately two-thirds of those who have offered a public opinion, is that Natasha’s shift to Enterprise is a good move and that you, Isaac, appear pathetic for allowing it occur.” 
“Allowing it,” Isaac mumbled. As if it was something he could control. “What does the other third say? Do they think she’s a whore cunt bitch for doing it?” 
“Those opinions are mostly neutral on the debate and are eagerly anticipating Natasha’s upcoming album.” 
Isaac nodded then swiped the hologram away with a large dismissive wave. It dissipated like smoke. 
Two-thirds. The most hateful pieces out there only numbering in double digits. It could be much worse. Maybe the world wasn’t really against him. Maybe he hadn’t laid all of his cards on the table, or played his hand. 
Yet.
Maybe there was still something he could do. Someone he could speak to. Someone who, given the surprising lack of anti-Isaac propaganda, might be willing to step in and put an end to Natasha’s bullshit after all. Someone who would listen to Isaac even without Micah making the connection, because Isaac wanted chaos, and chaos was his business.
“Canvas,” he said. “Put me back in the library simulation, and get me Aiden Purcell.” 





 

 
Chapter 8
 
 
“Focus.” 
York turned his eyes up to SerenityBlue, still looking like a very young version of his mother and nothing like Leah. As she sat at the foot of the bed he no longer strictly needed, her sheer white gown flowing around her, York almost wanted to believe that Leo and Leah were having him on. This was how she appeared. She was a real person, in a real place, with enough weight to sag the bed beneath her and enough presence to muss the covers. He could smell her, she blocked light from the window (the window that shouldn’t be there and must be some sort of a projection), and although she moved like a ghost, she did make sounds. Her gown rustled like silken leaves in springtime. When she set a glass of water on a table, it clinked and left a ring on the wood. 
“I’m trying to focus,” he said.
“What is blocking you?” 
“Just as I feel myself relaxing, someone says, ‘Focus.’” 
Serenity smiled then closed her eyes. He took this as instructions to close his, and did. Again, as had been happening more and more, York saw something in the darkness. The ghost of a specter — something he could feel and sense as much as see. Like the feeling of being watched: impossible to put an objective finger on, but equally impossible to disbelieve. 
“What do you see?” 
“I keep telling you, I can’t describe it.” 
“Only because you insist on describing it visually.” 
“You’re asking me what I see.”
“Your eyes are not all that can see. We ‘saw’ you at the hospital, through The Beam. I see you now, with my eyes closed. Can you see me?” 
York tried to concentrate, to see beyond the blackness and the thing that was almost there. 
“No.” 
He felt a sensation — like someone wrapping a hand around his mind, inside his skull, almost like a caress, but not at all tactile, touching each of his senses.
“How about now?” 
“I felt something.” 
“How did it feel? Answer quickly.” 
York spoke without thinking: “Blue.” Then his eyes fluttered open, surprised. He watched as Serenity opened hers. They were emerald green. 
“Did you see the color blue?” 
“I don’t know. I don’t think so. Maybe.” 
“You felt blue.” 
“It’s hard to describe.” 
Serenity shrugged good-naturedly. “Apparently not. You described it very clearly as blue.” 
“But that doesn’t make any sense.”
“And have you seen other things over the past weeks? Things that don’t make sense and yet clearly are?”
“Are what?”
“Are.”
“I don’t know.” York sighed. “This is exhausting.”
Serenity brushed lightly at the covers. York was in bed with his back against the headboard, sitting up, fully dressed. The bed had become his chair, but he was ready to leave this place. And as he’d told Leah earlier, he needed to leave. Someone had found him, and that someone was coming. 
“That’s because you’re trying to rehabilitate a mind that has lain dormant for so long.” Serenity closed her eyes, and again he felt that internal embrace. She opened her lids again and said, “I can feel how tired that mind is. It will regain its strength in time. But that isn’t the only challenge your mind must face. You are trying to awaken to your former self, and at the same time become something more.” 
“What am I ‘trying to become’?” 
“I’m not sure. We saw you because we were searching for minds like yours. You show as bright nodes to us, like ghost lights in a dark sea. I did not know who you were. Now I do and can only suspect what might be waiting to be born. Leah told me that she believes the creators’ intention is resident in the network’s intelligence, and with that framework to lean on, I have to agree. You are not only a creator within the network, Stephen. You are one of the creators, and your mind, as it reconnects with its other half, is trying to become something new.” 
“What does that mean?” 
“I don’t know yet. That’s why you must stay with us. So we can find out.” 
“No.” York shook his head. “I have to go.” 
“We can protect you. The walls here are thin. My children have begun to re-integrate their disparate selves. It gives this place great power.” 
York shook his head. He wasn’t sure what she meant, but it didn’t matter. No matter how many colorful metaphors Serenity used, they didn’t change the truth that he’d been found. The solution wasn’t to stay on the network and hide. The solution was to move as far from the network as possible. You couldn’t be run over by a train when you were miles from the rails.  
Serenity leaned forward and gently tapped his head. “There are still mysteries inside. We must unfold them.” 
“I thought that’s what we were trying to do.”
“Not just the ghost you almost see, or feel, or hear, or touch, or taste, or smell, or sense. I mean the larger picture. The reunion. As I’ve said, you are important. We need to know why.” 
York considered stretching the argument, but SerenityBlue never fought fair. She was air and wisps, and debating her felt like a back and forth with a pleasant but stubborn cloud. She wanted him to stay, and for him to unlock the thing she seemed to believe it was his destiny (or whatever) to unlock. York knew he couldn’t stay, and that he had to return to the Organa compound with Leah. It would be interesting to go back. He had only snippets of memory about the place from when he’d been locked inside Crumb, but in another sense it was home. It felt like the most familiar place in the world. Being off-grid was almost a bonus. 
“Can you just help me with this one memory?” York said. “Maybe it will be like unraveling the first thread in a tapestry.” 
Serenity gave him a small, genuine smile. “Feeding me metaphors doesn’t disguise the fact that you feel it’s all bullshit.”
York felt disarmed, hearing an angel swearing.  
“I don’t think it’s…” 
“Shh. Fine. We will work on your tapestry thread. Describe it again.” 
“I can’t.” 
“Don’t lock yourself into visuals,” she reminded him. “Describe what you see.”
“How can I describe something I can’t describe?” 
“What is the name of the earliest childhood friend you can remember?” 
York didn’t know what to make of her out-of-the-blue inquiry. “What?” 
Serenity repeated the question. 
“Charlie.”
“What color were the walls in your first home?” 
“Peach.” 
“What do you cook eggs in?” 
“A pan.” 
“With what?” 
“Butter.” 
“What does the impression in your head look like?” 
“Slanted up, wooden, with a handle. Secret and high.” 
SerenityBlue smiled at him. York stared back, his mouth slightly open. He’d just described something that defied description. Maybe she wasn’t all hot air and metaphysical nonsense. Maybe he shouldn’t leave. But he had to.
“Like a trap door,” she said. 
“No. It’s not a trap door. It’s…” He started to close his eyes, but she rested her hand on his leg to stop him. 
“It’s a sense, not a sight. Don’t try to see it. You’re attempting to recall an impression of something deep within you. Something that wants to assert itself from old memories, probably because it matters now, or will soon. Something pressing, trying hard to squeeze forward. If I had to guess, it has to do with the reason you seem to believe that you’ve been discovered, and need to flee.” 
York tried to tether two and two. 
The answer seemed obvious, but also wrong. 
“I feel I’ve been found. The door and the handle. A hiding place? Like I need to find a place to hide? The Organa compound? That’s okay because that’s what I want to do: to go there.” 
“Too literal. I feel your mind trying to fit ill-matched pieces. The mind speaks in symbols.” 
“Isn’t a trap door a symbol of a hiding place?” 
“I can feel the insistence,” she said. “You already feel that you have a hiding place. Why would it be yelling so loudly to be heard if you have solved the problem already?” 
This made York’s head hurt. He sighed. 
“Keep at it, Stephen. This is like grasping at an unruly thread. Or trying to hold onto a dream before it slides off into nothing. You’ve pinched something out with your fingers. Yield now, and it will slide back down. You’ll lose it. Maybe forever. This is the closest you’ve come to seeing the edge of what has been haunting you since you first told me about it days ago.” 
“But I can’t see it.” 
“You can,” Serenity insisted. “Slanted up. Wooden. With a handle. Secret and high.” 
“Like an attic door.” He shook his head. “No. That’s not it. It’s not even close.” 
“Too literal. Think figurative.” 
“You said it’s not a hiding place. Or you said that I don’t think it’s a hiding place. Jesus Fucking Christ, I don’t know. I’m just an old man with a leaky sieve in my mind.” 
“Focus!” Serenity’s voice was more stern than York had heard it before. “Slanted up. Wooden.” 
“A piece of wood. A ramp.” 
“With a handle.” 
“I don’t know.” 
“Secret. High.” 
“Back to an attic door. A secret attic door. Like a trap door, or a hidden…” 
“What does it…” Serenity began. But suddenly, York had something. He stabbed a finger in the air, silencing her. Telling her to wait because the finger and thumb he’d used to tweeze the memory from within himself had momentarily managed a better grip. He almost had it, whatever it was. Now, if only he could just wrap his mind around it and reel it in. 
“I almost had it. But not literally. Another concept. I don’t know what it means.” 
“What?” Serenity leaned forward. “Spit it out so that you don’t lose it! Don’t worry about it making sense. Say it first, and sense will come later.” 
“It’s just another statement of the same metaphor.” 
Shit. He was so tired of metaphors. Life had once been concrete, and now everything was doublespeak and symbols. 
“What were you thinking?” she said. “About the trap door?” 
“The idea of something else hidden rings a bell. The same, but somehow very different.” 
“Say it! Before you lose it! About the hidden trap door!” 
He shrugged. Around him, white bedsheets rustled. 
“It’s not a hidden trap door,” York said. “This time, what I see is a secret panel.”
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Chapter 1
 
 
June 6, 2041 — District Zero
 
Stephen York stood, crossed the lab, and poured himself another cup of coffee. It was 9 p.m., and York knew full well that coffee this late would keep him awake. But that didn’t matter. He wouldn’t be sleeping anytime soon. 
He set the coffee back down beside him on the desk, remembered the numerous times he’d ruined keyboards by spilling liquids on them, then decided that it didn’t matter, either. The computer he was using was only a terminal. The entire project was backed up not just at the other end of the lab, but off-site in three different, meticulously encrypted locations, only one of which York would ever be able to find. Noah knew where all three were, of course, but Noah knew everything. That’s what all of the news media said, anyway. Even with Crossbrace still under wraps for another year or so, people knew that the great Noah West was brewing something amazing. Something to “change the world.” Noah had been on the cover of Time in the past year (on tablet as well as the antiquated collector’s physical edition) and had been featured across every news outlet. Noah didn’t grant interviews because fame lit him like a beacon, and all of humanity followed. 
Oh, yes, Noah knew everything. He knew how to revolutionize thought and the network that bound the NAU (or, some quarters naively thought, the whole world); he knew where all of the supersecret backup servers were; he knew where the project was going in full even while he left his partner in the dark; he knew all of the people in his precious panel. Or — because you could hear the capital in Noah’s tone — his Panel. 
Not that he ever officially discussed it, of course. Because as they said in that old movie, the first rule of Fight Club was that you didn’t talk about Fight Club. Or Panel. 
Expecting Noah not to mention it to York, though, was unlikely. If Noah didn’t mention his secret clubs and accolades, he couldn’t brag like a big shit to the man who did so much of his work and took none of the credit. Noah Fucking West had to look like a big shit. He was a genius. He was — and remained — Steve York’s biggest idol. But (and this was something the gossip train didn’t know about its darling) Noah was also obsessed, twisted, and cruel. York hadn’t asked to work as much as he did. He didn’t want to work as much as he did. And Noah, for his part, hadn’t asked York to move into the lab and live there like a prisoner. It had simply happened. One day, York found himself with a bed in the lab, with his food brought in from outside for him. One day, he’d realized there was no need to leave, and so he didn’t. He couldn’t. When he thought about leaving, Noah looked at him askance, questioning his dedication (to the project York couldn’t disclose his part in) without saying a word. 
Noah never left. So why would York? Was he disloyal? Was he a quitter? Was he as big of a screw-up as Noah usually made him feel — chastising him for tangling knots that Noah had made with his overbearing fingers…then explaining that mistakes were gifts and thanking York for his constant generosity? 
Noah wasn’t perfect either, despite remaining York’s idol. You could respect someone, be devoted to someone, and even stay in awe of someone while hating them much of the time. York knew; it was his reality. He and Noah had begun as colleagues and friends. They had become like brothers. He supposed they still were brothers and friends in a way, but that affection had been buried beneath a frustrated crust and a thickening layer of hatred. There was jealousy and teasing. There were struggles for power. There was passive aggression. Noah always emerged as the Alpha in their pairing, topping the headlines, grabbing the glory. Already, he was Noah the Icon. No one knew Stephen York, who labored in secret beneath his ironclad nondisclosure agreement.
York never stopped working because Noah never stopped working. Except that he did — on business, with his maddening Panel. 
“Fuck it,” said York.
He pushed his keyboard aside then used his finger to drag the shell window off-screen. He pulled up Magellan, pulled at the corners to enlarge the window, and touched an icon to bring up the plug-in window. He enabled the tunnel hack he’d written himself (Noah wasn’t the only one with extracurricular projects) and opened a connection to a node he used whenever he wanted to stay anonymous. He opened an emulator on the remote node, re-anonymized a connection coming out of it with a copy of the tunnel he’d planted on the remote server, and opened a second tunnel onto the Internet. 
Protected inside two layers of proprietary protection, York began to browse. 
He glanced at the lab door behind him, saw it secured (as if his terminal wouldn’t alert him when it opened), and looked at the keyboard. Feeling tired and sipping his coffee to compensate, he touched the microphone icon and began to navigate by voice. 
“Search ‘Noah West Panel.’” 
This was a warm-up. The idea that whatever Noah’s “Panel” was would be available for anyone to find on the Internet was absurd, but there was always the possibility that paranoid nerds were talking about it. York, from his insider’s view, had discovered that about half of what paranoids said was true. The trick was deciding which half. 
No results. Not from the Narx forum or the few places Anonymous were known to gather. York pinged in deeper, using his fingers to browse. Nothing. 
“Search ‘Noah West Clive Spooner.’” 
Magellan’s search brought up mainly news articles about West or Spooner, but none with any depth discussing both. A few pages in, York found an ancient, late-teens article in an archive, about Spooner’s crowdsourcing the blueprints for the Mare Frigoris lunar base. With a cynical edge to his thoughts, York wondered if the article would explain the main reason Spooner had wanted to build a lab on the moon — to escape Earth laws, like placing a lab in international waters. But that wasn’t fair. He didn’t really know Spooner, and the man was a national (international?) hero. Or at least he had been, before the Wild East had come to hate him. He, like the rest of the NAU, had really only been loved before the Fall, back when the whole world had held hands to sing Kumbaya. 
York raked the results aside and clicked over to the images tab. Many showed the exuberant, much-loved face of Spooner next to a Noah West that York didn’t recognize. The Noah West that York knew had become a brilliant tyrant with cold eyes. The eyes in these photos were bright and wide. Happy. The public face of Noah West, photographed repeatedly with Clive Spooner — out on the town, in fashionable spots, expensive drinks in hand. 
Taking his time, York sifted through photos until one caught his eye. In the background was a red-and-gold dragon he recognized: the Chinese restaurant they went to often, in Chinatown. 
“That’s your meeting place, Noah,” York told the screen. “What are you doing there with Spooner?” 
The idea that Clive was a member of whatever “Panel” was had seemed obvious from the start. That’s why York had begun with him. When you wanted to peel a layer from the top of anything, you had to find a loose corner. Then you had to pry, dig, and itch at what you’d found, scratching to see what else lay beneath. 
York reached to his side, turned on the monitor beside him, clicked around, then opened the Bully program. He clicked a few icons on the original terminal then confirmed on the other screen, linking them directly instead of routing their connection through the server. Only the first terminal was connected to the Internet through the secure double-tunnel, and now the second was hooked to it through the first. 
York clicked the microphone icon on the second terminal, with the Bully analysis program open. 
“Bully.” 
There was a ding. 
York liked working with Bully — one of the Crossbrace-native programs they had developed for use on the Crossbrace beta. Unlike Magellan, the Bully web browser utilized AI. It was nice having AI around. Ironically, it was more human than most of his coworkers. 
York touched the photo of Spooner and Noah on the first monitor then kept speaking.
“Pull the figures out of this photo, then look for the same background in other images within this search.” 
After a moment, the second terminal screen filled with what looked like the same search results, except it was now a subset containing only those set in the Chinese restaurant. 
“Make a composite of the background only. Then repeat the search, this time looking only for the background in Internet images, regardless of people in photos.” 
Both screens changed. The computer running Bully showed a composite background image of the Chinese restaurant, cobbled from images uncovered by the search. The computer with the Magellan window showed a simple Internet search, but the search field showed an incredibly complex string representing the background image. EverCrunch magic at work. The full image was too complex to search for, but you could fit the EverCrunch-compressed version into a simple query. The result was an image search wherein the background seemed to match York and West’s favorite Chinese restaurant.
York looked from one screen to the other. The Magellan window showed photo after photo of people standing or sitting with the same restaurant in the background. He didn’t know most of the people, and only one on the front page was either Noah or Spooner.
York pulled up the original image, dragged it larger, then spoke to the terminal running Bully.
“Give me a frequency analysis of the people in the search.” York used his finger to trace a square around Noah’s face on the image. “This is Noah West.” He traced a similar square around Spooner’s face. “And this is Clive Spooner.” 
Small green geometric shapes crawled across their features, along with complex lines threading a web of green dots. A small shell window showed the Bully algorithm’s progress, turning two human faces into numbers. 
“Use Noah West and Clive Spooner as anchors. Give me a fish-tail distribution.”
The Magellan window scrolled through page after page of results as the Bully AI scanned each image of the restaurant. Eventually, the second screen filled with what looked like the rear fin of a large fish, or a dolphin. On closer inspection, the fish fin revealed itself to be built from dozens and dozens of intersecting lines, forming a statistical distribution. A relationship web representing the connections of people in the image search. 
York squinted at the screen then looked back toward the lab door. No one would be coming back tonight except for Noah, and he had just left a half hour ago. Based on his previous excursions to meet with his “Panel,” he’d be gone for hours. York would spend those hours alone. Working on the project, unsung, with no credit or respect. Like always. 
“Put this on the big screen.”
A small dialogue box followed York’s words, appearing on the second terminal’s screen, asking him to verify that he wanted to mirror onto to the large monitor where everyone in the lab could see it. York touched the screen to confirm. Yes, everyone here could see it. Let all these groups of nobody get an eyeful. 
When the fishtail distribution was on the big screen, York approached and stood a few meters away. The large monitor, meant for collaborative work, claimed most of the wall. It was taller than York and wider than his wingspan. The graphic displayed on it, mirrored from the terminals, was massive. For some reason, many people had had their photos taken in that restaurant and posted it online. 
“Show me Noah West.” 
A dot glowed in the matrix of lines. 
“And show me Clive Spooner.” 
Nearby, a second dot glowed. York noted the position of both and the small labels beside them. 
“Clear everything and redraw, centering on West and Spooner.” He touched his chin. “In fact, give me an animation. Give me West and Spooner. Six degrees, animated, looping, one frame per second.” 
The fishtail vanished and was replaced by dots for Spooner and West. A few lines and dots appeared spreading out from each, then more, then more. Each second brought a larger interconnected web, spreading out on the screen like a towel absorbing a spill.
York touched a particularly dense cluster. 
“Pause. Give me this section.” 
His finger on the screen stopped the animation. He pulled to the right and left, advancing and going back a frame at a time. He found the frame with the best view of the cluster then reached out with his other hand and pulled the cluster section forward. Bully helped him out, isolating the bright, tightly interconnected section. 
“Who are these?” York touched nexus points on the web that were especially connected, indicating people who’d been publicly photographed often in the same restaurant with West or Spooner.
Tags appeared beside each of the dots York touched, and Bully read them out loud. 
“Marshall Oates. Colin Hawes. Eli Oldman…” 
“Eli Oldman? He’s still out in the real world?” Oldman was almost a cautionary tale in Internet and geek lore. He’d pioneered much of the imaging technology that underlay Crossbrace and had created much of the underpinning in early AI training but then had become obsessed and began spending more and more of his time deeply wired into his computers. He hadn’t, York thought, been seen in public for years. And now the search said that he was hanging out with Marshall Oates, the Plasteel baron?
“Give me the Oldman photos,” he said. “Are there any with both West and Spooner?” 
Onscreen, exploding out of the Oldman dot on the graphic, came a fan of three image thumbnails. York enlarged each. Two showed the geek icon with not just West and Spooner, but also four other people. 
“Who are these people?” York touched each face. 
“Colin Hawes. Kendrick Hayes. Audrey Pascoe. Shannon Hooper.” 
“Pascoe?” The name was ringing very loud bells. All of them were, in fact, but Audrey Pascoe above the others. York suddenly wished he hadn’t been isolated in the office for so long. He lived in a fucking computer lab 24/7 and had mostly lost track of the outside world. 
“P-A-S-C-O-E,” the AI voice answered. 
“Give me her Omnipedia.” 
A new window came up. York dragged it wider and scanned. That’s why he recognized her name. She was the design leader and architect responsible for much of reconstruction after the Fall. Modern districts outside of DZ owed her their look, primarily because her original district became the model. And according to Omnipedia, who owned pretty much all of the land within that original district that had been shaped by Audrey Pascoe? The answer was Kendrick Hayes, who’d apparently survived the worst years with a massive fortune kept mostly in precious metals. Metals had been as worthless as anything else for a while, but they were also the first currency to return after the Fall. Kendrick had owned land; he’d bought a massive tract and had Pascoe build him a city. Both of them were front-page material, darlings of the press like West and Spooner. 
York closed the Omnipedia window and looked at his small isolated cluster. 
“Give me a 3-D representation of this.”
The flat image became 3-D, rendered flat but now revolvable by York’s hand. He turned it, drawing his fingers up and down and side to side to make it tumble, rolling it with twiddling thumbs. The graphic was tight like a ball in its 3-D form, indicating that not only was one frequently photographed with another, but that they were all photographed repeatedly in different permutations. Spooner with Pascoe. West with Kendrick. Kendrick with Pascoe. All in that same Chinese restaurant. This was a public search, of images freely available on the Internet. Some of the age’s most famous, brilliant minds, meeting over and over, playing around and taking commemorative snaps. To York, who’d never been invited and seemed to have been deliberately excluded, it was an insulting taunt. If this was their public record, what were they doing when the cameras were off? Were they meeting more regularly, more consistently, more secretly? If so, what were these titans of the modern age doing?
York turned the image. He put his finger on loose end after loose end — data points that only had a few connections or which only touched one or two central people. He flicked each away, cleaning the web, until he had a tight, clean knot of people who met and were photographed together, over and over again. 
“That’s not all of you, though, is it?” York asked the screen. 
The computer beeped. 
“I’m not talking to you.” He touched the screen to mute the interface then paced in front of the screen. Alone, he repeated himself. 
“That’s not all of you. Some of you are camera shy. Some of you don’t party in public. Because this is prelude to something, isn’t it? Of course it is. Noah doesn’t do things just to be social.” 
It was true. Noah wasn’t going out with anyone — be it Clive Fucking Spooner or Audrey Fucking Pascoe — unless there was a very serious, Quark-related, Crossbrace-related, next-generation-related reason. He might have a few drinks — and apparently submit to a few casual snaps — if it was a prelude to something bigger and more important. Whatever this web represented, it wasn’t a social club. If York could see this much on the Internet, there had to be so much more happening in private. 
He clicked the voice interface back on. “Show me tags on the rest of these points.” 
Labels appeared beside the dots on the cleaned-up 3-D web. York noted them, screencapping to his protected storage for later analysis. With his anchor point established, he began digging into each. 
Economist Morgan Marconi, one of the primary architects of the conversion to universal credits from the NAU’s three native currencies. 
Colin Hawes, founder of enormous online mega-store Granite Quarry. 
Alexa Mathis, an erotica writer whose first work in the teens revolutionized the way people consumed stories…who then parlayed her readership and income (plus a rumored stake in Olivia Gregory’s “Wellness Spas” company) to cofound O — now a dominant presence in the rapidly changing (and increasingly mainstream) sex industry. 
Shannon Hooper, a sort of marketing savant, widely respected today but nearly burned at the stake in the ’20s for what were considered “invasive” conversion practices. Shannon’s methods were now the cornerstone of the commerce that Quark expected to dominate Crossbrace and its forest of new biological add-ons. Reading Hooper’s Omnipedia page, York found himself amazed at how, as with Alexa’s sex company O, genius was always considered heresy at the start. Even before Crossbrace launched, the idea of “pushed” sell offers had become standard — but once half of the NAU had Crossbrace-enabled eye implants and cloud storage ports in their brains, merchants would be able to push directly into people’s heads. Maybe that was intrusive, but it was already accepted…and Hooper had started the ball rolling. 
York didn’t realize how much time he’d spent falling down rabbit holes until a window appeared in the screen’s corner, indicating the street-level door opening. York stared up at it, feeling guilty, simultaneously glad that he’d thought to set the alert and fearful that he’d be caught. 
Even as he stared at the door notification, he wondered: Caught doing what, exactly?
It didn’t matter whether he was poking into Noah’s private business or using unapproved, undisclosed, unlicensed software to tunnel through the Internet. It didn’t really matter if he was investigating his boss, idol, and partner as if he were a suspect in a crime. What mattered most was that he hadn’t been working. 
York reached up, feeling his pulsing neck, and clawed his hand at the screen as if preparing to rip down a tarp. One swipe tossed the web into the trash and blanked the screen. 
The building’s elevator was fast, so York worked fast. He scampered to his twin machines, dumped the Bully data into his encrypted, hidden archive, then cleared the histories on both machines and pulled his tunnel away, re-stowing the software for later use. He was lightly sweating when the lab door opened behind him and Noah walked in. 
“You’re back early,” York said, trying to sound casual. The corner of his current screen (again showing his shell and the Crossbrace code, because Stevie was a good little worker) caught his eye, and he realized it was after midnight. 
“Important meeting.” Noah walked over and, quite suddenly, plopped into the chair beside York. His breath smelled like juniper. 
“What were you meeting about?” 
“Above your pay grade.” Noah looked at York then at the shell window visible on his screen. Noah’s eyes hardened. Mildly drunk or not, the man could see through code like a smudge-free window. “Is that the same sector you were debugging when I left?” he snapped. 
York kept his eyes on the screen. “I was working on the interface.” 
“Why would you work on the interface when the interpreter is buggy? You’ll take in perfect data, then the program will eat it and shit it out wrong. Are you an idiot?” 
“I was getting code-blind. I wasn’t trying to use the interface, just making a few changes that we’d already agreed would need to be made anyway. As a break.” 
“A break?” Noah sounded aghast. Other than these infrequent nights out — apparently to discuss the world with industry barons while downing a few cocktails — Noah never stopped working. He was tireless. York wasn’t sure he slept. When York finally surrendered for the night, Noah was still working. And when York awoke, Noah was already in motion. Both when York signed off and resumed his position, West gave him dirty looks worthy of a traitor.
“Yes, a break,” said York, feeling like Noah could see through his veneer. “Like the one you just took.”
“Crossbrace is not begun and finished in this room,” said Noah. 
“Really? You sure act like it is.”
“Beginning to regret our commitment, Stephen?”
“Just the team spirit.” York could hear his own petulance but was unable to help it.
Noah looked at him for a long time. Then he stood, walked across the room, and began to type at his usual terminal. He hadn’t grabbed a glass of water. He hadn’t gone to the bathroom. He’d simply walked through the door, had a few words with his lazy and ungrateful underling, then went to work. He wouldn’t stop to sleep. Noah seemed to feel that sleep was for the weak.
York watched Noah from the corner of his eye for a few extra seconds then returned his attention to the screen. It took a few minutes for his mind to settle on the code, but eventually it did.
Untie the knot, Noah always said. That was what the two of them did day after day, trying to stay ahead of the rapid proliferation of bugs that riddled Crossbrace as it neared its rollout. They slashed and slashed, chasing knots as they tied themselves over and over, forever into eternity.
In his mind’s eye, York saw a different knot. One he’d recently been tumbling onscreen, telling tales about the world’s most powerful people.





 

 
Chapter 2
 
 
York looked over at Leah. Again, she was fiddling with her handheld as they sat in the bullet train compartment on their way out of the city. She’d been doing it every few seconds, frustrated, almost furtive.
“Hey, Leah.”
Leah looked up, her pink dreadlocks swinging. 
“There was a course that Quark paid for me to take once I started working for them. Do you want to hear about it?” 
“I thought you didn’t remember stuff like that.”
“It’s spotty. This, I remember.” 
“Okay. What?” 
“It was about the science of addiction. Specifically, Quark wanted me to know how best to create it.” 
Leah said nothing. York looked down at her handheld. 
“You’re Organa, right?” 
Leah looked out the window. 
“That’s not a judgment. I’m just pointing something out. I understand everything you told me, about how in order to subvert the system you must understand it. It makes sense. Organa needs its hackers and its tech-adepts. But as much as you dip your toe into The Beam, you should know you’re being trained.”
“I’m just checking something,” she said, slipping the device into her pocket. 
“That’s exactly the point. We were trained to make people eager to check things. See if X was ready yet. See if they could make their daily allotment of moves in a game. See if mail had arrived. I remember checking in with Facebook as a kid. You probably don’t know Facebook.” 
“I’ve heard about it.” 
“Hmm. Well, same deal. You had to check in all the time because if you didn’t you might miss something.” 
Leah looked out the window for a moment, seemed to consider what he was saying, then looked back at him, shaking her head. 
“Steve,” she said.
“Yes?” 
“I’m just trying the name out. It’s hard to think of you as ‘Steve’ instead of ‘Crumb.’ I’ve known you my entire life…but as someone else.” 
York nodded. “I know the feeling. Crumb is still in here for me, too.” He tapped his head at the temple. “Not in the way I was trapped inside Crumb, but as a memory. I was him, and while those memories are all kind of foggy, they’re deep in my head, as entrenched as identity. I keep finding myself thinking about squirrels. But not just thinking about them. Obsessing. Like I’m paranoid. I feel brainwashed.” 
“Weren’t you?” 
He shrugged. “Hard to say. Like I said, I know I helped develop the technology that walled me off, but I don’t remember why we created it, what it was supposed to do, or how I built the back door — or even if I put it in during development or somehow created it once the firewall was in place.” 
“You seriously don’t know?” Leah shuffled on the train seat opposite York, tucking one leg up under herself. 
York shook his head. “I feel like a spectator to my own life.” Then he sighed. “It’s almost as if I missed my life, really. I was Crumb for a long time. I remember the days of Stephen York in the way you’d remember your distant childhood. It’s almost as if the crazy old bum was more real to me than I am to myself.” He touched his lined face. “Of course, I guess I still am the ‘old’ part of that equation. They could have at least kept me young. It seems like it would have been fair.” 
“I don’t think they cared about you getting old. Whoever ‘they’ are.” 
York tapped his leg with a single finger. “See, that’s what I can’t figure out. I do think they cared, because they let me live. Why am I even alive?” He chewed at his lower lip, looking away. He saw Leah from the corner of his eye as she pulled her handheld partway out of her pocket, glanced at the screen, and re-stowed it. 
“So you created The Beam,” she said after she’d scratched her technological itch. 
Instead of responding straightaway, York looked around the compartment. 
Leah watched him. “You’re thinking that someone might be listening,” she said. 
“I was thinking it seemed possible.”
“Don’t worry about it.” 
“You dare to tell the man who created The Beam — who cocreated The Beam, rather — his own business?” he said, smiling. 
Leah shrugged. “A lot has changed since you left for crazy town.” 
“Okay, hotshot, tell me. What has changed?” 
“Geometric growth,” Leah said. “To put things simply — and this is something Leo refuses to understand — the network has simply gotten too huge for most of the information within it to matter. Humanity has stored pretty much everything it’s ever done since the dawn of the digital age on The Beam, but in reality, most of what we’ve done is more like hoarding than archiving. Except, instead of being unable to part with possessions, today’s humanity can’t bear to part with its data, no matter how innocuous it is. Instead of renting storage units for all of our shit, we have cloud drives filled with archived, EverCrunch-compacted information. But like hoarders, we’ll never look at that data again, and it wouldn’t really matter if the whole office park burned to the ground.” 
“That’s almost philosophical.”
“It’s practical,” Leah countered. 
“You’re ignoring AI and its ability to search efficiently.” York had laid her a little trap and wanted to see if Leah took the bait. She did. 
“I’m not ignoring it at all,” she said. “If it’s artificial intelligence, it’ll know even more than stupid data crawlers about what’s worth not paying attention to. If someone wants to find us, they’ll pattern-match us as two people without Beam IDs boarding a train leaving DZ. We’ll be off the grid soon enough, but for now, we’re visible no matter what we do if anyone cares to look. Nobody will, but only because they don’t have a reason.” 
“What about the people I said were after me?”  
“They already know you created The Beam.” Leah gave York a small taunting smile. “So tell me all about it.” 
He almost laughed. He looked toward the window again then back to Leah opposite him. “I don’t know. The journal you showed me is in my handwriting, but it reads like fiction. It feels like a book I might have read years ago, but not like something I wrote. Or lived.” 
“You don’t remember any of it?” 
He frowned. It was hard to explain. 
“It’s not that I don’t remember. It’s that I remember it differently. I have to fight for some memories, but other memories surface as a total surprise. The things that pop up are random and usually useless. For instance, I know that I had a Scour nanobot-enhanced toothbrush. It was red and had this big rubber spike on the handle I could use for picking my teeth. I distinctly remember the time I caught part of a nut in between these two teeth here so firmly that I had to see a dentist.” 
“That’s great information. You should write a book.” 
York shrugged. “The important things come and go. Before we left, I remembered something that had been trying to surface on its own. It’s like there’s a second me inside of my head, and that second me knows everything but is still slogging past the obstruction of that firewall in my mind. It felt like I needed to remember this one thing — something about a ‘panel.’ Serenity helped me get it out. But I still don’t know what this ‘panel’ means, even once I’d realized what it was. Can you imagine how frustrating that is?” 
In truth, it was more than frustrating. It was infuriating. They’d been in a hovercab for twenty minutes and on the train for around an hour, and already York had vacillated no fewer than five times between thinking that heading to the Organa compound was the right choice…and the opposite option, which was to stay with SerenityBlue so he could try and uncork his mind. He’d be safer in the mountains. But what did it matter if his mind was useless?
“‘Panel’ like a piece of wood or Plasteel?”  
York shook his head. “I think it was a group, like a board of directors. It involved Noah in some way.”
Leah looked suddenly starstruck. “Noah West?”
“No. The guy who built the ark.” 
She leaned forward, her eyes wide. “What was he like?”  
When they’d entered the compartment, Noah’s voice had greeted them then given them safety instructions. That was the way everything was now. Noah West was the world’s friend, easily the most famous and most trusted personality ever to exist. Leah was a disruptor and a skeptic in her way, but she couldn’t help her adoration for the man that was so beloved by the world — the man who, according to the official record, was to thank for life as the NAU knew it. 
“He was driven,” said York. “Obsessed.” 
“Visionary?” 
“For sure. He was my idol. Fresh out of school, I was working for a game company. Quark recruited me after I won an award — I guess the award you already know about; I forget you’ve read the diary and know me better than I know myself.” 
“It’s okay.” 
“It was hard not to love Noah. But he loved his work most of all. He wanted to change the world, and he did. Twice. He was a genius the likes of which nobody has seen before or since.” 
“The voice when we first got onto the train. Was that him? Like, for real him?” 
York made a condescending face. 
“Okay, fine,” said Leah. “Obviously, it wasn’t really him. But I can’t help but be a fangirl. This is Noah Fucking West, and you’re telling me he’s still actually out there, for real. A literal ghost in the machine.” 
“I didn’t tell you that.” 
Leah tapped her dilapidated canvas pack, which held York’s diary. “This did.” 
“Yeah, well. That was the work of another Stephen York. What’s in there is largely news to me.”
“You really don’t remember it?” 
“Largely news to me. I remember bits and pieces. Like a puzzle. It’s maddening.” 
“So what about this panel?”
York shook his head. “I’ve been trying to riddle that out for the…” He stopped then made a face at her. “Seriously, Leah. Do you need to be alone with your lover?” 
Leah paused, looking down. York was still staring at her mobile, which she’d pulled from her pocket yet again. She was looking at it, fussing with buttons. The screen was lit with an incoming message. She looked up, face guilty, then returned her attention to the mobile when it buzzed in her hand. 
“I’m sorry.” 
“What’s so vital?” 
“Messages. I’m sorry.” Again, the thing buzzed.
York laughed. “Can I be an old man for a second?” 
“Why not? I’m used to it from Leo. And you’ve always been an old man to me, albeit one with Cap’n Crunch in your beard.” Leah gave York a small smile. 
He considered saying what had been at the edge of his lips — that he remembered writing the journal by hand in part because it was a fuck-you to the omnipresence of the networks he was helping to create — but decided not to. She wasn’t kidding about being used to it from Leo. York only had a small non-Crumb impression of the Organa leader from his visits to Serenity’s school, but that was enough to see that Leo was much older than he looked, and that he could out-geezer York any day of the week. That plus Leo’s granola bearing meant that any tech-lashing York could give her would feel like feathers compared to the heavy hippie sack being swung by Leo Booker.
“Never mind.” He saw movement, noticed Leah’s handheld light up again (the vibration and sound were off, but she was still getting silent notifications), and decided to say nothing. “I was saying that ever since the ‘panel’ idea popped into my head, I’ve been trying to pick it out and have a look. But I can’t. I only know there was a body called Panel, that it was ‘Panel’ but not ‘a panel’ or ‘the panel,’ like the name of the group itself. I feel so irritated about not being able to get at my memories of it, as if I am — or once was — irritated by Panel itself.” 
“How can you be annoyed by something and not know why?” 
“I’m not sure.” 
“But you’re saying it was…like a committee or something.” 
“Maybe. I don’t know.” 
“And you were on it.” 
“I don’t know.” 
“Do you know anyone who was on it, other than Noah?” Again, Leah slapped her pack. “Anyone from the journal, that you worked with?” 
“I can’t figure it out.” He shook his head, agitated. “I don’t know. I almost do, but I can’t get at it.” 
“Well, what did they do? Maybe you’re thinking of Quark? Could we look up the Quark board of directors at the time, and…” 
“I don’t know!” York blurted. 
Leah looked stunned. York raised an apologetic hand, and she returned a dismissive gesture, neither of them saying a word or needing to. York felt one more set of internal controls crumble as he reset. His mind was full of holes, his temper showing through all of them. 
“It’s not the Quark board. It’s maddening to think about. I have memories of emotions, but not the memories themselves.” 
Tentatively, making her body language helpful rather than prying, Leah said, “Could you say…you know…what kinds of emotions?” 
“Annoyed, like I said. Maybe frustrated. Resentful? But also awed. I remember awe.” 
“Maybe you were awed by Noah.” 
York nodded his head slowly. “I definitely was. But this was more. So was I awed by the group itself? By someone in it? I seem to remember a sense of discovery. Finding something, and being amazed.” He shook his head, the gesture almost spiteful, as if he wanted to punish his brain by rattling his skull. “Damn. You can’t imagine how obnoxious this is. If this is what it’s like to get old and go senile, I want to die young.” He looked down at his wrinkled hands. “Oops, too late for that.” 
On the seat beside Leah, the handheld’s screen lit. Her eyes flicked toward it. She slipped the phone back into her pocket. Again, York decided to say nothing. If the diary and his piecemeal memories were any indication, he was largely responsible for Leah’s dependence on the network. Same for the entire NAU.
The rest of the trip passed mostly in silence. The quiet felt deliberate — different from a natural absence of discussion. York felt himself holding his lips because he had nothing worthwhile to say (nothing that wouldn’t spin him in frustrating circles and rile him up) and got the impression that Leah was trying to avoid salting his memory-related wounds. She excused herself twice to use the bathroom, but the trips were too close together for legitimate visits, and she returned wearing the same frustrated look that he himself felt. He guessed her mobile was to blame for the obsession, but didn’t want to ask. Each of them had a thorn in their shoe, and drawing attention to either now would only remind them about something they were trying to let go. 
They switched trains then rode the second to the end of the line in silence. They found Missy still in her stall, but two adults riding double would be an uncomfortable squeeze. Still, the weather was nice, so they set out on foot. York didn’t mind. He’d been bedridden for a few days after Leah had blown his gaskets, and even though he’d had some time to get back to his feet, his legs still felt slower and heavier than they used to. Like it or not, life as Crumb had kept him in good shape. Crumb had been crazy, but Crumb had without question been an outdoorsman. He’d lived in a mostly tech-dark compound, had spent his days outdoors, and, York suspected, probably slept outside a good chunk of the time. Crumb could hike into the clearing on foot, so it was Stephen York’s duty to make himself do the same. 
By the time they’d walked down the road between the fenced-in pastures fronting the compound (the gate where Crumb once stood guard screaming out with familiarity in York’s mind), his legs felt like noodles. He wanted to get somewhere comfortable, plop into a chair, and stay seated for hours, or days. 
But before he could, an overweight man with a lined face and salt-and-pepper stubble emerged from a hut and gawked at their approach, mostly ignoring Leah. His wide eyes were fixed on York, and his mouth was hanging open like a door on a broken hinge.
York found himself recalling Times Square. He remembered milling through a crowd, feeling himself locked down and unable to control his ranting. He remembered a contingent of approaching police. It was as crystal clear as any memory, as if it had been cut from the foggy backdrop and polished to a shine. He could see every detail. He could see how the man in front of him had aged, but how his hard, steely eyes had stayed the same. And as in the memory, he could see the duality in those eyes. They were hard. But soft, too, beneath the surface. 
“Holy shit,” said the man, walking closer. 
“You’re Dominic,” York said. “Capt. Dominic Long.” He shook his head. “I’m not sure how I know that.” 
“Holy shit,” said Dominic, closing the last of the distance between them. He grasped York’s arms just above the wrists, like a parent reuniting with a child who’s been away, and who’s grown in their absence.
“You saved my life,” said York, memory blooming like a flower. “You’re the reason I didn’t go to Respero.” 
“Holy fucking shit, Crumb,” said Dominic, shaking his head. “What’s happened to you?”





 

 
Chapter 3
 
 
Sam couldn’t get comfortable. 
He was sitting in a Starbucks chair, in a private cubicle near the back, using his own laptop canvas rather than one of the Starbucks access points. He didn’t need coffee (hypercaffeine made his obsessiveness and distractibility worse), but he’d accidentally ordered a full-octane brew anyway when he’d come in, flustered for no good reason, and had sipped it compulsively once it arrived through the Warp delivery table. The mug was now beside him, mostly empty. He could feel the drug running around inside his head, bouncing between skull and cortex.
After sending the Null forum message to Integer7, Sam had lapsed into a panicky stew, alternating between feeling that he was doing what needed to be done and feeling that he’d tossed a lit match into a pool of fossil fuel. 
Something was fishy with Shift. He needed help to get inside, and that meant adding flies to the ointment. The only body large enough and anarchical enough to disrupt Shift was Null. Getting them to move would require the arm-in-arm efforts of both Shadow and Integer7. And so back in the park, he’d taken a necessary step in contacting the man (or woman, or kid in his basement, or brain in a vat, or whatever), but it’s not like Integer7 was stable. Integer7 had a history of saying some pretty crazy shit. Just like how Shadow had his own history of saying crazy shit. 
“It’s cool, man.” Sam shifted in his chair, trying to convince himself. “Be cool.” 
But no matter what Sam said to himself, he refused to listen. He couldn’t be cool. He’d never been cool…except when he was Shadow — because Shadow was always in control. Shadow was everything that Sam wanted to be. Shadow said what he meant and never thought about it twice. Shadow could stand (digitally) in front of a large audience and lead them boldly forward. Shadow didn’t burn soup or let baths overflow. And if Sam had to guess, Shadow probably didn’t have to convince himself, out loud and alone in a Starbucks cubicle, that everything was cool.
It had been three hours since he’d messaged Integer7. After sending the message, Sam had immediately switched over to his masked mail account and had waited for a reply to arrive, any messages there having been routed through six different anonymous remailers. The page refreshed automatically, but Sam still clicked reload over and over. This went on for 120 seconds, and then the panic started. 
Integer7 always responded immediately to queries. Clearly, he’d gotten the message but thought that Shadow was crazy. Or he thought Shadow was a problem and was quietly rallying his own Null group to bomb Shadow’s page at its newly relocated address, to expose him for the insurgent (or fraud) that he was. Somehow, Sam began to feel, Integer7 even knew who Shadow was. He knew that Shadow wasn’t a large, intimidating revolutionary with a chiseled jawline. He knew he was actually a scrawny kid in his twenties — a Generation N with glasses and tattoos that fooled nobody into believing he was older. 
The scenario opened inside Sam’s imagination like a blighted blossom. 
Once Integer7 figured out who Shadow was, he’d of course start pulling Sam Dial’s news stories from his days with the Sentinel, collecting vital information to use against him. Or (and this was far more interesting) perhaps Integer7’s Null troopers were altering those stories to make them something new and profane — or authoring new stories as Sam, verified with Sam’s own Beam ID — so that soon, Sam Dial would be the subject of ridicule and remonstration. A target. A whipping boy. Ousted and alone.
Or perhaps Integer7 was a deadhead NPS agent, hiding on the Null forum and waiting for Shadow to show his true colors so he could pounce. That one kind of made sense. Everyone was after Shadow, trying to find out who he was, where he was, and how to stop him. Leave it to Sam to blow his own cover.
Sam forced himself to stop pacing the small room’s floor. This was stupid. His paranoia was stupid. It was the hypercaffeine. 
Renting the private Starbucks cubicle had cost him a small fortune relative to his current finances, and he couldn’t afford it at all. Starbucks connections ran the gamut from open-floor Fi in the middle of the public room to carrels, partitioned environments, and private rooms like the one he was in now. Prices climbed steeply once you could close a door because people who insisted on privacy were usually here to beat off. Sam could even see the port where you could plug in the dongle for a wireless orifice attachment. Or, for the ladies, a wireless thruster. 
The thought of ladies coming to Starbucks and getting a private Beam room for a rendezvous with projected porn and a thruster peripheral was arousing for maybe two seconds. Sam felt himself stand at momentary attention, and for those seconds, it was nice to have a respite from fear. But it didn’t last, and soon after Sam was back to being a paranoid man in a sealed room, pacing like a caged animal. 
His laptop was open, along with his mail window.
Three fucking hours. 
He could have gone home. Probably should have gone home. Home was paid for by the month. But in spite of Sam’s many precautions, he’d begun to suspect that his apartment wasn’t secure. He was registered there as Sam Dial, if anyone followed his trail far enough and had the access required to look. How could he not be registered as himself? That’s who he was; it was what the ID in his body read to scanners; it’s the identity The Beam paired to his 2-D image when his landlord had looked him up to rent the place. Shadow was a master of disguise and evasion, but Sam, on the other hand, was a few steps removed from an intrepid reporter banging out 10-credit stories. There were places you could get an apartment with no scan and no questions asked outside of DZ, but Sam was always in an ironic catch-22: he had to avoid The Beam yet had to stay right in the middle of its nest — in the heart of the city — if he wanted to be able to do his work.
If someone like Integer7 discovered that Shadow was actually Sam, how hard would it really be to find Sam’s apartment, hack in, and then watch or listen to everything he did? Was it really impossible to believe that Null had ways to hack his encrypted, scrambled signal and see what he was looking for on The Beam? 
Yes, of course that was impossible.
But also no, it wasn’t. 
Sam had gone to the park so he could be in the open. But if you stayed in any one place too long, it seemed possible that someone could triangulate your position.
So he’d moved from where he was sitting. Safer that way. 
Maybe there was a body that monitored all activity into and out of the Null forum. It almost made sense; NPS had tried before to shut them down but couldn’t pull the plug on the forum. They’d tried until it was declared unconstitutional, but even before the cease-and-desist, the forum had spoofed its existence, creating a doppelgänger of itself, like a hologram. NPS had stared directly at the forum and at its connection, had yanked, and then had found that contrary to everything they seemed to be seeing, the forum wasn’t really there. That had been one of Null’s great victories. Many memes had been birthed and circulated afterward, filled with lulz over the NPS’s stupidity and Null’s triumph. 
Maybe Sam was being paranoid. 
But could you ever be too careful?
So Sam had gone to another section of the park but was unable to find a location with a sufficiently protected rear so he couldn’t be approached from behind. He’d eventually gone to another park entirely and settled beside a kids’ jungle gym. He’d obsessively watched his inbox until several women began to eye him and their adjacent playing children, likely assuming Sam to be a freak or a pedophile. 
So he’d returned to Central Park, putting his back to a dry fountain. 
That hadn’t lasted. 
Back and forth, he’d hauled his bag. The thing was unwieldy and heavy, and he got looks whenever he opened it. Everyone else in the world accessed The Beam on native canvases or on some sort of mobile, but Sam didn’t trust native canvases, and the anonymizer wouldn’t hook to a mobile. Besides, mobiles could be easily tracked. Laptop AirFi was harder to follow. 
Finally, he’d decided to cough up the money for a private booth at Starbucks. At least he’d be away from prying eyes. Sheltered by his anonymizer, he’d be invisible. 
There was a chance the Starbucks room might be watching his activity despite the company’s claims of privacy, but it was still safer than his apartment. Nobody knew that Sam Dial was in the booth because you didn’t have to be ID tagged to rent one. People balked at the idea of required ID for a booth. How could you rent a place to rub your parts if your ID was giving you away?
Sam paced. And paced. And paced. 
Things were doubly troubling now. 
It had only taken Sam an hour to decide that Integer7 was 1) planning to betray him, 2) in federal custody with Sam soon to follow, or 3) a federal agent him(her?)self.
So Sam went to Plan B, and reached out to n33t. 
n33t wasn’t as connected or well known as Integer7 by a long shot, but he was a regular on the Null forum who’d led some of the place’s most thriving, thoughtful discussions. Integer7 was unquestionably the best choice for what Sam needed, but n33t made for a solid number two. Most of the Null forum was immature humor, gross-outs, and inane exchanges and taunts (not to mention the many hilarious memes), so the fact that n33t, with his almost philosophical threads, managed to survive as a respected member of Null was impressive. 
Most members who tried to be serious (or, correspondingly, to steer an off-the-rails discussion in a sensible, mature direction) were called quills, but that didn’t happen with n33t. Sam had even seen someone come at n33t once, attacking one of his threads then watched as thousands of Null descended on the topic and assumed his defense. 
There was another thing about n33t that intrigued Sam. n33t used his screen name on the forum. As with anything else, all of n33t’s posts showed as being authored by “Null,” but while that couldn’t be changed, n33t signed every one of his posts, writing -=n33t=- at the bottom of each. Sam had seen others try that, but it never lasted. As a community, Null wanted to stay anonymous. For some reason, n33t alone had earned an exception. He seemed to have grabbed the community by the collar and demanded respect. Null, shockingly, had listened. 
But n33t, like Integer7, hadn’t replied to Sam’s message.
It had now been two hours since Sam had first contacted n33t via the PM system. Only after sending both private messages (to both possible revolutionary assistants) had Sam thought to consider that he had maybe made a mistake and might be playing into the hands of the NPS or whoever was obviously after him. 
Maybe Integer7 wasn’t the problem. Maybe someone had compromised the Null PM system, and Sam, like a big idiot, had used it twice. Now he’d be nabbed for real. If only Integer7 had failed to respond, that would be one thing. But n33t too? Sam had contacted n33t before, and n33t, like anyone else, had always responded immediately. 
“It’s cool. It’s cool. They’re just busy.” 
But that was absurd. How could they both be busy? Nobody waited this long to reply. A quarter hour was about as long as you could expect to wait for a reply to an asynchronous communication like text mail. A lot of people didn’t even bother with mail. Pretty much all of Generation N (N for “Natives”) had chips, and most of their parents had them as well. At this point in history, society had moved at least a few generations away from letting messages sit in inboxes, molding until someone finally happened upon them. Com chips were the most bargain-basement of upgrades, affordable even by the failed Enterprise living on the streets. People who couldn’t buy food had them, just like they had mobiles to ensure the chips always had a point of access. If Sam had been a typical kid, he probably wouldn’t even bother with mail. He’d do what most people did, tapping on mental doors only as a courtesy before using his Beam connection to enter. You could open a window to a friend while they were on the toilet these days, and no one seemed to mind. It’s not like you could see anything above the waist anyway, and the chips all knew to enter DND mode when clothes were off or sex was being had. 
Fifteen minutes was an eternity. Two and three hours were decades’ worth of time. And here Sam was, trying to reach two hackers — two Beam adepts, who spent their lives submerged — and hearing from neither. 
He sent a new ping to n33t. He’d just sent one two minutes ago (and one three minutes before that), but what the hell. 
It was too strange to be a coincidence. The only explanation was that something — or someone — had been compromised. 
NPS was probably coming after him right now. Raiding his apartment. He wouldn’t be able to go back. Where would he sleep? And what would they find that might incriminate him?
Sam stabbed at his canvas again, sending a fresh ping to n33t. 
He was starting to sweat. Fucking hypercaffeine. And paranoia. 
He forced his feet to stop moving then sat back in the room’s chair. A thought about what the chair might have been used for in the past flitted through his mind, but the whole room was nano-maintained. He wasn’t sitting in anything harmful or diseased. It was just the concept that was kind of gross. 
“Okay.” Sam exhaled through his mouth, closed his eyes for a second, and tried to mentally reset. Then he opened his eyes, put his fingers on the keys, and with a final glance at his still-empty inbox, opened a new Beam window. 
He rolled up his sleeve and, reading from the pen marks on his skin, began to type in Nicolai Costa’s Beam ID. 
If Integer7, n33t, and NPS were going to team up and come after Shadow, Shadow would shake up what he could in the meantime.





 

 
Chapter 4
 
 
“Let me get this straight,” Jimmy said. 
He was beside Kate as she sat, his hands gripping the sides of the enormous prep table in the restaurant’s kitchen. The table looked like soft white wood, but Kate knew it to be a polymer called Velastack. It could take a meat cleaver’s blow then repair and clean the cut as the blade pulled away. 
“Sit down, Jimmy,” said Kate. She crossed and recrossed her legs. She’d stopped in the restaurant’s bathroom and doffed her underwear just before allowing Jimmy to drag her into the kitchen. The staff was gone, the place closed for the night. She knew they would be alone and knew that Jimmy was a guy like any other, not quite immune to a beaver’s hypnotic flash no matter how angry he got.
But Jimmy didn’t look over or even acknowledge her. He gripped the table harder, leaning forward, looking across the kitchen at a rack of hanging Plasteel sauce pans. 
“Let me get this straight,” he repeated, leaning on “straight” as heavily as he was leaning on the butcher block. “You left fifty fucking meterbars of dust in a scrap yard on the moon?”
“It sounds so good when you repeat shit.” Kate reached out with one long leg and kicked at a chair beside Jimmy. It skittered back with a metallic chattering. “Sit down, and stop being so fucking superior.” 
Instead of sitting, Jimmy’s eyes met Kate’s with murder. Kate wasn’t sure if it was the loss of the dust, the news that one of his runners had killed a federal inspector, or Kate’s own smart-mouthed, unapologetic attitude that was causing it, but she knew a slap was coming before Jimmy pivoted. But she’d encumbered herself with the crossed legs, and couldn’t back away in time. Jimmy’s hand rocked her head to the side, hard, and she was momentarily blinded both by pain and her own blonde hair. It stayed in place while her neck spun, wrapping her like a mummy as the chair tipped back and spilled to the ground. 
“This is not a clerk job! I am not a Directorate manager!” Jimmy bellowed. He reached down, grabbed a fistful of Kate’s hair, and dragged her upright. She tried to get her legs under her but was wearing tall heels that danced beneath her like the wobbly legs of an animal trying to stand on ice.
Jimmy was strong, with enhanced musculature. Kate felt her hair rip, followed by a series of sensations that were even more daunting as he pushed her onto the table: the cool surface of the Velastack butcher block table against her cheek, the weight of Jimmy’s left hand on her back, and a jangle from the cleavers hanging above as he took hold of one with his right. 
“You’ve got a shuffling ID, cunt!” Jimmy yelled. Kate could see a metallic flash above her as hair settled into place. “You’re off-record! You could vanish tomorrow, and nobody would know or care! Do you really think there’s anything stopping me from cutting your fucking head off with this thing right now?” 
Kate knew better than to struggle, so instead she held her palms up as far as they could go, which wasn’t far considering the way she was pinned. 
“Okay, okay! Noah Fucking West!” 
After a long moment, she felt Jimmy’s hand snatched from her back and decided she had permission to rise. She did, slowly, keeping her hands visible. A moment later, she was back in the chair, her hair tousled and scalp bleeding. She realized with irritation that the assault had knocked her boobs sideways and that she wouldn’t be able to adjust them without looking cheeky. Why had she gone big? Small tits had to be so much easier. 
“Fifty meterbars.” Jimmy rested the edge of his huge cleaver against the tabletop.
“I’ll make it up to you. I have money.”  It was technically true, but not very. The refurb that had changed Doc to Kate had used up just about all she had — everything she’d slaved for through decades as Thomas Stahl and had earned by Doc’s sweat and blood — but she did still have a small savings. A very small savings, not remotely enough to cover fifty meterbars of Lunis and a ditched shuttle. But dealing with the credit discrepancy was ten steps down the road, and Kate really only had to move one at a time. Once free of Jimmy, she could try any number of options, the most obvious of which was to run. She could settle in Old Chicago, maybe. What the hell; on record, it was District Two, but they still called it the Second City because the place was such a party. 
“This isn’t about the money,” Jimmy said. “This is about the shortage of dust.”
His eyes were still livid, but something in his manner had relaxed. If Kate had to guess, it was probably resignation that she was seeing. Whatever was going to be fucked had already been fucked. He could be angry about the fucking, but there was little point because the die was already irrevocably cast. She remembered what he’d said about the dominoes, about how important this shipment was, and how its failure would tip things that could not, under any circumstances, be allowed to tip.
“Maybe I can go back for it,” she said. It was an absurd suggestion, but she had to come up with something. She couldn’t stop eyeing the heavy cleaver in Jimmy’s hand. She knew he had a temper, and that he’d killed others before. 
Kai had gotten Kate the smuggling gig through her old pal Stanford (he of the Beamer-filled apartment building, subsequently cleared of suspicion within Kai’s levels of tolerance), and the man seemed to know endless acres of lowlifes. Stanford didn’t know who Kate had once been; all he knew was what Kai had told him (and supported through a virtual sheaf of falsified files) about Kate being an excellent operator with a reputation for being a rock star in her trade. Doc already knew about Omar’s problems on the moon, with his prime runner having been pinched, so Kai and Kate had angled for a position within Omar’s company. Doc — now as Kate — had wanted to keep Omar close, and already knew his operation inside out. Her first job with the company had been a home run that had reinforced her phony rock star reputation with a genuine rock star success. The job fit Doc’s old strengths, from duplicity to rapport skills to salesmanship…or saleswomanship. The only sharp edge — literally, in this case — was Jimmy and his murderous temper. 
“How the fuck are you going to go back for it? Are you suggesting flying up alone then coming back with an unregistered and unticketed shuttle that somehow got there all by itself? Your window to get off with that particular rig has passed. They have you coming back, if they know how to look for you. So you go back and pull a shuttle out of your ass? You think they won’t strip it to the screws?” 
“Maybe I could recover a little bit at a time. Take a worm.” 
“Dammit, Rigby. We need all of this dust now. You know how many trips it would take you to smuggle all that dust down a handful of centimeterbars at a time? You think they won’t get curious about how often you’re headed up there? Oh, and there’s just the matter of the dead inspector. I keep forgetting that little wrinkle.” 
With a start, Kate realized that she’d pretty much forgotten about Inspector Levy too. Whatever Sector 7 was, it had allowed “Levy,” with Kate pulling the strings using his voice, to expunge her visit. 
“Oh, right,” said Kate. 
“You have to stay here. The shuttle has to stay there — and without a proper conveyance, the dust has to stay there too. We could send up another man, but…” 
“You can’t send up someone else!” Kate blurted, cutting him off. “That’s my commission!” 
Jimmy paused then turned the cleaver around on its tip, making it spin. His angry outburst seemed to be over, but he hadn’t returned his blade to the rack. His relatively calm menace was somehow more unnerving than the fury he’d displayed when angry. 
“You’re worried about your commission? Really?” said Jimmy. “You got pinched. Then you killed the fucking inspector. You think that’s not going to cause big problems for our entire industry? They’ll quietly increase security across the board then make a big announcement. Earthbound customs will gear up, and the public will be outraged. You know how they handle these things. They’ll drag his family out, do sweet pieces about how he was just a working Joe doing a job…” 
“He was dirty! He wanted to fuck me then let me go!” 
“So why didn’t you just do it? Take one for the team?”
Kate rose in her chair then forced herself to sit when Jimmy raised his non-cleaver hand.
“You’re paid well for taking a little moon ride, Rigby.” An edge slipped into Jimmy’s voice. “If you wanted a clean and squeaky job, you could have gotten a Directorate office gig.” He spread his hands, the cleaver winking in the overhead light. “This is what you chose. Someone wants you to suck dick to grease the wheels, you swallow the cock. The tests we had you do before that first run pegged your morals as ‘pliable.’ That’s a valuable result, and we don’t see it often. It means you have a moral code, but that you’re utterly convinced it supports whatever you’re doing at the time, no matter how much the situation’s needs might change. It basically means you’re fucking crazy, or a narcissist.” 
“He wanted to fuck me.” 
“What, like you’ve never been fucked? How about if I told you that I’d let you get back to work — no harm, no foul — if you gave me a little something?” 
Kate felt her mouth open, unsure how to respond. But before she could, Jimmy raised his hand and waved it at her dismissively. 
“Oh, relax.” He pointed to a ring on his finger. “I’m happily married. Unlike you, I don’t have pliable morals. That’s why I’m the boss and you’re the fucking runner.” 
Kate considered questioning Jimmy’s morals (how did being married justify his life as a thief and murderer?) but glanced at the cleaver in his hand and decided not to. 
“Look. You’ve landed us in a lot of shit. A shitheap of shit. Now, thanks to you, an entire colony of Organa junkies will run dry.” 
“Organas?” Kate almost wanted to laugh. Who gave a shit about Organas?
“Yes, Organas, and don’t you for one fucking second presume to question this operation. You’re a fucking lowlife soldier. That’s it. You run dust, you lie, you steal, you do whatever you have to do to get the dust back because that’s why you exist. If the inspectors line up with their dicks out wanting to blow a load in your mouth, you take it and come running back to me with cum and the words thank you dripping from your lips. You’re my little bitch, got it? You don’t get to make decisions or question anything. You do as you’re told because if you disappeared one day, nobody would notice or care. We clear?”
Reluctantly, seeing no benefit in snark, Kate slowly nodded. But she didn’t like this at all and wasn’t used to being a lackey. She’d always been Enterprise and hated the Directorate ethic. She made the rules; she didn’t follow them. She would play for now then do what she could to shuffle the deck later — through Jimmy, through Omar, through whomever she could reach. Doc Stahl had never been anyone’s bitch, and Kate Rigby wouldn’t be either. 
“You don’t need to know the details, but let’s just say you’ve caused a lot of problems with this little fuckup of yours. Problems with the Organas going cold, problems with our suppliers and buyer alike, problems with your cover on the moon, problems with the feds. You think they don’t know who the smugglers are? Sure they do; we’re just not a big enough problem most of the time to warrant what it would take to close our doors. You might have changed that. Because you fucked up, and now it’s up to you if you want to be part of the solution.”
“They had new security! Why the fuck didn’t anyone tell me about the new nanobot shit?” 
Jimmy slammed the cleaver into the table. It stuck handle-up, quivering. 
“How did you not work around it?” Jimmy countered, his temper again slipping. “That’s why we hired you! Things come up! Unexpected things! We know what we know, but your job is to deal with what we don’t! So in this particular case, what do you do? You fuck the inspector instead of killing him!” 
Kate sighed noisily, slowly shaking her head. “Well then. What are you going to do with me?” 
“I’m not sure yet. I want to kill you. It won’t solve anything, but it’ll make me feel better.” 
“You can’t kill me.” 
“Sure I can. You’re nothing but a problem. You’re useless. You can’t run back to the moon, and if we keep you alive, we have to hide and protect you. Maybe you don’t know how business works, but we don’t collect liabilities. You were hired as an asset, and now you’re the opposite.”
Kate inhaled, held it, kept her mouth shut, then exhaled in a huff. Time to play her ace. 
“I want to talk to Omar,” she said.
Instead of blustering at Kate’s request, Jimmy smiled. He tapped his head beside his eyes, through which she realized Omar had been watching the meeting all along.
“Well, that’s good,” he said. “Because Omar wants to talk to you, too.”





 

 
Chapter 5
 
 
Air connections in the mountains near the Organa compound were flaky even when they were good. Sometimes, you could get a mobile signal everywhere, including in the hand-dug cellar that Scooter had spent a summer excavating so he could make root beer. Other days, you couldn’t get one at the top of the tallest hill. The most reliable places to find connections (which shouldn’t have mattered within a technophobe population, but which everyone somehow knew regardless) were usually at the gate, where Crumb used to stand…and, ironically, near Leo’s house. 
Today, the signals were scattered and unreliable. Leah didn’t want to start tapping her mobile’s screen the minute she and Crumb (sorry…Steve) arrived, but the uncheckable, constantly pinging handheld felt like an unscratchable itch. York had already seen her obsessing over the mobile and might be willing to give her a mercy pass, but others wouldn’t. Leah was already a pariah among those hypocritical bastards, and she didn’t want another lecture from Leo. He knew she had her mobile, of course — and Leah, in turn, knew that Leo had one of his own — but rubbing it in the compound’s collective face was a bad idea. To the mountain Organas, using the occasional piece of technology was like masturbation: everyone did it, but you were supposed to know enough to keep it private. 
Checking her messages would be an especially bad idea right now, she reminded herself, brushing the mobile in her pocket as if encouraging it to stay put. No matter what Leo tried to pretend, the Lunis supply was dangerously thin. Leo himself had looked frazzled and unfocused the last time she’d seen him, and the patina of peace that normally glazed the hippies’ expressions had worn through to show some of the rough, threadbare material beneath. They were wearing brave faces, but she knew they were jonesing. It made Leah feel guilty for scoring in the city. She’d only had enough credits for a few moderate doses and had taken them all herself rather than bringing any back. But what the hell; the others never come to her defense. 
But still, the phone’s itch was maddening. She had to get away. She left York and Dominic to get reacquainted (York to meet Dominic for the first time with a clear head, Dominic to meet the body he’d saved with another mind inhabiting it) and walked toward Leo’s. Being careful to stay out of sight (she didn’t need a discussion with the Organa leader; she needed to answer these fucking messages before someone blew a gasket), she circled the building while holding her mobile in the air. 
Nothing. 
Knowing she was wasting time, Leah paced the village, glancing down at her handheld as she hid it in the folds of her sarong. She passed person after person, looking up and smiling at each. She was given half smiles in return. It was easy for Leah to feign amity; she wasn’t hurting just yet. But the same wasn’t true for the others in the village. She saw red eyes. Long faces. Twitchy muscles and a few nervous tics. From a distance, she watched as two men walking past each other had an accidental collision. After running into each other, the first shoved the second hard in the chest and kept walking. The second yelled after him. Leah couldn’t make out exactly what he said, but she somehow doubted it was “Lovely morning, isn’t it?” 
Just how low was the supply? How far down had Leo ratcheted the rations? Did he have emergency stores somewhere? Leah hoped that if he did, he hadn’t stored it anywhere obvious. She also hoped that Leo was carrying the personal shield she’d brought him, that he’d junked in disgust, and that she’d later seen sitting on his desk. She had decided not to call him on his hypocrisy then and was glad now that she hadn’t. At some point, needs would supplant idealism, and when that happened, all eyes would turn toward the one man who might be holding out on the rest of them. It was a matter of when, not if.
She shook brewing thoughts of violence from her mind then looked down at her phone. Still no connection. Not at Leo’s, not at the gate, not in the common, not on the hill. The sky was clear, but it didn’t seem to matter. Clear days, overcast days — whether any given conditions would yield a clean signal (sometimes strong enough for video chat, sometimes too weak for simple text) — was always a matter of chance. 
“Goddammit,” she said.
Sighing, Leah walked back to the Organa barn. She’d just hiked all the way up with Crumb. She wanted to lie down and nap — ideally swinging in one of the common hammocks like a true dreadlock-headed granola-muncher. But she couldn’t keep ignoring the pings. They’d stopped, and that made things worse. It probably didn’t mean that the sender had stopped pinging. It probably meant that he or she was still trying but was now getting undeliverable replies. Anyone with an issue important enough to hit her this often would go apeshit if they got undeliverables. Only the Organa went off-grid regularly. To non-Organas, leaving the Beam umbrella was like asking the world to make them blind. They didn’t simply avoid it; they literally couldn’t understand it. 
Leah entered the barn and, casting a glance at Missy, looked one final time at her handheld’s screen. She saw the pings but couldn’t even open them. A ping only delivered a header. It was a notification and nothing more. Each was tied to a message (a ping had to be about something, after all), but she couldn’t access any of the messages without a connection. But the messages themselves were only part of the issue. If the matter was as urgent as it seemed to be, she might need video or port-to-port communication, and she couldn’t get that here.
She slid Missy’s saddle onto her back and mounted up then nudged the horse onto the trail toward Bontauk. 
 
 
Almost two hours later, Missy walked into the back end of Vance Pilloud’s overgrown field, and Leah, on her back, guided the horse around the fence remnants and toward the house’s shell. Leah looked at the place with its few standing walls and couldn’t suppress a chill. The last time she’d been here, she’d knocked down a barrier inside Crumb’s head — now York’s head — that had felt as fragile as Pilloud’s old walls. 
She found the FiGlass line where she’d dropped it after unplugging from Crumb’s hat in panic. It was in an untidy jumble, completely open to the elements. She hadn’t been thinking; she’d only been trying to get Crumb away so she could hopefully save him. 
She picked up the line, brushed dirt from the coupler, and blew on it. Satisfied, she plugged the end into her handheld. Immediately, the device lit up, its screen coming alive. It was a sort of Frankenstein moment for Leah every time she plugged it in. Handhelds weren’t supposed to have hardwire ports, but Leah had needed one more than once. She had a hard time believing the Beam AI (or AI in the handheld; she wasn’t sure if it had its own resident nanos) stood tall and declared “IT’S ALIVE!” whenever she plugged in her jury-rigged monster of a device, but Leah liked to imagine it anyway. It added to her mental image of lightning striking around her, illuminating the day. 
As the connection established, the text color within the pings changed from gray to black. Leah clicked on the first one. 
Her mail app opened and showed an encrypted message in her inbox. Before reading it, her eye was drawn toward the I/O history at the bottom, where a long list of pings was listed. Several dozen new pings had arrived between the time she’d lost her connection on the trail to the compound and now, and she saw them lined up like eager soldiers. A quick glance confirmed what she’d already suspected — that every one of the pings pertained to this same message. Someone wanted very badly for her to see it. 
Leah cleared her ping history and, before reading, used her finger to fling one of the notices toward the top of her screen. Let her tormenter get the return ping. It was shorthand for, “I’m on it, so hold your fucking horses.” 
This done, Leah read the message.  
 
n33t — 
have uncovered s/thng you need to hear to do with shift and your post abt party affiliations. reply.
shadow
 
“Shadow?” Leah squinted at the screen. 
She remembered her post on the Null forum about Enterprise and Directorate Party affiliation and how the Senate always seemed to equilibrate after Shift regardless of which way things went, but the message didn’t make much sense. Her point was that the Senate had the power it wanted regardless of which party had majority stake, and that Enterprise and Directorate Senate initiatives really weren’t as different as people pretended. It was a hardly novel or profound thought, and Leah had written it with a feeling that she was recapitulating the history of politics like a pretentious poseur. Politicians looking out for themselves regardless of their declared stance. What else was new?
Re-reading the message, Leah found herself assaulted with conflicting sensations. The first (hardly fair or on point, but the strongest within her) was a loss of respect for the famous Beam vigilante. The message wasn’t exactly time-sensitive, making the constant pinging feel obsessive. It also seemed inappropriate given that the two of them had never interacted directly. It was almost unheard of to interact directly in the Null community, given how paranoid the group was. But now, not only had Shadow messaged her (and it was the real Shadow; she could tell by the authentication token); he’d then ceaselessly pinged her about the message. She found herself transported back to her teens, when she’d been courted by several awkward would-be boyfriends. They’d been like this when she’d expressed less-than-intense interest in them: both pathetic and desperate. 
Leah’s other immediate impression about the message was that even if Shadow was being a little pathetic, he seemed to think that his issue was one of great importance. The gravity he’d put behind it made it feel like a hot potato. 
Leah felt conflicted. Really, she felt almost caught. Being n33t gave her an unassailable wall of protection from her true identity, but still Shadow’s direct contact made her feel naked. She wanted to be read-only, posting but not being queried. But then, if she didn’t want to engage, why was she active within Null in the first place? 
She looked down at the message, reading it again.
Who was Shadow? He could be a plant. Or NPS. He claimed to move constantly to evade detection, and his messages were filled with anti-establishment rhetoric. He’d been railing about the Ryans last Leah had seen, and something about an employee of Isaac’s. He said a lot of questionable things about important and popular people, but did that really mean he believed them? Was he truly an irritant on the Beam’s underbelly as Leah herself was, or was he an agent? He might not even be real. He might be autonomous AI. He could be a Beam cleric. There would be no way to know without either meeting him or deciding, on faith, to trust him…but Leah would never meet him in person because she didn’t know if she could trust him. 
She pulled up the encryption patch on her handheld, verified that her access point would be masked, and replied. 
 
what? hmb.
 
It was the most noncommittal, borderline brush-off reply she could make, but noncommittal was as far as Leah was willing to go. Asking the simplest of inquiries then simply telling Shadow to hit her back with a reply would put the ball in his court. It didn’t commit her at all, and there was nothing in the message that even NPS could object to or pin on her. He was the one who wanted to play? Fine. Then he could be the first to show his hand.
The reply was instant, as if Shadow had been repeatedly refreshing his inbox. Based on the obnoxious nature of his pings, he probably was.
 
have information on nicolai costa as in my page posts. need to disrupt. 
 
Leah looked at the message, annoyed. They were like two blushing teenagers, each unwilling to lean in and go for that first kiss. Disrupt what?
What information about Nicolai Costa? She vaguely recognized the ethnic-sounding name as the one he’d been going on and on about across both Null and his own page, but it otherwise had no meaning to her. She replied:
 
you contacted me. spit it out.
 
Not twenty seconds later, a new message popped into Leah’s handheld. She wasn’t even sure how he’d had enough time to receive her mail, read it, type a reply, and send it back. The Beam’s processing of simple mail was basically instant, but each of them was sending messages through a car wash’s worth of scrubbing that required a second or three on each end. Shadow seemed too eager, too quick. 
 
hard to explain. found beam id tracker designating secret upper class of society, called beau monde, again as in my post. stories about it never make beam headlines, votes are being suppressed, getting signs that headlines and shift are being manipulated. need to test with scientific method. (tmwsd)
 
Leah reached the end of the message just in time, seeing the classic paranoid hallmark “tmwsd” (a callback to an old video series that stood for “this message will self destruct”) just as the attachment cannibalized the mail and left her inbox empty. Leah would have liked to read the message again just to make sure she fully understood it. Something more than vaguely understood ideas of Beam Headlines and Shift being manipulated. 
Not that any of it was news. Clearly, Beam Headlines were being manipulated. She’d read Shadow’s page posts on the topic and had participated in many Null forum threads about it. There was no surprise or shock to it; Beam Headlines was the most visited page on the entire network, and there were thousands of so-called systems out there about how to game the subpages and get your story’s (usually your for-profit venture’s stories) headline to the top of those subpages. It had been clear for a while that Quark or some other body was working hard to reverse the gaming of headlines even in subpages and local subpages because they wanted the results to be as relevant, as organic, and as true to life as possible. Algorithms operating behind the visible vote counts could only be theorized about, but the days of hiring vote farming companies to send moneymaking scams to the top of the charts were long gone. 
The front page, unsurprisingly, seemed to be watched more closely. There were many in Null who found the idea of anything other than votes affecting the rankings repugnant and intolerable, but Leah didn’t think it was that big of a deal. Right now, it was true that all of the pre-Shift rioting and demonstrations were what people cared about most, and they were certainly the stories that were being organically voted onto the first page and into the top slots. She’d seen Shadow’s posts about trying to vote up stories on his pet term “Beau Monde,” but of course nobody cared about a supersecret nut job’s obsession as much as they cared about the five thousand-person parade two days ago that had turned into a burning party in Brooklyn, and how the riot police had been forced to knock hundreds of people down using not just slumberguns, but eventually an Oxygen Bandit force field bubble. So what if the algorithms were kicking “Beau Monde” stories down into the hundreds, many pages back? It simply didn’t matter, in Leah’s opinion. 
But before she replied, she thought of the destructed message’s last lines. Shadow had claimed that Shift, not just Beam Headlines, was being manipulated. He’d mentioned the scientific method, which is how Null spoke about experiments they conducted within systems. The method was always the same. As in the classic scientific method, hackers made a hypothesis then conducted an experiment to see if that hypothesis was correct. In Null, the “experiments” were always disruptive, like cutting open a pithed frog to find out what made it tick.
Leah made herself comfortable on the wood flooring, looked at her handheld’s screen, and sighed. Thanks to Pilloud’s FiGlass connection, she had plenty of bandwidth for a video call. She could even plug herself in so her avatar could meet his in a low-res simulation, but she wanted an arm’s distance between them. If Shadow was really managing to find members of his so-called Beau Monde via their Beam IDs as he claimed on his page, Leah didn’t want to chance what he might be able to find out about her through an avatar. Because really, who could find Beam IDs? One answer was extremely gifted and/or well-connected diggers and hackers. Shadow could be one of those, but two others who could find Beam IDs — clerics and NPS agents — seemed equally likely.
She replied:
 
hit me in diggle
 
Leah swiped away from mail and opened the Diggle app. Diggle had been developed by a Null named ZION (it was amazing how many members of a supposedly anonymous community couldn’t resist taking credit where credit was due, Leah/n33t and Shadow included) and bundled the code from scrambled mail communication into a transparent open-source chat environment. Each message, even within an exchange, was threaded through a handful of routing servers with co-optable space and re-routed based on a rotating cypher that Diggle essentially tossed back and forth to itself like a lone person juggling from one hand to the other. The resulting communication was faultlessly secure and based on NPS-level cryptology, but the keys were generated and exchanged within Diggle on the fly then exploded after use. 
If Shadow was on mail now and Leah was on mail now, there was no reason not to streamline the process and do it in real time.  
Leah inputted the coded mail identifier from Shadow’s last message into Diggle and waited. Moments later, the same node, as per protocol, popped a message at her:
 
> yt?
 
Leah looked at the “you there?” prompt, felt vulnerable, and replied anyway. She posted extensively on the Null forums, tagged with her handle as if begging someone to follow her breadcrumbs. A walled Diggle chat wasn’t any more dangerous. 
 
>> yeah I’m here whats up
 
He replied, and suddenly Leah found herself following along. She kept trying to allow Shadow to impale himself more than she was impaling herself, but as the dialogue unfolded, the dance grew too awkward, and her guard began to fall. 
 
> i have to trust you
>> ??
> i need help and don’t know if I can trust you. don’t have a choice
>> oooookay…
> you follow about nicolai costa?
>> saw the posts
> his connection was off all day yesterday. not down, off. he was there, was off for hours. i started digging. he met isaac ryan at the border. hes from w.e., came over in 30s
>> i don’t know anything about him or where hes from. 
> italy. 
>> ok
> last group over before borders closed. i think i.r. was waiting for him for something
>> so what
> found another trailing code while looking for beau monde. costa has it. found a few others who have it. not beau monde code, but has a lot of the same strings. looks like there’s a code dongle that serves as an authenticator, meshes with code quark is thought to bake into cs trackers.
 
Leah stopped and thought. It wasn’t universally agreed upon that City Surveillance had baked any sort of recognition criteria into its trackers beyond those used (obviously) to keep an eye out for overt criminal activity. There was no evidence at all and the system seemed to be unhackable, but Null acted as if it were an absolute truth because Null was paranoid. The theory was that before you crossed a street, City Surveillance knew your number of jaywalking tickets and whether they should watch you with one eyebrow raised. Outrage followed the proposition, with shouts that “the system” and “the man” were judging people guilty in advance of evidence. As with most of Null’s rants, though, Leah didn’t see the big deal. Did these people think that a body called “City Surveillance” wasn’t judging everything people did within the core network anyway?
But what Shadow had just said about the authenticator code was a relatively new theory that had been gaining popularity within the community. The idea was that certain people, when scanned, caused the CS trackers to do the opposite of what other tags did, essentially prompting the snoopers to look away. Something tied to these people’s IDs, the theory went, was giving them a get-out-of-jail-free card. 
 
>> you’re saying costa is…what?
> tracked like the others. but it’s different and subtle. if I had to guess id say he doesn’t know hes being given a pass
>> paranoid. i don’t believe the code shit
> do you believe that there’s an upperclass? beau monde
>> theres always an upper class
> systematized though. not like an old boys network but in the network itself.  
>> conspiracy. but maybe. i don’t like to lump in with null. its why i identify myself.
 
Leah looked at the last line, wondering if she was opening herself too far. It was true, though. Null’s inherent anonymity could make them very powerful, but it was also a crutch. The smallest and most cowardly person could act like the biggest shit when hidden behind a Guy Fawkes mask. It became hard to tell the sincere revolutionaries from the hangers-on, the bullies, and those who joined movements because they weren’t secure enough to contribute on their own.
 
> just because you’re paranoid doesn’t mean they’re not out to get you.
 
Leah chuckled. 
 
>> so what do you want to do about it?
> we need to tinker. again I have to decide to trust you. if you’re nps I’m fucked.
>> im not nps
> good. we need to meet irl.
 
Leah felt her heartbeat quicken. That was out of the question. Shadow was clearly in DZ, and Leah went into the city all the time, but Null wasn’t a group who got together “in real life” for coffee or tea. They were faceless for many reasons, and a deep suspicion that their closest compatriots might be NPS plants was just one of them. 
 
>> not happening
> i can’t explain over diggle
>> try
> sigh. shift is being manipulated. too much to say. i have an idea to disrupt it. okay? see if enterprise and directorate are really holding hands. come and arrest me. GE? 
 
The last bit meant “good enough?” — roughly equivalent to a pouting reply like “you happy now?” But it almost was good enough, Leah had to admit. Diggle messages all self-destructed after ten exchanges or sixty seconds, but that wouldn’t matter if Leah were an agent. She’d have screencapped what he’d just typed with any one of many visual add-ons, and suddenly NPS would become much more interested in the underground personality known as Shadow. They were looking for him now, but only with a few groping fingers. If his last message fell into the wrong hands, The Beam could be made to empty its pockets, shaking him out as if his protections were nothing. It was his way of putting himself at her mercy in an effort to engender her trust.
She decided to play back a little, to rib him:
 
>> your fly is unzipped
> no shit. so GE?
>> ill think about it
> and just leave me hanging
>> youd do the same don’t lie
> sigh fine
>> hmb tomorrow
> one more thing. you know about integer7?
>> y
> he’s not responding to pm. like you. still not though
>> why d y care?
> makes me nervous
>> just off grid. 
> who goes off grid? 
>> me
> sigh okay
>> ciao
 
Leah closed Diggle, watching the bomb animation until the fuse reached its bottom and showed her a cartoon explosion. Diggle was goddamn good. Leah had once tried to see if she could hack it — if she could make it remember a conversation history — as an exercise. She hadn’t been able to. But despite Diggle’s imperviousness, couldn’t you just subvert it by taking an image of the screen with an ocular implant or any other external device? 
But then again, she’d never actually tried to screencap a Diggle conversation. Were there ways to make an image un-cappable? There might be. If the nanopixels tracked the reader’s eyes and shone directly into them, they’d be unreadable from anything but the perfect angle. Even an ocular implant would fail if the pixels weren’t properly targeted because eye-mounted cameras had to be offset to keep from obscuring natural vision. Maybe a direct brain feed could capture the images, but Leah, if she made her mind paranoid enough, could think of ways around that. 
Shadow was plenty paranoid. Would he have thought of what she had? Would he have tried it? And if it turned out that his arrestable message was, in fact, as anonymous as Diggle wanted it to be and couldn’t ever have been used against him, did Leah still think she could trust him? 
For a few beats during their conversation, she’d almost wanted to tell Shadow about Stephen York. But now, looking back on their exchange and her tentative suggestion of meeting with Shadow in the future, she felt her better instincts reassert themselves. 
In the end, she had nothing to use against Shadow. Here and now, though he’d said much that could get him in trouble, his fly was plenty zipped. And maybe, if he knew things about Diggle that she didn’t, he’d known all along that it would stay that way. 
Sitting on the remnants of Vance Pilloud’s wooden floor, Leah suddenly found herself very glad that she’d kept the Stephen York ace securely in its hole.





 

 
Chapter 6
 
 
The door swung open in front of Kai. Nicolai was beside it, acting as if he needed to hold it for her. Behind him, she could see by the room lights and shimmering wall displays that he’d reestablished his canvas and Beam connection. Thank West. Despite what he’d said about impervious hacks, she had serious doubts that no one had noted his disconnection. But did it matter? Micah already knew he’d gone offline. Maybe it was even going offline that had brought Micah over in the first place, nudging him to investigate and find out what Nicolai was hiding. 
“You turned your stuff back on.” 
“I needed something to eat.”
“You’re used to foraging. Killing animals and roasting their meat over a fire. After shooting them with your crossbow.” 
“It’s been a long time.” Nicolai stepped aside so Kai could enter. “And I was unable to find any animals. On this floor or the one below me.” 
“So,” she said. “What’s going on?” 
Nicolai looked around, surely knowing her question to be about his meeting with Rachel Ryan. He seemed to be assessing his canvas’s security, perhaps wondering if he should turn it back off. 
“Nothing much,” he finally answered.
“Is this how we’re going to talk for the rest of our lives? Don’t be so paranoid, Nicolai.” 
He sighed. “Okay. Fine.” He projected his voice, talking over Kai’s shoulder. “Canvas, go incognito.” 
“Incognito,” said a soft voice. 
“As if that means anything,” Nicolai muttered. 
Kai, thinking of the wonders she’d seen — twice now — in the Ryans’ apartment, had to agree. But a girl could only be so guarded, and a canvas operating as incognito didn’t really seem any less secure, fundamentally, than speaking with a canvas entirely off. The nanobot tricks Kai had done mere hours earlier could have snooped on this conversation as easily as it had snooped on Natasha’s non-unfaithful infidelity. It was just additional evidence that in many ways, Kai deserved Beau Monde status more than many of the Beau Monde. She’d earned it. She deserved it. She’d been promised it. And if anyone snooped here, all they’d see would be her fearless efforts to seize what was owed. 
“So you saw Micah’s mother.”
“And you saw Isaac.” 
“You first,” she said. They were standing in the middle of the room like two fighters facing off. It was appropriately challenging — Kai wanted Nicolai to give up what he had before she surrendered her relative nothing — but it was also raising their defenses. She’d never get what she wanted by playing hardass…and in the end, she didn’t want to oppose Nicolai at all. Kai was a sneak, a spy, a lover of many men, and a cold-blooded killer, but that didn’t stop the little girl inside her from wanting a prince beside her. 
So she sat on the couch, clearly leaving a spot for Nicolai to join her. She didn’t pat the seat to encourage him. That would be too much. She knew it from psychology 101, but she also knew it because the behavioral profile and response data her canvas’s AI had gathered from Nicolai over the years told her so. Every man was a puzzle. The fact that she genuinely liked Nicolai didn’t change that. 
He sat on a chair across from her instead of joining her on the couch. It wasn’t what her profile had predicted at all. It was, in fact, a Micah Ryan move. The chair was angular and square, placing him higher in a subtle position of power. 
“Okay,” he said. “I went to see her.” 
Kai nodded. 
“Interesting lady,” he added. 
“I’ll bet.” 
“Sweet.” 
“Hmm. And what did she say about your past, and the family’s?” 
“Her father was in league with the Italian Mafia. They were pressuring my father for his technology. They didn’t get it but needed the nanobots because of what they would mean for…well…for everything.” 
“Hmm. This isn’t new. You knew this weeks ago.” 
“Well, she confirmed it.” 
“So you just walked in and said, ‘Hey, Mrs. Ryan — can you confirm some things for me?’” 
“What did you find out from Isaac?” 
Kai had to be careful. She hadn’t spoken to Isaac, of course, or to Natasha. She’d merely snooped in, snooped out, and decided quite firmly that she would grab Micah by his balls and squeeze until he gave her what he’d promised — until she had what his own stupid brother had. The idea that a weak-willed Directorate layabout and his bitch wife had more than Kai was a travesty. Kai had followed in the footsteps of her idol, Alexa Mathis, who’d taken the lone commodity that never lost value — sex — and used it to build an empire. Kai had paid her dues. She had scrapped, fought, innovated, and assumed innumerable risks. All Isaac had done to earn status superior to hers, on the other hand, was to be born. 
But that wasn’t what Nicolai wanted to know, or the revelation she’d been sent to uncover. Kai didn’t want to be his adversary. They had started on the same side, and belonged there. 
She sighed. “I didn’t see Isaac.”
Nicolai’s expression twitched then returned to normal. Classic Nicolai, again according to her behavioral dossier. He was taking a hit and absorbing it, stowing it for later consideration. She’d tricked him into going first in this little tête-á-tête, but he knew full well he’d thus far given her nothing.  
Again she wondered, Why are we on opposite sides of the argument?
Kai continued, volunteering more before he could react to her giving him less. 
“He wasn’t home. Natasha was. So I couldn’t talk to him — or to her, which might also have been useful — but I can go back. She was immersed. I was able to peek at the stream.” 
“How did you do that?” 
“I have many tricks up my sleeves.” She gave Nicolai a small, sexy smile — the one that always disarmed him. Men were easy. But it wasn’t just manipulative. On Kai’s lips right now, the smile was true. 
“So what did you find out?” he said. “Anything at all?” 
She shook her head. “Not about you. Not about the Ryan family. But I found out a lot about what’s being held from us, Nicolai. Have you ever wondered what it would be like to ascend?” 
“What, you mean to die?” 
“Ascend in society. To where they are. You’ve worked with Isaac forever. You must have seen things they have and been jealous. You’re twice what he is. More.” 
“I suspected. I never actually saw.” 
Kai shrugged. That made sense. As she’d been pulling out of the apartment, her bots had discovered what was essentially a kill switch in the Ryans’ canvas. It looked like a partial shutdown, probably meant to downtune the function of the canvas and any attached peripherals so they’d perform at sub-Beau Monde levels. The configuration suggested that Isaac and Natasha probably never triggered it themselves. It was the sort of thing AI would trigger when someone with a non-Beau Monde ID entered the apartment unspoofed.
Kai explained about the kill switch then told Nicolai what she’d seen on her tour before, during, and after peeping in on Natasha. She’d spent far longer inside than she should have, always dancing along the dangerous edge where Natasha might exit her immersion or Isaac might make his return. She’d almost wanted that to happen. If she had to face them as an intruder, she’d get to say what she wanted…and if she had to kill her way to freedom afterward, so be it. 
Nicolai nodded. 
“I knew this level existed,” she said. “Ever since I first met Micah. But I didn’t know how…well, how complete…their superiority was. Micah’s been dangling it all in front of my face like a carrot since I met him. Whenever he needed something and I didn’t want to do it, he’d remind me that the longer I played ball, the closer I’d come to ascension. He made it sound like an anointing ceremony, like he could touch me and impart the magic of Beau Monde.”
“Is that how he got you to kill Doc? Or try to?” 
The behavioral AI that augmented Kai’s cortex didn’t like the vocal inflections in Nicolai’s question. He wasn’t just asking something uncomfortable. He was loading it with suppositions, implying the only reason she hadn’t refused Micah’s order came down to money. 
Kai extended a leg and kicked at one of Nicolai’s. She was wearing heels, and when she struck him, he winced. 
“What?” 
“You fucker. That’s not fair.” 
“I was just asking a question.” 
Kai tapped her head, indicating the add-on he knew full well she had. “And you know full well I can see what’s behind the question. Which is a really shitty thing to think, seeing as I’ve told you he was going to kill me, too.” 
“You said you’re like a daughter to him,” he said. But already, Nicolai’s inflection and posture had become more conciliatory, his entire body suddenly saying I’m sorry.
Kai crossed her legs. “Yeah, well. The Ryans eat their young.” 
She watched his body respond to hers. Her crossed legs and clipped tone spelled resignation and closing down, so he opened up and all of a sudden became ready to share. Noticing her own scrutiny made Kai feel guilty, but she couldn’t help it. Her profession was all about analysis and reaction. 
“It’s true a generation up, too,” he said. “Listening to Rachel, you get the impression of a shrewd businesswoman who had two kids she didn’t want dropped into her lap. She had them very late, surely accidentally, yet somehow felt an obligation to go through with their births. Or come to think of it, she’d need heirs, right? So maybe that’s how it happened. She got herself pregnant, even as old as she was, because it was the only way to continue the family line. Oh, and speaking of family lines, here’s a fun tidbit I uncovered just before you knocked: Did you know that she didn’t even change her name when she got married?” 
“So? Lots of women don’t change their names.” Kai was mildly indignant at Nicolai’s implication of oddity. 
Nicolai waved his hand. “No, you’re not understanding. Rachel’s father started Ryan Industries. Ryan Industries.” 
“Oh, wow. A woman carried on the Ryan family name and passed it to her boys. That’s a hell of a pair of ovaries.” 
“Right. Her husband — Isaac and Nicolai’s father — changed his name to Ryan. This is all public record. Rachel sent out a press release about it.” 
“You’re kidding.” 
Nicolai shook his head. “And after meeting her, I’m not surprised at all. You want the real brains behind it all, I think she’s it. Father to daughter without missing a beat. There is no weakness in the public’s image of Rachel Ryan. Her history is filled with jabs like that press release.” 
“And she didn’t tell you anything new?” 
Nicolai laughed, and Kai saw the last of the confrontation and brinksmanship flee his face. She finally felt safe enough to pat the couch cushion beside her. Nicolai rose from his Micah chair and came to sit at her side. After that, the room felt warmer. 
“Oh, she told me plenty that was new,” said Nicolai. “But it was all very carefully controlled, dripped out like…well, like sending a series of snarky press releases. Most of what Rachel said wasn’t about my father at all. She dropped a few crumbs then detoured. Like she’d been waiting for someone to come and ask her the right questions. She asked a lot of her own. About Shift. About the parties. About Noah West.” 
“What did she think you’d know about Shift and Noah West?” 
“They were all rhetorical. Riddles. She wasn’t really asking; she was telling. Teasing.” 
“Why?” 
“Who knows? But I’m certain she had a reason.” 
Kai looked at Nicolai’s strong features, suddenly aware of her own relief that the room’s inexplicably adversarial mood had finally broken. She’d caused a lot of that, she supposed. Ever since she’d broken into the Ryans’ apartment — and, to a lesser degree, since she’d seen and experienced the high-end immersion rigs two weeks ago — she’d been possessed by a strong feeling of entitlement, of deserving things she’d been promised but had never received. A win/lose, zero-sum mentality went with it because if others had what Kai wanted, that meant there wasn’t enough to go around and that she’d have to fight for what was rightfully hers. Nicolai wasn’t and had never been her opponent. He was the closest thing Kai had to a companion. 
“Hmm,” she said. 
“I can tell you in detail,” he said. “I didn’t trust the situation enough to vidcap it or even record the audio, but I have it buffered in memory. I could read you back what she said.” 
“Hmm…” Really, Kai didn’t care. Not right now, anyway. Right now, her friendly feeling toward Nicolai was amalgamating with her earlier unfulfilled attempts at seduction. She wasn’t sure if she was horny or filled with an obnoxious schoolgirl fantasy — a Prince Charming who had scrapped as much as she had and could perhaps ascend to the Beau Monde by her side — but whatever the sensation, it was definitely interesting. 
“What?” Nicolai looked at her. He didn’t have all of the psychological analysis add-ons she had and was having trouble reading her. He didn’t need to seduce people to win political favor. His raw personality was seductive enough. 
“I was thinking about how we really do want the same things,” she said. 
“You mean about figuring out what Micah is up to.” 
Kai put her hand on Nicolai’s leg. “Men are stupid.”
Nicolai looked down at the hand. 
“Oh.”
Then he leaned toward her, and the hours began to pass.





 

 
Chapter 7
 
 
Crumb — who apparently was now going by the name Stephen York — excused himself to run into the Organa village to check on something he seemed to feel was important. Dominic was left standing, mouth hanging open, stunned. He couldn’t help but flash back to his fear two weeks earlier about the break-in at DZPD station. Someone had accessed information about the old vagrant and Dominic’s role in his illegal release. Dominic had been certain that old act of kindness was about to come back and bite him. It was still possible that it would, but now he had another way to frame the incidents (both the break-in and the actual act of sending Crumb into the mountains instead of Respero) if he chose to accept it: Crumb — or York — was someone important who’d been hidden for a reason, meaning that Dominic might have unknowingly shoved his nose into the wrong people’s business. 
After watching Crumb — York — vanish into the village with promises of an imminent return, Dominic pulled out his handheld and scrolled through his mail. The first message was from one of the deputies, asking which records he could release to a press inquiry. Dominic felt annoyed by the message. He’d explained the line to this particular asshole a dozen times. 
For discretion, he scribbled a response instead of dictating it, making no effort to hide his irritation at the deputy. He pressed send. A red band indicated the lack of signal. 
Dominic held the handheld up high and tried again then paced for service and found none. Yet he’d videocalled with Leo before, using the same Air signal. 
“Shitter.” Dominic slapped the handheld’s side. 
It was flaky up here. He’d had this problem before when he visited the village, and it was maddeningly inconsistent. 
He scrolled through his messages, seeing that many were new. He’d received mail; he just couldn’t send it. Likely, he’d gotten a spotty signal and his handheld had downloaded the messages before the connection had vanished. 
He saved the message to the asshole deputy as a draft then began opening his remaining mail to kill time while waiting for Crumb’s return. Of course — as always was the case when the signal was shit — many messages required his immediate reply.
There were two infuriating messages from Omar, both saying versions of the same thing: The large Lunis shipment he’d been expecting had failed to arrive. Dominic’s stopgap supply would have to stretch even longer. That was a laugh. Dominic had barely brought Leo enough for one person’s normal weekly rations. Spread among the community — many of whom were already showing visible and volatile signs of withdrawal — it would be a tease more than redemption. At least Leo wouldn’t need to take a share for himself if he was weaning…but that wouldn’t help much. 
Before Dominic had time to riddle some ways to get more Lunis (not that there were any), he found his attention drawn by farther-down messages about a different crisis. Apparently, some big trouble had gone down in Manhattan, where a below-the-line Enterprise demonstration group had clashed with a Directorate group. Both Ryan brothers had been pumping a lot of propaganda for their respective parties lately, and the mood on the Beam’s political sectors and in DZ had been growing ugly. That pent-up resentment seemed to have finally vented in a massive altercation. 
As if the clash itself wasn’t bad enough (at least one building had burned, countless storefronts had been smashed, and dozens of people had been badly injured), a group of school kids visiting a downtown museum had been caught in the middle. Nobody had been killed, but several of the kids had been severely injured and were now recuperating at Southern General. The bigger blow came from the political machine’s PR angle. The kids had been splashed all over Beam Headlines, with stories pertaining to the riot occupying eight of the ten front page slots.
One of the other precinct’s captains had forwarded a story to Dominic so he could get a sense of Beam Headlines’ current flavor. Dominic absorbed the mood as he scanned the story in the cached message. It was not good. Both the Enterprise and Directorate parties were out of hand (somehow the reporters put themselves above reproach, even though they belonged to one of those out-of-hand parties), and DZPD was sitting around with its hands in its lap — or, maybe true to tone, with their thumbs up their asses. 
The message from the other captain that came with the story was curt: “They’re making it look like we stomped these kids ourselves. Get the fuck back here ASAP.” 
Dominic circled the dirt, trying to grab a signal to check Headlines. He wasn’t able to get any connection at all, and every passing second made his temperature rise. The riots had been stressing him out for weeks. The constant demonstrations — really just neutered riots — had been equally irritating. None of it was DZPD’s fault, but with both parties fighting, DZPD was the easiest scapegoat. Dominic felt like he was trying to wrangle hyperactive children but wasn’t allowed to use his belt to correct them. And that wasn’t the worst part. The worst was that the parties — at least as personified by their mouthpieces, Micah and Isaac Ryan — were only adding fuel to the fire. Their words said, “Calm down; let’s be reasonable,” but their between-the-lines message to the citizenry was clear: Everyone else is the reason you’re miserable. 
Right now, Dominic could imagine the rhetoric spewing from the twin Ryan machines and onto the first page of Headlines. They’d be using the kids as showpieces, each publishing one heart-wrenching story after another. There would be scads of crying-parent interviews, all designed to make it obvious how cruel the other side — and the police — truly were. 
“That thing do something to offend you?” said a voice at Dominic’s side.
The voice was so smooth that Dominic didn’t recognize it but turned to see Crumb (né Stephen York) standing beside him, watching as he pounded on his phone. 
“Sorry. All hell is breaking loose in the city. Apparently, the police are responsible for a bunch of tragic children’s beatings. And by the way, we also kill puppies.”
York gave him a quizzical, head-shaking look. 
“Never mind. Just…I’m sorry, but I have to go.” He reached out a hand and grabbed York’s arm briefly, as if to assure himself that the man was truly there. “Although believe me, I’d prefer to stay and catch up.” 
“You can’t stay a little?” York shrugged. “I kind of owe you my life.” He paused. “At least, that’s the way I seem to remember it.” 
“I wish. I don’t want to head back into the city and get egged.” 
“Egged?” 
“Probably not literally. But maybe. ‘Shit upon’ is more likely. Possibly literally. By the mothers of these kids. Because we police officers clubbed their children and are responsible for the parties fighting, at least according to the Ryan camps, and…” 
“It’s okay, Dominic. Handle what you need to. Come back when you can.” 
Dominic looked down. York’s hand was braceleting his arm, exactly as Dominic’s hand had been doing to York’s a moment earlier. Dominic didn’t remember the switch. He thought of the long ride ahead — a ride that would crash-end in a heap of PR crap — and felt his head swim. No wonder he couldn’t pay attention. 
“Okay.” 
“Don’t let it get you,” said the stranger in front of him. 
“Sure.” 
“Because you’re a good man. And a good cop.” 
Dominic paused then met the old man’s mesmerizing eyes. He remembered meeting those same eyes when they’d been staring at him from a dirty face, buried beneath a gnarled beard. Even then, they’d seemed to carry a seriousness that the rest of Crumb couldn’t, as if the true Stephen York had always been behind those eyes like prison windows, banging on the glass and screaming for release.
“You don’t know that I’m a good cop.”
“I know enough.”
Dominic nodded, unsure how to respond to flattery he didn’t currently deserve, then plodded toward the village. Before heading to the barn for one of the horses (and he really, really hoped that someone had prepped one with a saddle and reins because he sure as shit didn’t know how to do it himself), Dominic detoured toward Leo’s. 
Leo greeted him looking calmer than he had earlier, thanks to the Lunis. He couldn’t have much further to go in his withdrawal plan. Leo would make it. Dominic, thinking of his own silent addiction, felt an odd mixture of hope and jealousy. 
Leo stepped aside and let Dominic in then resumed his position in the chair. He looked at Dominic as if urging him to sit. They hadn’t said anything yet, and the whole moment had the feel of an awkward silent play, or a game of charades. 
“I’ll just be here for a minute, Leo. I have to head back.”
“Oh.” Leo looked less in-charge than he usually did. The new bolus of moondust had given him a partial return to control, but the sparseness of that bolus had made his return to control only partial. His hands twitched a bit, and his eyes seemed uncertain. 
“I’m just going to say it,” Dominic said, standing in the middle of Leo’s living room. “The dust shipment didn’t make it down. It was stopped on the moon.” 
Leo seemed to want to rise but fought the urge. “So there will be a delay in…in our future supply?” 
Dominic shook his head, wishing he could give Leo the assurance he wanted. “No. It was the current shipment, Leo. The one you’ve been waiting for.” 
Leo stood. He looked equally panicked and angry. Of the two, panic was the stronger emotion. 
“The one you told me was coming immediately? Because what you brought me today was…was…”
“It was supposed to be a holdover. And yes. I’m really sorry, Leo.” 
“You’re telling me that nothing is coming. That this tiny bit is all we have.” 
“That plus your reserves.” 
Leo’s calm split in the middle. “We have no reserves! We used them waiting for your last botched shipment!” 
“You’re weaning,” said Dominic. “Maybe the others can wean, too.” 
“It’s too goddamn late to ‘wean,’ Dominic!” Leo cried. He said “wean” like the word was poison. “Do you know the doses that this village — that the entire Organa culture — is used to? I’ve got them as raw as they’ll go. How can I wean them off a drug after I’m already out?” 
“You’re out?” 
“Yes! We have a tiny bit here and there, and there’s what you brought. But how far will that go? I’ve gotten myself nearly off the shit, and my fair allotment could last me weeks or longer. But for the others? Dominic, they’ll…I don’t know what they’ll do after they’re cold! How did this happen? You took responsibility for our supply! You cut Omar out and stepped in! I didn’t like it, but you assured me it was for the best. This isn’t just about me, Dom! This is about the lives of dozens of…”
“It’s nobody’s fault. I was told the runner was top-notch, but apparently there have been some changes to moon customs that no one saw coming and…well…” He sighed. “It doesn’t matter. Omar’s operation isn’t compromised, and that’s good news because it means that future supply isn’t necessarily cut off. But there’s no dust right now. All they can do is regroup and try again.” 
“When?” Leo began stalking the room, his body language fiery and furious. “Well, shit, it doesn’t matter, now, does it? Unless it’s tomorrow or the next day. But you wouldn’t be telling me if that were the case, would you?” 
“I imagine it will be a week at least. I figure there’s more to the complications than I’m being told. I’ll call Omar once I can get a signal and trust my privacy. I’ll find out and let you know when I do. But I have a feel for Omar by now. He promises the world because he’s slick then yanks the rug from under you. That’s what I smell here. I can tell his bullshit promises from truth.” 
Leo continued to stalk. “We can’t last a week, Dominic! What am I going to do?” 
“I don’t know.” 
Leo’s normally peaceful face turned and looked toward Dominic. Suddenly, the captain believed every word that NPS Agent Austin Smith had told him. This was the face of rebellion. The face of violence. This, pushed hard enough, was the face of Gaia’s Hammer. 
“You don’t know? Figure it out! I’m not asking a rhetorical question here. I actually want to know: Just what the hell am I going to do when the supply runs out and we have nothing to prop up decades of addiction? How will I tell them? They’ll panic. And it’ll get worse from there!” 
“I’ll figure something out,” Dominic said.
Leo made a face. “Oh, well, now I feel better.” 
“I will, Leo.” 
Yes, he could figure something out. What it might be, Dominic had no idea. But he’d been in plenty of tight situations before, and there was always a way if you had a strong enough will. 
“What about in the meantime, before you grow boosters and fly to the moon for us? Some of these people are already dry. They come to me for rations. I’ve been borrowing from Peter to pay Paul, and what you brought today will buy me a day if things go perfectly. But too many people coming at once, and soon…”
“Do you have any incapacitating weapons?” Dominic asked. “Anything at all?” 
“We’re motherfucking hippies living in the mountains!” 
“I’ll figure something out, Leo,” Dominic repeated. 
“When?”
“I’ll report back when I get to DZ. By then I’ll…” The corner of an idea scraped at his brain. Dominic paused to consider. 
“You’ll what?” 
He was thinking of the DZPD station, confiscated narcotics evidence, and the fact that as captain, Dominic could walk in and touch whatever he wanted. There was a big difference between touching the station’s Lunis and leaving with it — fifty years in a Flat prison’s worth of difference — but it was something. It was something he doubted he could pull off, and it was a line that he wasn’t sure he was prepared to cross, but it was a start, and everything had to start somewhere. 
“I need to go,” said Dominic. “But there may be a way. Dire circumstances and all.” 
“What am I supposed to do if they riot?” 
“You’re their leader. Tell them about the need to see past the bullshit. Be nonconformists about their drug like they are about everything else.” 
“And question ‘authority’?” said Leo, pointing at his own authoritative chest.
Dominic found himself becoming angry. He was being attacked by everyone in District Zero, attacked by the Directorate, attacked by the Enterprise, attacked by the smear campaign determined to make the police look like the bad guys about those injured kids. He didn’t feel like being attacked by Leo, too. Leo had led an army of revolutionaries once upon a time, hadn’t he? Well, maybe it was time to grow some of those balls back and take some fucking responsibility. 
“Tell them an inspiring tale of overcoming your addiction,” Dominic suggested. “And if they don’t listen nicely? Here.” He reached down and unholstered Grandy’s ancient snubnose .38, which he kept strapped, not quite illegally, but definitely ill-advisedly, to his right leg. He tossed the weapon to Leo, enjoying the Organa leader’s flinch as he caught the heavy metal weapon. 
Leo looked at the old gun as if it were an alien artifact. “What the hell am I supposed to do with this?” he said. 
Dominic turned toward the door and said, “Point it at whatever you want to die.”





 

 
Chapter 8
 
 
In the 2050s, Aiden Purcell invented a Doodad app — later adapted for Apple and other handhelds — called AcUity. Not coincidentally, AcUity was released just as Crossbrace was nearing middle age. By the midpoint of Crossbrace’s dominance in the NAU, people had gotten used to biological implants and internal nanobots…and past the resistance that had slowed full Crossbrace adoption in the ’40s. By the early ’60s, however, most of the NAU population (those who could afford it, anyway) had some degree of biological enhancement and the previous decades’ delight had started to sour. The Beam was on the horizon, and its arrival came none too soon. Crossbrace, so enthralling at its release, was in danger of being outgrown by its users.
In other words, AcUity came out when the field of mind/technology interfacing was mature enough to no longer be scary…but still new enough to not yet be boring.
AcUity promised that it would train users’ brains to interface better and more efficiently with the Crossbrace network. The human brain was used to working in isolation, said the AcUity marketing copy, and although hive thinking had been a part of the collective human psyche throughout the twenty-first century, the sluggish biological brain had hundreds of thousands of years of DNA-based (not chip-based) evolution bogging it down. The Crossbrace network was amazing, said AcUity’s creators, and it wasn’t an understatement to say that Crossbrace and its inevitable successors were the very future of human thought. But in order to truly optimize use of the network, the human mind had to be responsive enough to keep up. (“It’s like using a Scion screen to view a movie made of flip-cards,” explained one of the company’s early commercials.) 
AcUity worked so well it was eerie; it was almost as if the developer had a crystal ball for technology. As word spread about AcUity success stories — people running their households without lifting a finger; users who were able to craft mnemonic triggers to recall entire swatches of cloud memory at will — the app’s popularity skyrocketed. For a few years, you couldn’t walk through a public place without seeing a dozen people playing AcUity on their mobile screens, tapping at flashing icons and dragging puzzle pieces into place. 
But what Isaac Ryan forced himself to remember as Aiden Purcell’s avatar materialized in front of him in the library simulation for their second meeting was that it was a mistake to take anything Aiden said at face value. Some people occasionally said one thing while actually meaning its opposite, but with Aiden, deceit was almost something you could count on. 
AcUity’s true purpose, it turned out, was to mine data from the people who played it. Its inventors hired addiction experts who’d learned from early online role-playing games and the first mobile apps built on the in-app purchase model. What was true then was doubly true with AcUity: The primary goal, above all else, was to keep the user playing. The more time people played, the more the app could extract about their behavior, their neural firing patterns, their preferences and hidden motivations, and what they truly desired versus what they claimed to desire. AcUity was free and had no in-app purchases. Immediately addictive, it spread throughout the NAU. Users experienced phenomenal mental growth and told friends. And the more people who used AcUity, the more data Purcell’s company added to its database. 
According to the stats that bought Purcell’s way into Panel (stats which Isaac and his brother knew about from their mother, despite being outside of Panel themselves), AcUity had amassed behavior analytics on 81 percent of the NAU population — including those below the line who played the free game on their cheap Doodads. Purcell made his vast fortune selling that data. At the time, only O’s covertly gathered user data was remotely comparable. But O’s data was highly specific (mostly sexual), and O wasn’t sharing. Purcell was always willing to — for a price. 
“Isaac,” said Purcell’s avatar, walking past him to sit in the library simulation’s big leather chair. “It’s good to see you again.” 
“Aiden.” Isaac nodded. He almost wanted to say that the feeling was mutual, but it wasn’t. Getting a visit from Purcell was like getting a visit from the devil in a fancy suit. You knew you were playing with fire, and both parties knew that you were only there because you hoped to throw that fire on someone else before it burned you alive. 
“Have you decided on how you’d like to proceed?” 
Isaac swallowed. He’d known the question was coming but was reluctant to volunteer his proposition. Purcell held a very important position within Panel and was in many ways the opposite of Isaac’s role within the Directorate Party. Isaac’s title was Czar of Internal Satisfaction, which basically meant that he was in charge of keeping the cattle sedated, happy enough to hold still for their milking. The joke in both parties (among those who knew about Panel, anyway, which was an almost nonexistent subset), was that Purcell was the unofficial Czar of Dissatisfaction. Purcell, in essence, was always holding a sharp blade. The question wasn’t if he’d cut someone, but rather who it would be, and the depth of the ensuing gash. 
“Natasha’s decided to stage a new concert,” Isaac said. “The beauty is that it’s before Shift, so a sabotage there will effectively handle the other concert — the one after Shift — as well.” 
Purcell, sitting in the large chair with his legs crossed, smiled. He had perfect dark-brown hair, combed straight back with a widow’s peak. He was wearing a dark suit with wide pinstripes, a red tie, and a white pocket square. His shoes were polished to a mirror finish, his teeth white like chalk. But what chilled Isaac most was the knowledge that while avatars could be dressed and appointed any way the user wanted, Purcell’s required none whatsoever. He was looking at the man as he’d appear in life — always stylish, always young, always immaculate in appearance, with a crocodile’s smile. 
“Two for one.”
“That’s what I’m thinking,” said Isaac. 
Purcell nodded as he weighed Isaac’s request. Anyone who knew of Panel’s existence could request a meeting with the man, but the ensuing meetings always had the feel of a bargain for one’s soul. You didn’t tell Aiden Purcell to do anything. You didn’t even request that he do anything. You pitched him ideas, like an angel on his shoulder. If he liked the idea, he’d adopt it and take credit for it. If he didn’t like it, nothing happened, and there were no appeals. 
“The way I figure it,” Isaac continued, drawing on his earlier discussion with Micah about the riots’ true nature, “it’s a good volley. Micah conducted a public upset designed to make Directorate look bad. This would be a fitting response.” 
“Doesn’t it seem coincidental that so much Directorate/Enterprise strife would be carried out at the same woman’s concerts?” said Purcell.
“It would be a perfect place to cause a bit of controlled chaos, though,” Isaac argued. “Nobody knows she’s even planning the concert except for me and a few of Natasha’s toadies.” 
“Really,” said Purcell, cocking his head. That had been a dangerous thing to say to a man who prided himself on having the best information.
Isaac stammered. “It’s brand new. I only found out by going through her files. You know about this thing with the demonstrators and the fight downtown? Where the kids were trampled?” 
Purcell laughed. He would. The issue had become a hotbed, with everyone accusing everyone else of misdeeds and holding the children high as evidence. 
“Natasha wants to do a benefit for them,” said Isaac. “A small thing, but a loud thing. It’s on a rush. Not at the Aphora, which would be the obvious choice, but at a place called The Sap.”
“Hipster joint,” Purcell said. 
“It’s a hipster event. Very socially aware. She’s doing it before Shift as a PR move. She’s still Directorate, see, so the thinking goes like this: Why would she do an extra concert when she gets her regular dole regardless? Clearly, she’d only do it because she has a heart of gold, so everyone should love her. If I had to guess — and knowing the predictable dickholes she works with — she’ll start some sort of a fundraiser early, begging her showbiz friends to buy expensive tickets and donate them to the kids’ parents. Then she’ll deck the place out in 2-Ds and video. She’ll have neurals culled from all the existing news footage — AI predicted, I mean, and with Beau Monde Beam AI, so it’ll be good data — and she’ll know the cues to put into video montages of the crushed kids in order to best get the mothers crying on camera. She’ll work one night, raise a fuckload of money for hospital bills (idiotic, seeing as all but one of the families are Directorate, but nobody will remember that), and come out looking like a queen. Then, after Shift, she can cash in on her comeback show.” 
“Without consequence, you mean,” Purcell said. 
“Right. The goodie-goodie of the pre-Shift event will make her immune in the post-Shift event. Why not support Natasha Ryan in her bold comeback as she puts her neck on the line, moving out to perform without a net, in Enterprise once again? She’s an angel who helps kids, not a greedy, duplicitous cunt.” 
“Not a bad move on her part,” said Purcell, grinning, clearly enjoying Natasha’s manipulative mind.
“Well, sure. But it’d be even more advantageous from your position — well, I mean, I think, not that I’m telling you your business or anything — if you, I mean if we, or if I…” 
“I gave Micah my blessing on his plan to stage riots at her concert because it was elegant.” Purcell shifted in his chair, looking up at Isaac as he remained standing. “The trick is to keep the tension on just enough that everyone has someone to blame for where they are. Someone other than themselves, I mean. Enterprise is a poor structure because although everyone thinks they’re special, almost no one is. So when they get frustrated, they need someone else to look to, to account for their own failure. Otherwise, Enterprise crumbles. Enterprise isn’t the problem, they feel; it’s that the Directorate slobs out there are messing up the works! Same goes from the other side. Directorate is flawed, too, because the line is set so low that few people truly have what they need. That’s partially by design, of course — people need something to chase beyond what they’re given; it keeps them awake — but we can’t have them realizing it. They must feel that Enterprise is the reason society’s ruined. Each wishes the other would go away so that everything could be hunky-dory, and that makes them allegiant to their party. But arranging those pieces on the board is an art, Isaac. Push too hard, and anger turns toxic. It’s like tending a controlled fire. They burn swatches of land to renew forests, but if they’re not careful, well…” 
Isaac looked around the room, still searching for a place to sit. The simulation’s artificial reality was telling his leg muscles that they were restless and fatigued, and he was feeling disproportionately cowed by Purcell’s presence as he stood before him like a supplicant. But there was nowhere to rest, and if he called for a chair, the disruption would seem almost insulting.
“I see where you’re going,” Purcell continued. “But if it’s true that I like a volley — and I do — then it seems to me that Natasha is doing it well enough on her own.” 
“That’s not a volley,” said Isaac. “Two big strikes against Directorate. Which, by extension, are strikes against me.” 
“You realize that I don’t care how this impacts you?” 
“Well…” 
“I understand what you’re saying, though. Even though she’s still Directorate, it’s a move toward Enterprise, and what benefits her now benefits her post-Shift. But I care what happens post-Shift even less than I care about what happens to you.” 
“Micah said my position — being his brother — is essential. In the public eye.” 
“Well, yes. You have to exist, and you have to be the czar.” Purcell chuckled. “But frankly, it’s fun to root against you.” 
“What about the Directorate Party?” said Isaac, aghast and unable to hide his mingled senses of indignation and despair. “Doesn’t Directorate deserve a champion?” 
“Not really. I’ve always regarded them as a party of people who will do what they are told, and hence don’t mind a figurehead who is like them.” 
“You would say that. You’re Enterprise.” As Isaac said it, he realized how vastly he’d overstepped his bounds. Here came a death blow, and according to the rules, he’d have no choice but to accept it. 
But instead of reacting in anger, Purcell smiled. 
“There’s no such thing as Enterprise and Directorate, you idiot. You haven’t figured that out?” 
Isaac, who’d flinched against anger, could only return Purcell’s look. 
“There is just ‘up’ and ‘down’ in our society, same as there has always been. I made my fortune. You were given yours. Micah did something in the middle. Your wife ripped throats out all the way up and, honestly, even in her current jaded state, is more worthy of applause than you are. But below us — once you get below what’s commonly called Presque Beau — citizens are citizens. They merely need to think there are sides — other than the true two sides of ‘us’ and ‘them,’ of course.” 
Isaac thought he’d caught something in that last sentence that he didn’t like: a very, very subtle tic in the word “us” that almost seemed to imply sarcasm directed at Isaac.
“My job is to keep that balance — or perhaps, that imbalance,” Purcell continued. “Can’t let the parties get too chummy, or they’ll start melting together and lose their sense of difference. It doesn’t take much to maintain a healthy animosity between them, and even that matters little once Shift is over. People settle into their lives once all the hubbub dies down. It’s only at the next Shift that they start to wonder who they are again, who the others are, and if they’re where they should be.” 
“And if too many of them shift Enterprise because you’ve skewed things so far in their favor?” 
Purcell shrugged, as if to indicate that the matter was irrelevant. “You seem to be trying to convince me based on an argument about party membership,” he said. “If you want to persuade me, convince me that a response is actually warranted. We’re a week out, and there’s been a major clash on the streets since you first came to me. Maybe too major. I don’t think there’s any danger of a breakout of cross-party friendship circles in the time left before Shift, and that’s all that matters to me. You know I’m nonpartisan. So, you want my blessing? Tell me: How does sabotaging Natasha’s little benefit help the NAU’s larger aims?”
“Your aims, you mean?” It was starting to sound like Purcell was going to deny Isaac’s request, and the renewed sense of indignation was causing Isaac to say things he shouldn’t. He didn’t mean to step over the line but found himself doing it anyway. But again, Purcell smiled. 
“You aren’t proposing a back-and-forth.” Purcell looked up at Isaac. “You are proposing spite.” 
“Spite is a back-and-forth.” 
“I want ‘resentment.’ ‘Stirring the pot.’ Maybe ‘malcontent.’ Once we reach ‘strife,’ though, problems surface. The thing with those kids is a powder keg. It could go either way. Maybe everyone will settle down. Or on the other hand, they may just keep blaming each other, using the children as weapons.” 
“You can’t control that?” 
Purcell shrugged. “Not my department.”
Realizing how it looked, Isaac pulled an end table forward and sat on its top. It was a calculated gamble. He was going to look like a pathetic idiot, perched atop that table, but he already looked like a pathetic idiot. Maybe he’d look so pathetic that Purcell would see his point: that Isaac and the Directorate, as little as he wanted to admit it, needed some mercy.
“Please,” he said. 
“I don’t think it’s necessary. And it could be excessively disruptive.” 
“It will only disrupt her.”
“Then what’s the point? It’s not my job to handle your wife for you.” 
“I meant as a symbol. She’s making a stand for the righteousness of her own petty little ass as Directorate then hopping to Enterprise. She wants to have her cake and eat it too. The first plan was to humiliate Directorate by giving us the finger, but then she must have realized how much it would make her look like a sellout. She wants to sell out, but doesn’t want anyone to notice. This little, loud event is the answer. But the other thing it’s going to do — what Natasha intends it to do; it’s the whole reason she’s doing it — is to make it obvious that the parties aren’t really that different. Her argument is that she can span the two. Because she wants the Enterprise to see that although she’s been on the other side for years, she’s really one of them at heart. And she wants her Directorate fans to feel that she’s not abandoning them then proving how ‘Directorate’ and ‘all for one, regardless of individual benefit’ she is by holding this first concert now, before Shift, when it can’t benefit her financially. She wants it to look like the only reason she’d ever do it — from both parties’ sides — is because she’s basically walking the line down the middle. Because that’s how Natasha is. She wants everyone to love her. Everyone. She won’t pick one party or the other, don’t you see?” 
Purcell’s arrogant eyes softened then ticked down. His mouth made a partial frown, and then he looked back up at Isaac.
“Okay. I do see.” He sighed and shook his head. “But it’s still a risk.” Then, more firmly as he seemed to decide something, “And it won’t matter anyway.” 
“How can you allow one of the world’s biggest stars to just sashay back and forth across party lines? She wants to show people that affiliation doesn’t matter.” 
“At the top. But not further down.”
Feeling his edge slipping, Isaac repeated that cursed word: “Please.”
“There’s no point, Isaac. After this Shift, the first phase will be complete, regardless of who ‘wins’ it.” 
“Everything is against me. Against Directorate. There’s supposed to be balance, but I look like a fool.” 
“It doesn’t matter.” 
“It matters to me,” said Isaac. 
Purcell looked at him for a long moment. Isaac saw many things in that look, but the most obvious was a sense of pity. It was the pathetic look he’d have given a drunk in a gutter, begging for a few credits to buy a bottle to temporarily banish his shakes. 
“Fine,” Purcell finally said. “But even if you use our resources, the job is yours. As will be the blame if things go wrong.”
Isaac sighed. He started to say, “Thank you,” but before the first syllable could pass his lips, Purcell’s avatar was gone.





 

 
Chapter 9
 
 
According to Jimmy, Omar was across town handling something “very important” while he spied on Kate and Jimmy’s contentious meeting. Still, despite the situation’s gravity, Kate asked and prodded and joked about Omar and his “very important stuff” to Jimmy because that was what Kate did even when she was nervous. Especially when she was nervous. 
She was in some serious shit, and there was no kidding herself about it. She was a smuggler, always undercover by design, with a set of identifiers that, while valid, could be made to vanish. Omar could kill her or turn her in. He had been known to use both avenues in the past, when his colleagues’ aims stepped out of alignment with his. 
Jimmy ordered Kate to walk through the restaurant door first. He’d used a swab to apply a wide swatch of pheromone to the back of her neck. Jimmy was carrying a weapon loaded with projectiles that matched the pheromone (and liked it so much, they’d home in on it when fired), but before they left the restaurant, he said almost apologetically, “This is just in case, so don’t make me blow your head from your neck for no reason, okay?”
Despite his former outburst and the hair-pulling episode, it seemed like Jimmy wanted to smooth things over during their walk to the bank of hoverskippers then even more so during their hoverskipper ride across town. He let Kate walk without restraints; he let her fly her own skipper; he kept the weapon that would kill her stowed in his pocket. Kate surmised it was because there were a few ways the meeting with Omar could work out. One way (the one everyone wanted, if the situation could be salvaged) would keep Kate and Jimmy in a close working relationship. If that happened, Kate would retain a position of trust. They’d be closer to partners than employer and employee, and partners couldn’t have poison between them. The other outcome had Jimmy killing her, in which case acrimony wouldn’t matter. She chose to take Jimmy’s manner now as an encouraging sign.
After Jimmy had told Kate that Omar wanted to talk to her, he’d proposed (not insisted) that they meet somewhere public. There was no reason not to, right? After all, there was a fair chance that what was to come would end up being nothing more than a mutually beneficial business meeting between equals. And perhaps most encouragingly, Omar had agreed to let Kate decide where they’d end up. As a show of trust, which right now was sorely needed.
Jimmy pulled his skipper beside Kate’s as they stopped at a traffic light. Again, he said, “Where are we going?” 
“I’m still thinking,” said Kate. 
“I have to tell Omar where to meet us.” 
“Where is Omar now?” 
“He’s nearby.”
“Where?” 
“Does it matter?” 
It did. If Kate decided to run, she had to know she was running away from Omar. Not that it mattered. Jimmy had painted her neck with pheromone anyway — because this was a business meeting among partners. 
“Not at all,” said Kate. 
“So where are we going?” 
Kate sighed. She’d pushed this far enough. She’d hoped that as they crossed the city, something would occur to her, but nothing was coming. She didn’t want to run, even if she could. As much as she hated to admit it, the best scenario would be to keep working for Jimmy, which meant working for Omar. Omar was a known quantity. Thanks to years working with him as Doc, Kate knew exactly how Omar thought, what he was likely to do, and just how little others mattered relative to his own goals and bottom line. It was a case of the devil he knew, and Micah Ryan was a devil he didn’t know at all. If she blew this with Omar, the man would smear his new face across The Beam. If the right people asked the right questions, Kate’s history — and the validity of her Beam ID — might come into question. She couldn’t have a second powerful enemy chasing her. Even if she wanted to go through another refurb (she very much didn’t), she couldn’t afford it. 
But if she played her cards right with Omar and managed to stay where she was — offer to pay for the dust, retrieve it, wash fucking dishes if she had to — then she could continue making good money using the salesmanship skills that God had given Thomas Stahl. She could still move back up to where she used to be in the Presque Beau, with avenues for advancement. She’d have connections and powerful friends. If, that was, Kate could make things work and tell Omar what he needed to hear… because any way they sliced it, continuing their working relationship would be best for Omar, too. 
“The mall.”
“Which mall?” 
“Summit.” 
Beside her, Jimmy cocked his head. The light turned green, and Kate pulled away slow enough for Jimmy to keep up. 
“That the one near the crater?” 
“No. Just ahead. The underground one. With the Beam surround.” 
“Oh,” said Jimmy, speaking over the breeze of their sensibly paced, within-speed-limits travel. “Do they have an Orange Julius?” 
“Yeah.” 
“You like Orange Julius?” 
“Sure,” said Kate. She’d never had one. 
“I’ll buy you an Orange Julius when we get there.” 
“Peachy,” said Kate. 
The traffic light ahead was a double-tier, so instead of giving them a stop, it gave them an up arrow. Kate hopped above the cross traffic, then came down as the mall’s entrance appeared. From double-height, the entrance looked like a massive funnel in the ground. The two perpendicular streets leading into it dipped at the funnel’s edge then curled around it to the right, following the path one would expect water to take in a downward vortex if the entire island flooded. The roads were for the conventional cars that wanted to enter the parking garage, but Kate had always thought that they were far too optimistic of humanity’s competence behind the wheel. Hovercars and hoverskippers and screetbikes could pilot to one of the lanes in the middle of the funnel and descend while staying level, but conventional cars had to bank around the edges in what amounted to an extreme high-speed curve. The mag carriers beneath the street would hold them fast, but Kate had seen plenty of cars in the subterranean garage with their contents plastered against one window because the driver hadn’t made the turn fast enough. 
They descended, pulled into two adjacent recharge bays, and secured the hoverskippers with their IDs. They took the elevator down. Kate watched Jimmy through the ride. He kept tossing Kate small, conflicted looks, seemingly uncertain about how he was supposed to behave. Was he an armed escort whose purpose it was to threaten Kate and keep her in line? Or was he a man who’d been too harsh with a (rather attractive) female employee and now had to make nice? She didn’t know what Omar’s temperament would be, but the good news was that following that first exchange in the restaurant, Jimmy seemed equally uncertain about it. 
The elevator’s doors opened, and Kate found herself looking out into what appeared to be an enormous open-air space. Above, on a domed Beam-surface ceiling, a bright sun shone down through a sky pocked with a few small fluffy clouds. Kate could feel the simulated warmth on her skin but knew that even without her nanos, she’d never get a sunburn. The illusion was disorienting, though, and seconds after leaving the elevator, she’d lost her bearings. The doors had opened and closed behind her, but now that she looked back, all Kate could see was more open space. The only thing below her was a concrete walkway cutting through swatches of fragrant grass. 
Jimmy said, “I’m going to get us Orange Juliuses.”
He walked toward the booth (which the environment had made into a kind of charming rustic fair stand; Kate had no idea if the actual structure was as she saw it) and left her where she was. She looked after him, almost allowing herself to be duped by the 360-degree dome and the illusion that she was outside. Even if she were actually outdoors, though, she’d decided she wouldn’t run. Running was a dead end. She’d clawed her way to the top of her profession as Doc, and taking the reset as Kate (a reset in both person and social standing) had been incredibly demoralizing. She wished the bullshit with the inspector had never occurred. If she could put it behind her (and if Omar would allow her to put it behind her), Kate had every intention of moving forward. She didn’t want to be a criminal on the run. She wanted to be comfortable again, and for life to be as boring as a smuggler’s life could be. 
She watched Jimmy at the booth, knowing that he’d walked away and left her alone as a gesture of good faith. He could kill her from where he stood, but she wouldn’t make him try. She was here to play ball and intended to do exactly that. 
“I got you a large,” Jimmy said, returning and sliding a drink into her hand. 
Kate eyed her drink with suspicion. She had the nanos necessary to handle junk food, but she’d never really enjoyed it. Discipline had gotten her to where Doc had once been, and discipline in one area had a way of bleeding over into everything. 
“Where’s Omar?”
“One of the chair pits.” 
“‘Conversation areas,’” Kate corrected. She didn’t like the idea of going into a “pit” no matter what the mall map called the chair clusters. She was already underground far enough.
“Down here.” Jimmy touched his ear with one hand and gestured with the other. Then he stepped onto an escalator that descended to the mall’s lower level. It looked absurd, like they were moving into a hole in the middle of the grass. But once they’d passed beneath the first level’s “ground,” they found themselves under the same blue sky they’d seen above, with the sun in the same spot as it had been before. Looking back, the escalator seemed to go up to Heaven.
Kate sipped the Orange Julius, winced, and tossed it into a trash can when Jimmy wasn’t looking. The can was wrapped in what looked like green wrought iron, rusted at the corners.
The mall’s lower level, like the upper level, was designed to look like some sort of open-air bazaar. The shops were in charming doorless huts; the food vendors situated in stalls throughout. Despite the low-tech appearance, high-tech comforts abounded. The dome’s AirFi boasted one of the city’s fastest connections. Shoppers could call up airscreens and airboards anywhere inside. 
There were entire immersive simulators in the underground building for telecommuters who didn’t want to work in offices but who weren’t free-spirited enough to work outside of a simulated office. The mall had fully embraced the transients rather than merely making them comfortable, dedicating a full wing to an ad-hoc, for-rent office park. This, like much of the mall’s extravagant design, had been a controversial move. When the mall was being built, the Beam’s District Zero recreation sector had been awash with rumors that the company behind the construction had put itself deeper in hock than any company in the past ten years. The investment had paid off, though, and Summit Mall was now one of DZ’s most active marketplaces. The non-virtual virtual office workers were the mall’s biggest clients, and Beam ID tracking stats showed that mere exposure to the mall and its rotating contextual environment ads led them to spend 47 percent more than the average casual visitor. 
“Look at this fucker,” said Kate, her eyes on a sole dark-skinned figure occupying a chair ahead. “Some fashion sense, huh?”
Beside her, Jimmy didn’t respond. 
Omar was wearing a lavender suit. Somehow, impossibly, he managed to make it work. His head swiveled as Kate watched him. He stood in greeting, his expression unreadable. He was smiling because Omar always smiled, but his grins had more flavors than Baskin-Robbins. Was this an angry look or one of compromise and amity? It was impossible to tell. 
“Katherine.” Omar reached out as Kate came near. 
She looked down at Omar’s hands, which were spread palms up. For a surreal moment, Kate thought he wanted her to slap them, like a down-low high-five. But before the odd moment settled, Omar reached his hands toward her, and she realized he wanted her to take them. 
Feeling awkward, she did. 
“Jimmy tells me you do good work.”
“Sure.”
 “And, current situation’s problems aside, I’d have to agree. I don’t know how you do it. I’m Omar.”
Kate met Omar’s dark eyes. She’d looked into them many times before, and it was surreal to “meet” Omar as someone the man thought he didn’t know. She knew his every move and saw the triple layers in small movements of his face or body. They’d trafficked millions of credits in questionable cargo together. Doc had sold him the engineered tapeworms that Kate, herself, had in her organization kit. And yet he was, standing in front of her, taking her hands as if they’d never stood eye to eye. She was an excellent replacement dust runner to Omar now, nothing more. 
“Uh, nice to meet you,” she said. 
“Have a seat.” 
Kate sat first. Omar remained half-standing, waiting. He was shooting a warning look at Jimmy. The look told Jimmy to wait until the lady was seated before putting his ass on the third soft chair in the cluster of four. Then they were all sitting, all glancing around at one another like old friends, their hands resting atop overstuffed, upholstered arms.
Omar pulled a device the size of a cookie from an interior pocket and set it on the circular, apparently wooden table in the middle of the chairs. The table was an upright cylinder with no room for feet underneath. It looked like a giant, blonde wood ottoman. 
Omar touched the device. Kate recognized it because Doc and Omar had purchased units from the same lot a few months ago: a Cone of Silence. The mall’s open connection couldn’t be made entirely secure, but their discussion could be kept from passersby with an acoustic-dampening force field. 
“Now,” said Omar, his voice taking on a serious edge once the Cone was activated. “I’ve got a bit of a problem.”
“Sure you do,” said Kate. 
“I don’t like problems, Katherine. I like it when everyone’s friends.” 
“‘Kate.’”
“Jimmy calls you Katherine.” 
Kate looked at Jimmy. The expression on his face looked like he’d been caught. 
“No, he doesn't,” said Kate. 
Omar tipped his head. “Okay. Kate. You’re a smart young lady. You’re good at what you do from what I see of your operations so far, and your past record with…other employers. That makes you an asset. A huge asset. That’s not lost on me; I want you to know that.” 
“Thanks.”
“But a problem is a problem.” 
“I couldn’t help it,” said Kate. “They had new security that I wasn’t told about. It wasn’t that I screwed up. It would have happened to anyone.” 
“It wouldn’t have happened to Jimmy,” said Omar. 
“Only because his ass isn’t as fine as mine.” Kate felt herself flashing Doc’s wide PR smile then dragged her lips back into place when Omar’s head ticked again. 
“Sure, sure. I get it. Man, but see, Jimmy woulda been pinched and been sent back, and we woulda used one of our get-out-of-jail-free cards and then been able to move on with Plan B after having learned something. You were in a position to be pinched, but instead of taking the bust and coming back, you did two things Jimmy wouldn’ta done. You killed the inspector…” 
“My job description doesn’t include being raped,” said Kate. 
Omar held up a hand. Gold glinted from rings and from the cufflinks on his starched white shirt. 
“Now, hold on a minute. It wouldn’t be rape if you’d gone along with it. I’m just saying. But okay, so that was just the first thing, and we’ll set aside whether you could have talked your way out, taken the pinch, or whatever…” 
“If he’d busted me, they would have confiscated the dust. I was trying to…” 
“Well, and that’s the other thing. You didn’t get your shit nabbed, but I don’t know if that’s good or not. It sure is one or the other. Either you were smart to get back at all, or you were stupid to leave it behind. On one hand, it’s still up for grabs. But on the other, we can’t grab it.” 
“Better to have it available,” said Kate. “I can go back and…” 
Omar raised his hand again. “Now that’s the other thing. You can’t go back, and you know it. We got a dead inspector. Maybe that can be brushed away, and maybe it can’t, but either way you gotta lie low. That strands the dust, and you shouldn’ta stranded it. This is a very — very — important shipment. You left some folks high and entirely fucking dry.” 
“Was I supposed to shove it up my ass to get it down here?” 
“You could have tried to re-stow it,” Jimmy offered. “Bribed the transport crew. You said you fucked your way onto that shuttle anyway, so…” 
“Fuck off, stretch!” Kate jerked her head toward Jimmy. 
Beside her, Omar’s expression grew curious. Kate regrouped, ignoring Jimmy, and again focused on Omar. “I didn’t fuck my way on. I flashed my tits.” 
“Tits got you onto a transport?” said Omar. 
“I have nice tits.” 
Omar held Kate’s gaze. “What age did you get them, Kate?” 
“Get what?” 
“Those hypnotic chest missiles of yours.” 
Kate blinked. 
“Just asking,” said Omar. 
“Fifteen,” said Kate, wondering how offended she should be. 
“Seems late,” said Omar. 
“Yeah, well.”
“Jimmy says you’re into women.” 
“I don’t see how that could possibly make any difference with…” 
“Sure it does,” said Omar. “I’m just figuring out why you wouldn’t do what you didn’t do with the inspector. And I guess the answer is: because you’re not into men.” 
Kate felt flustered. “Oh.” 
Omar made a palms-up, just-saying sort of a gesture. “Looking out for you, is all. I wanna understand.” 
“Oh.” 
“Where’d you grow up?” 
Kate scrambled. “Buffalo,” she said. But was that right? Some parts of her history were no different from Doc’s, but she couldn’t remember which parts they were. Everything was in a document stored in memory that she could project on her virtual heads-up display, but Kate hadn’t thought to summon it. With three blinks, she did. 
“Something in your eye?” 
“It’s dry in here.” 
“I’m impressed with what you’ve done so far.” Omar brushed invisible dust off of his dust-repellent sleeve. “I’ve been watching you at every opportunity. You might say I was analyzing what you do. How you work. Trying to make sense of your behavioral patterns, say.” Omar paused, meeting Kate’s eyes, then laughed and continued. “So I don’t want you to think this is an inquisition. You’re an asset. No matter what you did, no matter what you are, it don’t change the fact that you got out of a sealed inspection chamber and off the moon unscathed. That, Jimmy couldn’t do.” 
“Sure I could,” said Jimmy. 
Kate had heard something in what Omar said that unsettled her, but the jab at Jimmy was tempting and impossible to let pass. She couldn’t forget how he’d pulled her up by the hair then threatened to sever her head. Now he was licking boot leather, and regardless of Omar’s thoughts on Kate, she felt herself rising to the bait. 
“Don’t be jealous, darlin’,” she said to Jimmy. 
Omar laughed, as if at a joke that hadn’t been said. Jimmy turned his head, looking away. 
“Look,” said Omar. “I just need to know two things. One, do you want to keep working for me, assuming it’s all aboveboard and equitable for everyone involved?” 
“Of course.” Kate nodded.
“And two, can I actually use you? Can you be taught what you should and shouldn’t do in situations like the one you were in? Can we somehow erase what happened here, and find a way to try again…regardless of the damage that’s already so regrettably done?” 
“Sure,” said Kate. “The only reason I didn’t know what to do was because someone never told me — ” She looked at Jimmy. “ — but if we’d run through some scenarios, I’d have known that you wanted me to get busted, and…”
“We don’t really want you to get busted.” Omar was still giving her a strange look, one eyebrow threatening to rise.
“Well then, whatever, or however I’m supposed to handle something like that, or maybe there’s equipment I could have been given, but yeah, sure, of course I want to keep doing this. I’m good at it, and I can get out of tight spots, and so I’m sure it’s just a matter of…”
“Hey, Kate,” said Omar. “Do you have the time?” 
Without thinking, Kate looked down at the back of her right wrist, where Doc’s nano tattoo used to be.
When she looked up, Omar was smiling.
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Chapter 1
 
 
District Zero — July 15, 2077
 
Kai was wearing her slinkiest red dress. 
The fabric stopped seven centimeters above her knees. Thin straps and a deeply scooped neck gave a good look at her cleavage but not enough to be overtly sexual. Nothing about the dress was overt. It was subtle. It hinted at good, fast times but could have been read differently. The world had changed since her mother’s day, and women were freer to be who (and what) they wanted to be. For women like Kai, it meant the freedom to wear a borderline dress to a meeting, knowing she might be driving her appointment wild…while staying within her rights to slap him if he said something inappropriate. 
With her non-overt, either-way dress, Kai wore tall red heels and matching lipstick. She’d pulled her dark-brown hair back into a loose ponytail that looked casual, even though it was anything but. It had taken twenty minutes to get the strays soothed and get the shaggy ends to hang just so. 
She entered the room like a serpent, swaying her hips and locking eyes with the stranger in the suit sitting in a leather chair — real leather — with his legs crossed. His brown hair was parted and combed so perfectly, not a single strand dared to fall out of place. He had a firm, handsome jaw and sexy eyes. He looked to be in his early thirties — though increasingly, appearances meant little when determining age. As she neared, he pulled a cigarette from his lips, let it dangle from his hand on the chair’s arm, and blew out the puff he’d just taken. 
“Is that a real cigarette?” she said. 
Kai cursed herself, unable to believe how fully she’d shown her hand with five words after so much time spent composing herself. According to Alexa, the man was asking a lot of Kai. She would only know her level of interest after she heard him out, and until then she had to be the one in control, despite the handsome man’s obvious intentions.
He held the cigarette in front of his face as if noticing it for the first time, delicately squeezed between his first two fingers and thumb, cherry toward the ceiling, a fine tendril of fragrant smoke curling into the air. He turned it then looked at Kai with eyes she could have sworn were gray. 
“It is,” he said. “One of a pilot lot of five hundred cartons. My company purchased some land in the Carolinas near what used to be Raleigh and was granted permission to plant a high-yield strain of tobacco. Real tobacco. Who knows? Smoking may make a comeback.” He extended the cigarette toward Kai. “Do you smoke?” 
A trap. If anything, modern cigarettes were somehow worse than those her grandmother had smoked. And ironically, even after a cure had been found for most cancers, it was the non-cigarette cigarettes — the imitations smoked by middle class poseurs — that were still called cancer sticks and coffin nails.
“Of course not,” she said. 
“Would you like to?” 
Kai stood in front of a chair opposite the man. She kept her knees together, demure, and eased comfortably down. She said nothing.
The man turned his attention to the burning cigarette, stared at it with interest, then took another puff and let it dangle. He exhaled a slow cloud into the room, and Kai found herself succumbing to unwelcome memory. It was as if he somehow knew the scent of her yesterday and had brought the cigarette to unhinge her.
“It’s not for everyone,” he said. “In fact, now that I’m in it, I see how the industry is a fuck-you across the board — or at least to everyone who can’t afford the nanobot treatments to undo the damage real smoking causes.” He looked back up at Kai. “I see it as a fuck-you to mortality. A way of showing the world that you’re not afraid of anything because if you can afford the nanobots, you can’t die.” 
“Everyone dies,” Kai said. 
“For now.” 
She shifted in her chair. “Alexa didn’t tell me your name.” 
“It’s Micah.” 
“She didn’t tell me your last name, either.”
Micah looked around the big room as if taking it in for the first time. “This is an O spa. Where people hire the company of pretty women. And men, I suppose. I doubt you traffic in last names often.” 
“The rules are different for what Alexa told me you wanted.” Kai crossed her legs, careful to keep them together. This was a seduction, but not the sort that typically occurred under O’s roof. According to Alexa, he wanted to hire her away from O. Kai rejected nothing without proper thought, but this man would have to romance her quite a lot to make the offer enticing. O paid all of Kai’s living expenses and took just 20 percent of her rather substantial client fees. She was escort royalty, at the top tier of the company’s offerings. She had a waiting list miles long and a stable of regular clients who were handsome, well built, and wealthy. The idea of moving to a new employer — just one man — rankled her both in terms of lifestyle and boredom. How could Kai ever be satisfied with such a glaring lack of variety?
“Ryan,” he said. “Micah Ryan.” 
“I know you,” she said. 
He laughed then shook his head. “You don’t know me at all.” 
“Alexa says you want to hire me. Not for the night. Not for a weekend. But forever.” 
There was a small table between them. The two chairs and table were set atop a lavish rug. Between the rug and the door was polished wood floor. The ceiling was high, with tall windows that opened to copious light. The alcove wasn’t in direct sunlight, but Kai had sashayed her way through several stark sunbeams as she’d approached, swaying to establish control over the man dominating his leather chair. But as Micah Ryan — industrialist, upcoming politician, fierce Enterprise capitalist — leaned forward to dock his smoke in a crystal ashtray that Kai was certain had been placed for the district’s only lit cigarette, she felt uncharacteristically weak. Whatever else Micah might be, he was certainly confident. And for good reason.
“Forever sounds so extreme. Let’s just say, ‘into a full-time position.’” 
“I already have a full-time position.” 
“Yes, but this is better. What do you earn in your best weeks at the spa, as an escort?” 
It was an audacious, intrusive question. He said “escort” with a twinge, as if judging her. Prostitution had been legal for nearly a half century and hadn’t had any significant stigma for decades. Kai had no shame. Yet here was this man, at her spa, judging her. Something in his poised manner demanded rebuke, and before Kai could stop it, she found herself blurting information she shouldn’t have shared. 
“Four to six thousand credits.” She found she was also unable to throttle her superior tone. Sure, 200,000 or 300,000 credits per year would pale next to Micah’s income, but it was the top in Kai’s world.
“I can double that.”
“You’ll pay twelve thousand per week?” 
A small smile creased the corner of Micah’s mouth, probably because she’d doubled the highest end of her range. “Sure.”
“Why?” 
“I need someone with certain abilities and am used to being able to buy my desires.” 
Kai leaned forward, pinched the cigarette in the ashtray between her fingers, raised it to her lips, and took a delicate puff. When she replaced it in the ashtray, it was ringed in bright red. She fought a cough, leaned back in her chair, and exhaled in a way that both mimicked and mocked Micah’s demeanor. 
“Sounds very Directorate,” she said. 
Still, Kai found herself fighting to keep her face neutral, to keep the pulse from showing in her long, smooth neck, which she’d been arching for seductive effect. Directorate or not — fixed, paid-no-matter-what-salary or not — that much money would go a long way for a girl who’d been eating from alley trash cans and turning dime tricks to buy her way up just five years ago. She was in a good place, but the path behind her was still slippery. Despite her confident delivery, she’d told him about one of her best weeks. Sometimes, even her waiting list dried up, and weekdays were often slower than an empty bottle of syrup. She was making decent money for once but still had loans and below-the-board debts to repay. If she ran the numbers, she was really only two dry weeks from flat broke, back to a life where begging and borrowing re-entered her life. Two dry weeks, and she could be back on the street — not because she’d be unable to find jobs through O, but because her debts would tire of waiting and would finally chase her.
“It’s not Directorate at all,” Micah said. “I’d never do that to anyone, let alone someone like you.” 
“You don’t know anything about me.”
“Oh, but I do. I mercilessly research anything I’m looking to acquire. I know you grew up on the street, that you’ve been stabbed, shot, and raped. I know you’ve been with O for three years, but that despite starting as a glass table dancer, you rose to AA-class escort within two years. I know that today, you’re not only the most-requested escort at this facility but that O’s travel bookings show you as requested even more than local talent on many of the islands. And perhaps most importantly, I know that you come with the personal recommendation of Alexa Mathis — and that Alexa has never backed a failure.”
Irritation was rising inside of Kai, but she kept it from her face. She’d never told O most of her past’s violent details. How had Micah known? He was right, and her best move — if she wanted to save whatever illusion of control could still be salvaged — was to play along, pretend it was obvious.
“Then you know I’m happy here. I make my hours. I choose my clients. I have all the freedom in the world.” 
Micah retrieved his cigarette from the ashtray, looked at the bright-red lipstick on it, smiled, and stuck it between his lips. That was a surprise; she’d taken her puff to mark the luxury as hers. Watching him smoke it, she felt strangely violated, as if he’d stolen a kiss. 
“You could still do that,” he said. “I’m not asking for exclusivity.” 
“You want to pay me over half a million credits a year for non-exclusivity?”
“I want to make you an offer that pleases you as much as it does me. Because I have an ulterior motive, see. Frankly, half a million credits is pocket change to me, and I don’t care about spending it…” 
“Then pay me a million.”
Micah smiled at the interruption. Kai didn’t feel victory because even though she may have just doubled her pay, she’d also given him her tacit agreement. Her name was as good as on the contract. 
“A million it is. In a short time, like me, you won’t consider even a million to be much. You can’t know what I’m offering, Miss Dreyfus. Because there are things I know that you do not. I’m afraid I’m at an unfair advantage. But that’s not bad news for you. It’s very good news. You see only the credits now because you can’t imagine what’s coming.” 
Kai was intrigued. His offer felt like a devil’s temptation, and despite feeling it was a mistake to show weakness, she wanted to know more. A year with this man would solve her problems forever. No more being hungry. No more scrapping and scrambling. No more debts. Based on what he was saying and how badly he seemed to want her, Kai could probably get him to clear her debts as a bonus, on top of the million. The thought of feeling less strapped was like standing in a ray of sunshine. 
What would it be like, to truly be free? 
But there was no way to find out what he wanted without asking. 
“What did Alexa tell you about me?” 
Micah leaned back in his chair. Kai noted a boyish playfulness below his confidence and found herself drawn to it. Oh yes. She could be with this man. 
“That you’re driven. Ambitious. Hungry. You’re a self-starter. Perfect Enterprise, never wanting anything from anyone that you don’t feel you’ve earned.” 
“I don’t take handouts.” 
“She also said that your ambition has an edge. You can be ruthless. Callous. Selfish. You have a loose moral compass, if the occasion requires. Or permits.” 
Kai leaned forward to protest, but when Micah raised his hand to stop her, she let her indignation bleed out and leaned back again. It was all true, but it was also the sort of thing a person wouldn’t normally want said about them. Micah, however, seemed to be looking for that particular constellation of attitudes. 
“In other words, you’re like me,” he said. “I’ll step over my own mother if she’s standing in front of something I want. If only she’d allow it.” He cracked a large, genuine smile, all white teeth. The kind of smile that could melt a girl’s panties into a quivering pool. “Alexa and I run in some of the same circles. She knows me…well, let’s just say she knows me ‘better than most.’ We understand each other. Didn’t you think it was strange, how Alexa took such an intense personal interest in you?” 
Kai took a breath, thinking. Now that she looked back, it did seem odd. Alexa Mathis was one of the famous Six who had revolutionized the sex industry from its core, somehow turning taboos into mainstream commodities before anyone noticed, like a magician turning his magic hat inside-out. She’d formed the Six, and those who weren’t kidding themselves agreed universally that she led O as it existed today. Pariah and hero, Alexa was wealthy beyond the dreams of avarice. She was perhaps the most powerful woman in recent history. Yet until this moment, it had never seemed strange to Kai that Alexa had spent so much time with her, holding her hand both literally and figuratively as she rose through the ranks. It had earned Kai many jealous, spiteful looks from escorts who had been with O longer, but Kai had never asked to be teacher’s pet. She’d simply accepted it as logical and inevitable because she was the best.
“Honestly, no.” 
“Alexa knows talent. See, it’s extraordinarily rare. There are people who can achieve, and there are people who will succeed in what they do. But talent? True, unblunted, unadulterated raw talent? Talent flavored with ambition — real ambition that will stop at nothing? There are only a handful of those people in any city. I am one. Alexa is one. And you are one.” 
Kai, flattered, felt her thin walls starting to tear. She leaned into Micah, now allowing her legs to slightly part. She wasn’t doing it consciously. It was her body’s way of inviting him in. 
“I have to ask,” she said. “If you want me, why don’t you just book me? Here? At the spa?” 
“Here, you are beholden to O.” He shook his head. “I want you beholden to me.” 
“Non-exclusively.” 
Micah nodded. “Take as many clients as you wish, and do whatever you want. I only require that I’m the only client you may not refuse.” 
“I wouldn’t refuse you here.” Kai wondered why she was trying to talk her way out of the job.
“You don’t do what I want here.”
Kai smiled a sly smile. “You’d be surprised.” And even Micah, with his real cigarettes, might be. O wasn’t one of the world’s most pioneering industries for nothing. O’s levels of simulation, neural interfacing, and AI-harnessing technologies were actually ahead of Xenia Labs’s — ahead, really, of everyone but Quark themselves. O had had access to The Beam before it was live. O had developed the Savatar program, which had paved the way for nanobot-downtuned nerve immersions. Alexa always said that O had one advantage few other industries ever had: while people felt they needed Beam chips for memory enhancement, their bodies needed what O offered even more — and were willing to pay greater sums to get it. 
“I don’t want you for sex,” he said.
Kai looked up at Micah, disarmed, knocked across the chin, her every advantage suddenly gone. He’d delivered the knockout, and Kai was at the mercy of his punch. 
“But that’s what I do,” she said.
“Intercourse is only one sexual function. As is everything involving the genitals. It’s the weakest expression of a powerful force — weak because there is almost no resistance. O knows that. The entire company is based around it.” He leaned forward. “Have you ever asked Alexa about the Savatar program, its origins, or what it really means?” 
She shook her head. Savatar training involved sexual avatars and modeling behaviors. Kai had mastered every module, but it was simple because it was the kind of thing that only went so deep. 
“Sex runs the world, Miss Dreyfus. It…” 
“Kai.”
“Sex runs the world, Kai. You know this already. Sex led you to where you are. Without getting too metaphysical, sex is about the energies that course through the world and through the human soul. It’s about need and desire. Master it, and you can do anything. Life is about sex. Conversation and negotiation are about sex. Birth and death are about sex. You understand it even without understanding it, which is why I need you as much as I do. But I wouldn’t pollute our powerful relationship with what you think of as ‘sex.’ It would be like poking a leak in a hydraulic line. With enough pressure in the line, hydraulics can lift tremendous weights. But if the pressure is dissipated? Well, then you lose the power to generate force.” 
“Specifics,” said Kai, waving a hand. Her head was starting to hurt. The man talked in riddles, just like a politician.
Micah paused then pulled a slim paper envelope from his pocket and set it on the table. 
“What is this?” Kai asked, not touching the envelope.
“An assignment.” 
“A sexual assignment?” 
Another wolf’s grin. “Everything is about sex.” 
“You want me to…find a person whose name is in that envelope?” 
Micah nodded. 
“And…what?” 
“He’s been causing Ryan Industries some difficulty. Your job is to make that difficulty disappear.” 
“How?” 
“Permanently.”
After Micah fell silent and leaned back in his chair, Kai met his eyes for a long time. They stared at one another in the quiet room for ten seconds. Fifteen. Twenty. 
Finally Kai said, “You want me to kill him.” 
“I want you to solve the problem.” 
“By killing him.” 
“In whatever way keeps the problem from recurring.” 
“I can’t kill someone.” 
Micah’s cigarette had burned to nothing on the table between them. He fished another from a loose, prototype-looking pack, stuck it between his lips, and lit it with a silver lighter that Kai couldn’t help but admire. 
“Can’t you?” 
Kai kept her gaze level.
Micah sat forward, elbows on knees. “You were beaten, so you killed the man who did it with a grenade. You were raped then found the man years later and handed him his larynx. You…” 
“How do you know all of this?” 
“Do you deny it?” 
Slowly, she shook her head. 
“Someone wronged you, and you evened the score. People stood in front of you, blocking your way, and you knocked them down. Plenty of people back away when that happens, Kai, but not people like us. Most people will be bullied throughout their lives, content to let others dictate their existences for them. But not you and me. We are our own masters. We demand our freedom. This is no different from the others you’ve killed in your past.”
“They deserved it.”
Micah nodded toward the envelope on the table. “As does he.” 
“What did he do?” 
“He got in the way of a man who was offering you everything you’ve ever wanted.” 
Kai shook her head. “No.” 
“You have to say that,” said Micah. “Several times, I imagine. So go ahead, and get it out of your system before reluctantly coming around. That’s one.” 
“I won’t kill anyone.”
Micah took a puff. “Two.”
“I’m not for sale. I’m an escort, but I’m not a whore.” 
To his credit, Micah didn’t laugh at Kai’s oft-quoted proclamation as many people did — typically, high-paying clients who demanded things from Kai rather than nicely requesting them. He nodded as if he understood, leaned back, and took another slow puff. His manner was maddening. Kai felt patronized, as if he knew better and was simply waiting for her to stop being silly.
“You’re not hearing me,” she said. But, Kai thought, was there really any wonder he didn’t believe her disinterest? She hadn’t stood and stalked indignantly out of the room. She was still here, still leaning back comfortably, still with her legs crossed, hands on the arms of her chair like a Mafia don. 
“How old are you, Kai?” 
“None of your fucking business.” 
“I could guess, based on what I know. You are stunning, but I see experience in your eyes. Life has been hard on you, hasn’t it? I suppose most people think you’re early twenties, but that’s because most people of your clients’ stature don’t have access to the best age-defying nanotechnology.” 
“My clients are the richest people in the world,” she said, smarting.
Micah laughed. 
“You can do better?”  
He was still leaning forward, his body language open. She felt her hands move into her lap, closing off. 
“Oh, yes,” he said. “I have a majority stake in Xenia Labs, and I know better than just about anyone exactly where you’re standing. My information suggests that you’re at least forty, maybe fifty. To maintain your appearance, using our competition’s hijacked tech and non-nanotechnological treatments, must cost you a fortune. You told me that you might make 200,000 or 300,000 thousand credits a year, but I’m sure that’s optimistic — maybe 100,000 thousand if you’re lucky. You’re spending over half that to keep the clock from ticking forward, aren’t you? Without O paying your expenses and board, you’d barely survive.” 
“That’s absurd.” 
“It’s a fine line. If you can’t make what you need and have to cut down on your rejuvenation because then you’ll lose your ability to earn what you need. That will cause a need to cut down more. Of course you’ll make less. Because nobody wants to screw an old escort.” 
Kai was a bundle of nerves. “Fuck you.”  
“I’m offering you a way out of the downward cycle. Right now, I’d guess you’re on the lip of a vortex. One bad month, and you’ll tip down and won’t stop falling until you hit the bottom. Work for me, and the base stipend — not a Directorate dole but something you’ll be able to augment however you like — will set you up for the rest of your life. You’ll command higher fees for your extracurricular assignments, even outside of O, with real rejuvenation treatments. There are things out there you can’t imagine, Kai. You won’t have to give O a cut of your earnings. You’ll orbit in my circle — people who will make your current clients look like paupers.” 
“I’m not going to kill anyone.”
Micah snickered and sat back in the chair. He took another puff from his diminishing cigarette. “That’s three times.”
She stared at him, furious. She wanted to hate him. She wanted, in fact, to leap across the small table and claw his eyes from their sockets. But everything he’d said was true, and even the thought of an end to her fear and self-imposed slavery felt like a giant rock lifted from her chest. If only she could get past the idea of killing. If she could just realize that she’d already killed people who’d had it coming. If she did that, she could have access to more credits than she’d ever earned through a lifetime of toil. If only he’d agree to a few guidelines, it might work. Might.
“No kids,” she said. 
“Is that a yes?” 
“Nobody I know. Nobody who is, within a reasonable degree of obvious certainty, a victim. No one weak or who has otherwise done no harm.” 
“You’re an awfully picky assassin.”
“No more than two a year. I don’t want information on them, other than who they are and where to find them. If I recognize someone you assign me, I walk, and you find someone else.” 
“One bridge at a time.” Micah leaned forward and pushed the envelope an inch closer. 
Kai looked at the envelope. “And I’ll only commit to one year.”
“Five.” 
“Two.” 
“Four. And don’t say ‘three.’ My final offer is four.”
“What happens after four years?” 
“If you want to walk, you walk. But you won’t.” 
Kai looked into Micah’s steely gray eyes then at the envelope. Four years wasn’t that long. He was wrong; she would walk. Four years was 4 million credits even without the sideline work. Kai was shrewd and used to living on next to nothing. The surplus, invested correctly, would feed her forever even if she let her rejuvenation slip and allowed herself to grow old. 
But because his look was daring, Kai found herself saying, “Why won’t I walk after four years?” 
“Because you won’t know until you’re one of us what you’ve been missing. And I know you because you’re like me. Once you see what you can have, you’ll want more.” 
“More of what?” 
“You’ve heard of the Beau Monde?” 
Kai nodded. The rumored ultra-upper class, which no one talked about.
“Stay with me, and you will join it. I promise. And when that happens, you will have more than you could ever dream…and more than that, you will be onboard when the world changes.” 
“Changes how?” 
Micah took a final puff then snuffed his cigarette. He bent forward then rolled his eyes up to look at Kai. Again, he nudged the envelope forward. 
“Four years,” she said. “No more.” 
She reached for the envelope. 
Micah watched her slide her finger under the flap, preparing to open it. 
“We’ll see,” he said.





 

 
Chapter 2
 
 
Kai supposed she could have forced her way into Micah’s office after being denied (she’d gotten into Isaac’s apartment, after all), but even though the whole point was to convey dramatic effect, it seemed so rude to break and enter while the place was occupied. So instead she gripped his secretary’s blouse tighter at the neck, held her another inch in the air, and said, “Tell him I don’t want to wait.” 
Kai couldn’t decide what it meant that Micah had a human secretary. A canvas reception program could have done the job better, and having a Directorate employee working for Enterprise’s PR front man seemed odd. But Micah was a complex man with complicated motivations, and it was entirely possible that he had a secretary specifically so he could have someone to yell at. Maybe it was his way of keeping his boot on the opposing party’s neck, abusing them in a distant sort of way by forcing one of their own to do his bidding. 
“I told you,” said the dangling receptionist, “he’s in a meeting!” 
The woman had light-blonde hair, looked midforties, and was decidedly homely. Kai wondered at that, too. Micah had never come onto Kai despite her attempts through the years, and she’d never seen him express significant affection or lust toward the bits of arm candy he’d brought along to formal occasions. And here he’d gotten himself an ugly secretary. Kai had never outright asked Micah if he was gay or asexual, but she strongly doubted both. It was far more likely that he had tons of sexual energy but somehow channeled it into other sorts of powers. Release, to Micah, would require a loss of control.
“Wake him up,” said Kai.
“I said he’s in a
meeting.” The woman had a nameplate on her rather uninteresting Beam desk. It was Julia. Under Kai’s small but powerful fist, one of Julia’s blouse buttons broke away. 
“Wake him from this ‘meeting.’” 
“I don’t know what you’re…” 
Kai rolled her eyes, interrupting the woman’s protests. “Say ‘canvas.’”
“Canvas!” 
Julia’s desk chirped. Julia opened her mouth out of habit, but Kai answered first. 
“Tell Micah Ryan he has a visitor.” 
A soft female voice — the voice of Micah’s true assistant, who rendered the fleshbag in Kai’s fist redundant and useless — said, “Who may I say is here?” 
“One seriously impatient bitch.” 
There was a pause, and Kai realized it was registering her vocal pattern from Micah’s records. Three seconds later, the canvas said, “One moment.” 
Micah’s office door opened. His usually perfect hair was disheveled from the skull cap on the high-end immersion rig he’d been using to “meet” whomever he’d been meeting — something Kai knew because her heat map had told her he was alone in his office. The device Micah had been using would be like Isaac’s rig: something Kai should know because she belonged to the Beau Monde instead of only knowing because she’d been kept out of the Beau Monde and tortured on one by Micah’s men.
He looked at Kai then at the secretary. He seemed completely unconcerned with all the holding aloft and rudeness in the air.
“Kitty. What a pleasant surprise.” 
“I’d like to talk.” 
“Of course. Can you please release my secretary?” 
Kai looked at Julia, considered apologizing, then set her down without a word. Maybe she should say something, and maybe she shouldn’t, but Kai was an annoyed killer, and the woman had made the mistake of being in her way. She should be thanking Kai for not doing worse. But instead, as the woman settled back behind her desk, she tugged at the place where her button had popped off and glared at Kai with scorn. Kai knew the look. It was indignation. Indignation lit the eyes of so many Directorate do-nothings. People like Julia loved to sue others for perceived injustices and never seemed willing to take responsibility for their own actions. Luckily, lawsuits seldom left the starting gate in Enterprise. People called it a party of wolves, but at least wolves solved their problems without tattling to Mommy. 
Once they were in the office with the door closed, Kai composed her face, trying to decide whether or not to sit. It was moot. Micah dominated their meetings no matter what she did, no matter how confrontational she felt. And now they were on his turf, making it all the more pointless to try for the upper hand. Symbols of Micah’s power were everywhere. The far wall seemed to be entirely absent. The painting of Christ on his geometrically rendered cross set the room’s mood. Micah himself, hair now back in place and wearing an elegant suit that must have cost tens of thousands of credits, was pulling one of his outrageously priced cigarettes from a box and parking it between his handsome lips. She had an odd moment of long-overdue déjà vu, suddenly aware of how little had changed between them in twenty long years. Which, of course, was why she was here in the first place.
“What can I do for you?” said Micah. His tone sounded almost amused. It put color in Kai’s cheeks. She felt her hands scratch at her faux leather pants, wanting to clench.
“I did what you wanted,” she said.
He looked at her, seemingly curious. Kai realized she was going to have to say it aloud. The thought made her suddenly nervous. What might Micah know that she wasn’t giving him credit for? He’d always been three steps ahead of her…but then, the years had also taught her a few tricks. 
“I killed Doc Stahl for you,” she continued.
“You did. Thank you.” 
“I assume you remember my objections to doing it.”
“I do.” 
“To say I was ‘conflicted’ is an understatement.” 
“A bit.” 
“I thought you were a son of a bitch. A piece of shit. I considered running. I tried to figure out if there was a way I could kill you instead.” 
Micah sat behind his desk then leaned back in the chair and casually lit his cigarette. He looked like they were discussing gardening or the local sports team. “Interesting,” he said. 
Kai watched his maddening smile, feeling long-buried resentment percolate through the rocky defenses she’d erected over the years. She’d never pretended to be psychologically healthy; she knew she was broken inside and had merely found ways to cope and bury all that she could. Layers of crap seemed to be coming back: her hard life as a teen, horrors witnessed and perpetrated, the sense that her youth had been stolen like a wallet, and then the way she’d filled the holes in her person with the spackle of artificial youth. The weight of Kai’s due was upon her, and here was this man, mocking it. He’d saved her after she’d already saved herself. He’d made promises that were never delivered. He’d turned her from a defensive killer into a cold-blooded assassin, responsible for mopping his filthy messes. He’d paid her well, but promises once made had been repeatedly broken — and worse, some of the promises weren’t even offered although they should have been because he’d kept Kai in the dark, treating her like an idiot toy.
She’d swallowed too much of her rage. She felt resentment everywhere, all over her body. So she crossed to Micah’s polished desk and planted her hands on its top, tired of playing the obedient little girl.
She forced her face to hold its composure. “I want what I’m owed,” she said.
“What are you owed? I believe I’m current.” He chuckled.
“Don’t fuck with me, Micah!”
He’d used a heavy table lighter to spark his cigarette. It was antiquated, probably close to two hundred years old. She picked it up and threw it hard at his head. Micah dodged, the lighter hit the back of his chair, and then, blessedly, his composed complacency was gone. 
“I see,” he said. His steely eyes were on hers, holding them like he would a crazy woman’s with a loaded gun. “Start over, Kai. I’m listening.” 
“Doc was a friend of mine.” She fought to keep the edge in her voice, afraid that her tone might somehow betray her deception. “You didn’t just kill him. You made me do it. And what was the promise you made?” 
“That it was either him or both of you.” 
“Not that promise,” she hissed. She’d almost forgotten that bit of treachery, and his mind going there now made her want to hurt him. Kai doubted she could kill him — Micah was prepared, important, and paranoid enough to have plenty of safeguards in place at all times — but maybe she could make him feel some of the pain he was owed. 
“Advancement,” he said. 
She stalked to his side of the desk. He held his ground, body language opened in the other direction, retreating without retreat. 
“Yes. Advancement. Advancement into the Beau Monde. Something you promised me when we met, twenty years ago.” 
“It’s on the cusp.” 
“Oh, it’s always on the cusp. That’s the problem with your promises. They’re like the horizon. You can only pretend to be making progress toward them, but they’re always moving as fast as you are.” 
“I’ve taken good care of you.”
“I’ve taken care of myself.” 
“You’d still be working for O. Still on the edge, barely scraping by.” Micah’s hands were tipped up on his wrists, almost in apology. His brain didn’t seem to know that he should act more conciliatory, but somehow his hands did. It was a halfway gesture and a more genuine reaction than Kai had seen from Micah’s meticulous composure in years. 
“I’d be running O,” she said.
“Don’t act like I haven’t kept promises. Your pay has gone up every year. I’ve been more than generous.” 
“Do you think I needed you, Micah? You said yourself that I was the kind of person who would have made it anywhere. If it wasn’t you who’d given me an opportunity, it would have been someone else. You’ve paid me, yes. But so fucking what? I didn’t join you for the money. I joined because of what you said you could give me beyond credits. No matter how big my account balances grow, I’m always a mile away, right? I can’t earn my way to what you and Isaac have. I know you have another level of access to…to everything…that even rich people like me don’t have. Isaac. Do you hear me?”
The way she’d said “Isaac” triggered something in Micah. They’d spent twenty years together, and most of those years had been wonderful. They’d fought, but Micah was the father Kai had never had and was self-aware enough to know it. Girls fought with their fathers, and there were days when they hated their fathers. But they loved them, too. 
Micah sighed. He took a step toward Kai, and in the moment, it felt like an act of faith. Kai didn’t need weapons to end lives, and nobody knew it better than him. 
Micah’s hand found the outside of her right arm and cupped it. His other arm pointed into the center of the office where there were three chairs in a rough circle. 
“Sit,” he said. “Please.” 
After a moment, her anger drained as his attitude changed. Micah waited for Kai to compose herself in one of the chairs then brushed his suit jacket and sat across from her. 
“What do you know about Isaac?” he asked.
“I’ve been in his apartment.” She felt reckless saying what was tantamount to confessing a break-in, seeing as there would be no reason for her to visit Isaac at home (let alone for him to have his toys out and powered up around a lower-99er), but Kai was past caring. They’d shared blood and life and death, and spreading face-up cards between them was long overdue. 
“And?” 
“I’ve seen what he has. What he’s been given.” 
Micah sighed, conceding her point. They’d had many discussions about Micah’s brother. Isaac had been dragged along by virtue of being a Ryan — son of Rachel, brother of Micah, held up by the hard work of two fighters — but left to his own devices would have accomplished nothing. Yet he had everything that Kai had always wanted, had fought for, and now knew she’d been missing. Kai watched Micah, and saw him sympathize. 
“Beau Monde technology,” he said.
“So you admit it.” 
“Of course I admit it. I admitted it the first time we met. Every society has had its haves and its have-nots. There is always a gulf. Selfishness drives human behavior. ‘All for one, and one for all’ is pretty, but it never works in the trenches. Reality is closer to ‘good enough for you, but much more for me.’ There’s not enough room in the world for everyone to thrive; that’s what nobody is ever willing to admit. Some will always be on the bottom. At each level, some people will want to do better for themselves, and that means leaving others behind. For those at the very top, who hold all the strings, the ability to do better is magnified. We have the ability to not only do better — but to do ‘better and better.’ We know the wheel always comes around, so we know we need to separate ourselves. To insure that there is always more than enough for us, no matter how upset those below us may someday become about it.” 
“That’s guillotine talk,” Kai said. 
“It’s how things are. Someone always wants something. You know that better than most. You earned your way into O’s highest tier. But what happened? Did you get to settle in? Or did the fight become harder once you were top dog?” 
Kai thought. It most certainly had never been easy. Her standard of living had improved without question, but other girls had always reached up from below, determined to drag her down. She lost many former friends — women who apparently believed that misery loved company — and had gained too many enemies. Some had shown their faces, but most had stayed in shadows. 
“People like you and me will always want more,” Micah said. “It’s not a bad thing, and you can never let anyone tell you it is. Selfishness drives the world, pushes it forward. If people weren’t selfishly seeking more for themselves, we’d all settle into a Directorate mentality, content to plug in and immerse, watching vidstreams on The Beam, growing fat and stupid. You want for nothing; you have everything. But that doesn’t move society. Our initiative creates wealth and innovations. The slobs behind us will always want what we have once they see it, even though they’ve done nothing to prompt its birth. It’s a persistent human problem with only one solution.” 
“Hide it.”
Micah nodded. “Hide it. Keep it a secret. Why not? It’s treasure to keep. We made it. We earned it. We built it. We’re not hoarding; we’re merely keeping what’s ours — and what others don’t deserve to take from us.”
“You promised,” said Kai, “but you didn’t deliver. Instead, you kept it all hidden. From me.” 
Now that they were talking, Kai couldn’t keep the anger out of her voice. He’d lured her into this life for twenty years using the carrot of the so-called Beau Monde, and most recently he’d dangled the same promise if she’d kill a man she considered a friend. Two weeks of conversation with Nicolai about his own past — about what had been hidden from him — hadn’t made her like Micah’s motives any more. On the contrary, it had strengthened her conviction that there were puppet masters on top of the world, pulling strings and making everyone dance. The idea didn’t bother Kai in and of itself. It was the truth that she’d been living as a puppet rather than a puppeteer that rankled her.
“It’s not that simple,” Micah said. “I couldn’t tell you all the details of what was waiting for you because once you knew and simultaneously knew that you couldn’t have it yet, it would’ve set you off like…well, like you’re set off right now. I can’t just give you Beau Monde status. It’s not a certain number of credits or a checkbox on a form. There are procedures — even a modification that must be made to your Beam ID.” 
“Modifications to my ID? What, like a membership card?” 
“In a way. You’ll find that once you have that status, more doors will automatically open. Both literally and figuratively.” 
“So do what needs to be done. Hook me up.” 
“I can’t.” 
“You son of a bitch.” Kai shook her head, barely holding her temper. There was more here. He wouldn’t have told her all of this just to yank it away. “I’ve earned this. Twenty goddamned years. I promised you four and gave you twenty, and still you hold out on me.” 
“I can’t, Kai.” 
“I taught my canvas a neat trick,” she said. “I can point the AI at a name, and it’ll spit a figure back at me. Wanna see? Watch, it’ll tell me just how much any given person’s death benefitted Ryan Industries.” 
“Kai…” 
“Let’s set aside just how incriminating my bit of software might be because obviously I would never tell anyone. Well. Never is an extreme word.” She gave Micah a look. “But let me share some of what I’ve learned. The obvious starting point is a man whose name I once found on paper, inside an envelope. I remember the way that paper burned, but I’ve never forgotten the name, same as I’ve never forgotten how the light left Bertrand Bernard’s eyes after I broke his neck. I broke my code of self-enforced blindness about my targets, too, as soon as I got home. I found I needed to know about this man you’d so badly wanted out of the picture. Landholder in Alaska, above the Arctic Circle. Somehow, Ryan Industries inherited the land after he died. And the resources under the melted ice.” 
“Don’t threaten…” 
Kai held up a finger, stopping him. 
“I’m not threatening. I’m just sharing data. The way my AI figures it, Ryan Industries is something like 90 billion credits richer today as a result of having acquired the unfortunate Mr. Bernard’s land.” 
Micah’s expression hardened. 
“There was a woman named Yvette Delafleur in District Two, where Xenia Labs has a manufacturing facility. A ruthless bitch. Part of an organized crime group called ‘Mephisto.’ A company under Mephisto’s protection called Biovette — maybe tied to the organization itself — manufactured many of the same add-ons as Xenia. Xenia’s labs were sabotaged. Its people were killed. Fortunately, Mephisto activities — including the less savory aspects of Biovette’s competitive practice — dissipated once Yvette was found murdered. Due to that slice of fortune, Xenia was able to dominate the market in Districts Two and Seventeen. The numbers on this one are predictive and far from certain, but it seems likely that Delafleur’s life — once ended — benefitted Ryan Industries to the tune of nearly 114 billion credits.” 
“Kai…” 
“It’s fascinating,” she continued, meeting and challenging Micah’s glare. “Any one of dozens of names; they all spit such large credits figures.” 
“It’s not that simple,” said Micah. 
“Oh yes, it is. You’ve paid me just under 50 million credits in the time we’ve worked together. With conservative calculations, I figure I’ve earned or saved you at least twenty thousand times that.”
“You’ve been fantastic. And maybe you deserve a significant bonus.”
Kai shook her head slowly. “I don’t want a bonus. I want to be Beau Monde. As promised.” 
“Oh, is that all?” Micah laughed, but the laugh died on his lips as he looked at Kai’s unblinking face. 
“It’s not all, as a matter of fact,” Kai said. “You owe even more to someone else.” 
Micah’s head cocked. 
“Your cornerstone products were built on a technology that was given to you, gift wrapped. By Nicolai Costa.” 
“I’m working with Nicolai already.”
“I’m not talking about working with him. I’m talking about Beau Monde,” Kai said. “For me. For him. We built your company. You owe us both.” 
“What do you care about Nicolai?” 
Kai smiled without mirth. “We aren’t all eternally selfish, Micah.” 
Micah met her eyes. “I told you, I can’t just flip a switch.” 
“You’d replace me instead? Because I’ve had it. It’s this, or I walk. Kill me if you must.” She paused. “If you can.”
“You’re not hearing me. I’m not refusing. I’m telling you that I can’t. It’s invite only. You have to be invited into the Beau Monde.” 
“Invite me then.” Again, Kai corrected herself. “Us.” 
“It’s not up to me.” 
“Share my results with the people who decide. Tell them about Nicolai and what you took from him. What you hid from him.” 
“How do you know about that?” 
“He’s a client.” 
“Just a client?” 
Kai shook her head. “I’ll walk, Micah. I’m tired of being your toy.” Then she thought of something. “I’ll get Nicolai to walk, too.” 
“What makes you think I still need him?” 
“I know you. I know how you think. I know that while things look tidy and coincidental, they never are. You’ve been grooming Nicolai for years. Letting Isaac warm him up so that one day you could step in. I can’t know for sure, but I’d bet my substantial-but-still-not-enough Ryan Industries earnings that if he and I left — or were eliminated by my successor — you’d hurt plenty.” 
Micah looked at the ceiling then spread his arms. To his credit, he looked honestly uncertain. “I don’t know what to tell you.”
“Tell me you’ll talk to…to whoever.”
“Nobody knows where the invites come from. It’s guarded. Top down. You’ve got to understand: You may be the first person who’s ever been in a position to demand entry. Nobody is knocking at our doors because nobody knows what Beau Monde really is. The term shows up here and there, but only as rumor. The ranting of nerds with tinfoil hats. When invites come, they are a surprise. There’s no one to petition.” 
“But you have a guess. You think you know.” 
Micah’s eyes flicked to the left. A light lit in her field of vision, but long before she’d had her visual add-ons, Kai had learned to read people.
“I…” 
“Don’t bother going on. Whatever you’re about to say to me, it’s a lie.” 
He met her gaze for real. 
“Fine,” he said. “I don’t know why you — and Nicolai, for that matter — haven’t been invited already. It’s why I made the promise I did, all those years ago. I was sure it was only a matter of a few years before you were called up yourself, especially once you came under my wing. And while it’s true that I don’t know how to get you in, I do know that there’s one and only one thing between me and finding your answer. I can’t promise to get you an invite…but if you do one more job, I can at least find out where the invites come from, and maybe what’s been stopping yours.”
Kai felt her head cock to the side, almost of its own accord. “What job?” 
Micah seemed to consider something weighty, as if he was having trouble saying what he needed to say — or as if he wasn’t quite sure he wanted to break the seal on some ancient secret. 
He took a breath. Then he said, “Kill Rachel Ryan.”





 

 
Chapter 3
 
 
Dominic entered the DZPD station feeling like shit was being thrown at him. 
He was keyed up, sweating emergency thoughts about how to get some Lunis into the mountains before the junkies ran dry. His mind was heavy with plots (as chief, he had access to all of the narcotics evidence, but how would he get nano trackers past the sensors?) and with justifications. He had to do this, but it was another example of “right” trumping “legal.” That particular justification felt as worn as an ancient shoe, but that didn’t stop it from sounding good (or at least less bad) in Dominic’s ears. It didn’t matter how the Organas became hooked or how they’d managed their supply over the years — through a kingpin that Dominic had allowed to traffic under the department’s nose or through Dominic directly. It only mattered that an entire village of granola-crunchers was about to crash hard all at once. When that happened, they might stop crunching granola and crunch skulls instead. It would cause deaths, fighting, and damage. It would cause more problems for the police. Right or wrong, maybe the best thing to do was to break the law one more time as the lesser of evils. 
And besides, the police couldn’t handle any more problems right now without breaking. The station’s chaos wasn’t confined to its files and forms; it had spilled into the air itself. Officers bustled with grim little lines for lips, their manners simultaneously important and tragic. The big room crackled with chatter, the offices shut with detectives on their connections, pacing like caged animals as they talked and gestured. Dominic saw new maps projected on the situation wall along with smaller maps on smaller walls. Each had officers drawing on them with their fingers.
The main map showed glowing dots of every color, many pulsing like infected wounds. Dominic didn’t need to walk closer to know what each color meant. Red spots were riots; he’d made that designation himself. The city had three riot spots, two large and one small. Two of them were dormant, where officers were on-site, patrolling on foot, in car, and on hoverskippers, supervising cleanup. One pulsed, indicating a riot in progress. That seemed to be the rule. One riot at a time, then any malcontents that weren’t arrested would go elsewhere for trouble. The police squads couldn’t snatch them all. They grabbed a few of the worst instigators each time and tossed them behind bars, but they couldn’t hold them long, and Dominic got the feeling that rioters returned to where they would be most disruptive, almost for spite. 
But of course, red wasn’t the map’s only color. He’d have to look at the key to know them all, but Dominic could peg a few of the codes by memory. Blue was homicide. Pink meant domestic disturbances. Yellow was armed robbery. All the colors of the feel-bad rainbow. 
“Mason!” Dominic snapped, catching sight of a pitted-faced man in his fifties. Officer Mason was overweight, like Dominic, but shockingly lithe. He’d taken down several suspects fleeing on foot after hopping fences and eluding dogs. His nickname around the station was “Sparky.” 
Mason spun, a tablet in his hands. 
“Captain Long!” He sounded caught, as if what Dominic had found both hands full of was his dick. “I’ve been trying to reach you!”
“I know that, asshole. My mobile is clogged with your fucking mail. What, I can’t leave the station? I’m the only one here who can make decisions?” 
“We’ve been proceeding as well as we can, sir. I was just trying to keep you updated, as you asked me to do when you left. You said, ‘Danny, let me know if anything crazy happens and you need me.’ That was what you wanted me to do, sir.” 
Dominic shook his head. “Noah Fucking West. Yes, but did you need to run to me with every little thing? I was…” 
“Apologies, sir,” said Mason, keeping his eyes averted as if Dominic were the pope, “but these all seemed warranted. The big warehouse fire. FDDZ is still fighting that one, sir. Chemicals and stuff. Hazmat teams are on the job, and the fucking EPA is all up our ass about…” 
“The EPA?” 
“Because of the pollution, sir. Apparently, it’s noxious.” 
“Idiots. What about the city filters? They’re double-thick with purifiers anywhere it’s zoned industrial. They fed the MSDSs of every chemical in the plants through the local Beam node when the factories opened, then update quarterly. The AI tells them what filters to put where and what kind to stock them with.” 
“Yes, sir. But the EPA seems concerned about wind conditions in…” 
“Wind?” 
“Yes, sir. It’s blowing the cloud across the bridge. And that’s the other thing. There’s a bunch of protestors from some environmental group down by the river, all worked up over poisoned fish.” 
“Who the fuck is eating fish from the Hudson?” 
“They’re worried about the fish for the sake of the fish, sir. Not for eating.” 
“Fucking hell. And why hasn’t anyone contacted Biofence about stopping the wind?”
“They’re backed up, sir. Apparently, there’s a rash of lattice-related issues today. They keep saying they’ll get to us.” 
“What the hell is the EPA doing?” 
“Checking filters, sir.” 
“Because they know better than AI? Noah Fucking West. Don’t these people know their business? You can’t walk through this city without inhaling a hundred bots the fucking EPA put on the wind to follow the breezes. The filters along the wind’s path will light up. It’s not a problem.” 
“I know, sir, but we’re still being inundated with requests for permits…” 
“Permits? We’re the fucking police!”
Mason’s face was beginning to flush with the effort of talking so much. How this fat shit could run down criminals, Dominic had no idea.
“No, the permits from the factories. That’s what they want.” 
“Why? Search the fucking Beam!” 
“That’s what I said. But they keep yammering on and on about something I can’t get because I’m worried about the assholes asking for more permits, about the riots…” 
“Rioters don’t have permits!” 
“Apparently, one of them started as a demonstration? I forget which one. Anyway, there’s a civil rights lawyer in your office about that, and…”
“You let someone into my office?” 
Mason waved his hands in a gesture of negation. “No, no, no…outside your office. He says he needs to speak with you immediately about police action on-scene at the Flatiron riot, and…” 
“What does police action have to do with permits?” 
“Sorry, sir. This isn’t the permits thing. That’s another issue. The lawyer is here about the Flatiron riots. I sent you mail about it, if you just want to…” 
“Just fucking tell me!” 
“Oh yes, sir; sorry, sir, the Flatiron riot, sir. The one with the kids? See, there were these kids on their way back from a museum trip, and they got caught in the middle of a…” 
“Okay, I know about that one.” 
“I sent you mail, sir.” 
“I know.” 
“All the details you need.” 
“I know, Mason,” Dominic said, trying to hold his temper. “And what about this lawyer?” 
“Oh. Apparently, the NAUCLU is arguing that the use of nano swarms by the riot police was excessive and is asking for action against…” 
“Motherfucker.” 
“Yes, sir. But he’s claiming that the keepers should have…” 
“Motherfucker!” Dominic yelled. He pushed past Mason, knocking him against a desk, shaking a terminal screen on its foundation. He’d seen that motherfucker Omar right fucking there, and yes, there he was now, right fucking in the middle of the fucking police station, walking right the fuck across the floor like he was fucking king of the fucking… 
But when Dominic reached the spot where he’d seen Omar, the man vanished. Dominic stopped so short that Mason, who’d pursued him across the crowded room, rammed him from behind.
“What the hell?” said Dominic. 
“Oh, that’s another thing, sir,” said Mason, nodding toward the corner. “Quark is helping. Sorting some of the conflicting data.” 
Dominic looked toward where he’d seen Omar, now realizing that the man had been walking in place. The station’s corner had been converted into a tidy section of Quark, complete with a holopad and — Dominic wanted to groan — the same two Quark PD officers who had done such a fantastic good cop/bad cop job of interrogating Leah a few weeks ago. They were sitting behind a desk like celebrities at a signing. The desk itself was an insult. It was ten times shinier and brighter than any of DZPD’s analog furniture, its surface lit with Beam data. The two officers (clerics, if Leah was right) were scrolling through screens faster than any human normally could, and still Dominic knew they were only doing their little search display for the benefit of the officers clustered around holding tablets. Quark and its AI could operate at the speed of light. They were only slowing down to speak with humans, while their fancy life-size holopad projected top priorities in full 3-D behind them in a loop. The Omar hologram Dominic had seen was just one segment from maybe a dozen in the rotation. Others included riot footage, the warehouse fire, and several violent scenes Dominic couldn’t place.
“Who let them set up here?” Dominic asked. 
“Gregor, sir.” 
“Gregor can’t authorize Quark coming into our part of the station.” Dominic felt his blood as it rolled to a boil. Chaos in the station was one thing and his pressure to solve the moondust situation was worse, but the presence of Quark police here was an insult beyond measure. They were posturing. There was no need for QPD to set up in Dominic’s space; they had half of the fucking building already. 
“We couldn’t reach you, sir, and they offered to help.” 
“I was off-grid. I couldn’t get a signal.” 
“Well, anyway, our biggest problem hasn’t been the incidents themselves. The problem is coordination and deployment. Things happened in a rapid-fire chain in your absence. For a while, we’d move officers in one direction just to have something else erupt from their prior location. Then the question became: Did it make more sense to dispatch more cars from here or to shift men and women in the field already? Were older events winding down or not? How many officers should we leave at each location, if any? With so much happening all at once like a wildfire, it was tricky to coordinate it all and…” He gave Dominic a sheepish look. “Well, they have such better machines, sir.” 
“They are machines!” 
He’d screamed too loud. The clerics looked over, fixing Dominic with blank stares. 
“Okay, okay,” Dominic said, trying to make sense of it all, thinking of what the Noah personality in Quark’s annoying diagnostic hallway would say about his blood pressure now. “Why are they in our part of the station?” He looked at the holopad, again catching a fully rendered Omar. Why was Omar on the best-of reel? Didn’t Quark get the memo that he had ratted out a bigger fish to save his own neck? And didn’t Quark know that that same bigger fish was staring at their stupid hologram now?
“It was mainly for access, sir,” said Mason, moving to put his bulk back against Dominic’s side. The buttons on his uniform shirt were straining, as if desperate to escape. “Our people kept going in to Quark to talk, deliver them information, or whatever. The hallway was slowing them down and holding things up. So they came here.” 
“And set up like celebrities. With their flashy but unnecessary shit, to turn our people’s heads and wow them.” 
“Sir?” 
“Never mind,” Dominic said. “Are they helping?” 
“Oh, of course. Models of efficiency. I’ve gotta tell you, it’s making a lot of the guys here re-think their opinions about Quark PD. Maybe they really can be partners. We’d never be able to handle all that’s happened without them.” 
“Maybe they could handle it on their own,” Dominic said. “Without us.” 
“Sure, maybe!” said Mason. 
Dominic looked at Mason with loathing. But before he could launch an assault, the handheld buzzed in his pocket. Dominic looked down and saw with no surprise that at this infuriating moment, the call was coming from Omar. He declined it, letting the handheld fall back into his pocket. 
“Fine. Fine,” Dominic said. 
“Oh, and you got a holo from someone at NPS.” 
“What about?” 
Mason looked shocked. “I don’t know, sir. It was private. We just noticed the ping. I wanted to make sure you unbuffered it so you didn’t miss the notification, what with all the chaos.” 
“Oh. Sure.” 
“In your office, sir.” He pointed. Dominic knew where his fucking office was and wanted to tell Mason as much but stopped himself. It wasn’t common for DZPD to hear from NPS, and Mason, if Dominic had to guess, was equally awed and nervous. It was as if Mason thought he might be lashed if Dominic missed his message. 
“Sure. Okay.”
He walked away without saying more and entered his office foyer. The NAUCLU lawyer stood to greet him, his manner important and bustling, but Dominic ignored him, entered his office, then closed the door. He pushed a button to black out the windows then took a long moment to enjoy the soundproofed silence. It would be tempting to stay in his office forever. He could stare at the blacked-out windows, seeing nothing. He could sit behind the soundproofed glass, hearing nothing. Just another peaceful day at the station. 
With a glance to make sure the room was secure, Dominic moved his hand toward his canvas — the terminal that looked like a kid’s toy compared to what Quark PD had brought to show off. A poor kid’s toy. 
Before he could bring up the NPS message, Dominic’s handheld buzzed. Omar again. Dom declined the call, and the screen flashed with a large picture of Omar’s middle finger. Dominic ignored it. 
“Canvas, bring up the buffered holo message from NAU Protective Services. Give me A/V, no holography. Read me the identifier.” 
The canvas said, “Message is from Smith, Austin, NPS badge number 417884. Received today, 2:14 p.m.” 
“Play it.”
The holo played. Dominic watched on his dedicated terminal. It was intended as a hologram, but Dom knew just how pathetic the station’s projectors would make it look. Besides, watching on the screen was suitably masochistic. He could watch Austin’s image on his small screen and torture himself by thinking about how every person in the city above the line would be able to watch a similar message on a proper Beam surface. Everyone but the cops. And really, why should the cops get budget appropriations? The people had Quark to protect them. 
The hologram ended. Dominic fished into his pocket, where the vial with the nano bug had been stored until he’d rubbed the microscopic dust under Leo’s table.
“Yes, fucker,” Dominic told the frozen image of Austin at the end of the message. “I planted your fucking bug, thus proving I’m on nobody’s side.” 
He let his head hang. He still had dust to steal. 
Things would definitely get worse before they got better.





 

 
Chapter 4
 
 
Sam had downed two double-quad hypercaffeine lattes (nonfat, no foam) between finishing with n33t and deciding that there was no further point in sitting at Starbucks and wearing a target. 
In reality, he almost certainly wasn’t wearing a target, but after two hours of drinking and pacing and trying to avoid the glancing employees now that he’d run through his justifiable budget and left his cubicle (they knew addiction and were trained to ignore it, but he still felt their eyes), Sam found that he couldn’t keep the lines straight in his head. 
He was working with n33t to cause a disruption in Shift. At some point, however, he’d decided that n33t was actually an NPS agent and was, right now, drawing up a case against Shadow. That meant that Sam had bared his soul to NPS — flat-out told them that he was planning some kind of a disruption to Shift. He had told n33t about Costa, too, and about his suspicions surrounding the parties. There were people who wouldn’t want those connections drawn, or for people to peek too closely into the books. They wouldn’t want Costa’s lid pried open. And as a bonus, would those people be able to link Shadow and n33t? Or Shadow and Sam Dial?
No. Certainly not. And of course, n33t was his ally. n33t wasn’t NPS.
But he paced and drank, his drinks heavily sugared because sugar kept him sharp. Sam thought about the sugar, how it made his normal demeanor more manic and paranoid while also causing his brain’s synapses to fire better. His thoughts took on an edge when he consumed too much sugar, until they were sharp enough to cut. That sharpening was mostly good, but in addition to cutting through mental fog, the manic edge could cut Sam, too. Maybe that was why, as the NAU had begun reclaiming its farmland after the Fall, sugarcane had been one of the first crops re-planted — right behind corn and wheat. Sugar could do things that even corn syrup couldn’t. Nature’s first cocaine. 
Hunching over his terminal to hide its screen, Sam refreshed his mail again. And again. He didn’t have a connection with Integer7 to bother checking Diggle, but he’d move the conversation there the minute Integer7 responded. If he ever did, that was.
Sam had felt encouraged for maybe thirty seconds after talking to n33t (they would investigate together because two heads were better than one), but that encouragement had soured more quickly than organic milk in the sun as his rapid-fire thoughts had progressed. And that was when he’d begun to doubt that n33t was as friendly as he’d always seemed.
Because, Sam thought, what had n33t really told him in the way of new or incriminating information? 
Nothing.
What sign had n33t really given Shadow that he even believed what Shadow had said? 
None.
And so, was there really any reason to believe that n33t wouldn’t just flag the conversation and turn him in, seeing as n33t was clearly an NPS agent?
“Bullshit,” said Sam. “That’s bullshit. Stop thinking crazy. Give me another double-quad latte.” 
The Starbucks employee orbiting Sam must have been watching him pace for a while and/or was used to paranoid doubletalk, because she ignored his rambling and tapped her tablet to order him a third drink. Then she looked up, smiled, asked him if he’d like it delivered to his table. She nodded to indicate the area near his abandoned cubicle that Sam had made into a nest, complete with discarded jacket, conspicuous pieces of real paper, and ink pens. 
Sam told her yes then felt his face crinkle as he looked at his own belongings through her eyes. Who used ink pens? Nuts, that’s who. Nuts were the only people who still used ink…along with, of course, those who had something to hide. But then again, maybe whatever suspicions the pens and paper raised wouldn’t matter because the girl had already decided he was a nut. Or maybe she’d say something to someone because she was clearly an NPS agent, just like n33t. 
But that was crazy. 
Or was it?
Sam wiped his brow. He’d had too much hypercaffeine. 
Sam watched her depart, his mind racing. The girl had scanned him for the drink. He’d been stupid to let her, and to let the others scan him for his other drinks and his cubicle. He should have paid for all of it with cash coins like an Organa. Now that he’d been scanned by this Starbucks employee/NPS agent, someone could follow that ID scan and find him, following the trace that n33t had surely put on him. They would realize that Shadow was Samuel Dial, a reporter who hadn’t written for the Sentinel in ages, even though he still carried his press credentials. They would see that those credentials had been used to research many things that never showed up on Headlines (or the Sentinel’s page), and they’d see how they reflected an interest in the so-called Beau Monde, and…
Sam’s handheld buzzed, pulling him from his paranoid reverie. He glanced at the screen’s incoming voice-only call, knowing that (of course) it was for Sam, not Shadow. Shadow didn’t get voice calls. Shadow was a phantom who wrote an anti-establishment Beam page, was wanted by NPS, always kept moving, and drank hypercaffeine drinks filled with sugar to keep his brain baking. Shadow kept things on the down-low until the authorities inevitably, one day, would find and lock him up. Or maybe they’d silence him more permanently. 
Sam watched an ID appear on the screen. The call was from his mother. 
Great. Fucking great. 
Sam shoved the device against his face, thanking West that she hadn’t tried to initiate a video call. He’d have had to conspicuously decline the video component (raising questions) or answer with video even though he didn’t want to (raising worse questions based on his appearance, location, and inability to keep his face from twitching). Shadow was smooth and calm, but Sam was distracted and neurotic. Shadow wasn’t just Sam’s mask; he was a necessary alter ego that made him feel strong and in control from time to time. 
When Sam answered, he felt his heart beating in his throat, temples, and eyeballs from all the stimulants in his system. He felt energetic enough to run a race — the sort of sprint that would conclude with him dead, his wired body still twitching throughout the autopsy.
“Mom, hey, I’m sorry I didn’t call you back last night, but I was working and on deadline and I…” 
A male voice cut him off, fathoms deep and milk-chocolate smooth. It was the kind of voice that could melt a receptive woman’s clothes from a distance. 
“Stop. The clock is ticking. This connection will be untraceable for 174 seconds from establishment. Beyond that, it could be compromised, and when that time elapses, I will sever it no matter what you are saying. This is Integer7. Tell me what you know and what you want.”
Despite the emphasis the caller had placed on haste, Sam could do nothing for the first three seconds of the 174 other than to pull the handheld from his cheek and stare at the screen as if he’d been insulted. The handheld’s readout still said Mom.
“Who are you, and what are you doing with my mother’s handheld?” 
The voice sighed. 
“You have a rigged phone. The only way to handshake with the illegal chip inside it without firing off your auto-erase worm is to route the call through an authorized entry in the address book’s ID pairing. You now have 152 seconds.” 
Sam continued to stare. There was another requirement if his handheld was to not erase itself, but Sam’s hyperactive mind didn’t know which impossible thing to ask first: Should he try to figure out how Integer7 had spoofed his mother’s ID, how he’d known which ID to spoof…or the far more troubling underlying question of how Integer7 seemed to know who he was — not Shadow, but Sam? 
“How did you…?”
“One hundred and forty-four seconds.” 
Sam’s mind was disjointed, but it could work fast when he managed to focus. He riffled past his objections as if they were speeding by on the bed of a racing train. The connection was established. Whatever Integer7 knew, staying on the call didn’t change it. And if Integer7 was willing to play within the bounds of Sam’s secrets — and, by implication, keep them — then there was no better proof that he could be trusted.
Sam said, “Prove that it’s you.”
“‘Need your army. Get the Fawkes masks out because it’s time to disrupt. Need a bomb on Beam Headlines, maybe a bomb on Shift. I’ve got my people but need yours.’”
Sam would have to check, but his memory for rote facts was usually as airtight as his memory for day-to-day activities was leaky. That was the message Shadow had sent to Integer7 a few hours ago, word for word.
“Where have you been? How did you find me? Why didn’t you just reply to my message?” 
“Off-grid and my own concern. Irrelevant. Because a truly secure connection doesn’t last longer through mail than it does through voice. Voice is faster, but you’re wasting it.” There was a pause, then the deep voice said, “One hundred and twenty-one seconds.”
Sam looked around then darted into a privacy booth. The booths were designed to charge those who used them automatically so as not to interrupt conversations. Sam was pretty much out of money, and using the booth meant another credit scan, but the ship had pretty much sailed on both concerns at this point.
“Fine,” he told the voice on his handheld. “Tell me what you know.”
“I know more than you,” said Integer7. “Time is limited. Tell me your plan, and I will give you a solution.”
“I need your audience. We need to rile them up. Enough to cause a disruption.” 
“I asked for what you know. Not for you to tell me what to do.” 
Sam felt annoyed. His alter ego’s persona began to raise its head inside of him. He’d been the one to initiate discussion. He was motherfucking Shadow, and Shadow was no less important or intimidating within the Null community than Integer7. Who did this sexy voice think it was? 
“Fuck off.” 
“As you wish. Goodbye.” Toward the end of the last word, Integer7’s voice dropped in volume, as if the other man were pulling his face away from his own handheld to hang up. 
“Wait!” He swallowed, feeling his dignity drop from Shadow level to Sam level. “Costa. Nicolai Costa. I’m not sure why he matters, but he does. I’m sending you his Beam ID.” Sam pulled the handheld away to type as he kept the thing close, now talking at it flat like a serving platter. “There’s something with the Ryan brothers. I’ve always suspected that Shift is smoke and mirrors, but this Shift is different. The more I search for privilege on The Beam, the faster it runs away from me.” 
“Privilege?”
“Beau Monde.”
“There has always been a Beau Monde,” said Integer7. “Even back when it was called ‘bourgeoisie.’ There have always been protections for the wealthy. Benefits given. It can’t be circumvented.” 
“It can be exposed,” Sam countered.
“It’s already exposed. We know the Beau Monde.” 
“The public doesn’t.” 
“The public doesn’t matter,” said Integer7. 
“But why are they hiding?” 
“Because they hide; 88 seconds. Tell me what you know and what you want.” 
“It’s a conspiracy!” Sam regretted the sentence as soon as he’d said it. The word conspiracy conjured images of derelicts walking the streets in tattered coats, possibly wearing tinfoil hats. A thought intruded in the quiet gap between speakers: Am I really that far from them? 
“There have always been conspiracies. Your Beam page is more articulate than you are now. Stop playing games and whining. When this connection closes, I will not be able to establish another that is sufficiently secure. We have just over a minute. Tell me what you know. Now.” 
Trying to channel Shadow’s authority and confidence (something he found tricky to do with his voice rather than his fingers), Sam rattled off the quick version of what he suspected or knew about Costa, the parties, and the Ryans. Everything he’d given to Sterling Gibson to use in his book Plugged that the writer had either whitewashed or refused to publish. Gibson thought the material was too incendiary? Well, fuck Gibson. Sam would light the necessary fire himself. 
“Interesting,” said Integer7. 
“The only way to dissect it is to cause a disturbance in Shift,” said Sam/Shadow. 
“We can’t disrupt Shift.” 
“We can do anything. We are Null.” 
Sam could almost hear the voice shake its head. “Disruptive belief only goes so far. Null will not disturb Shift. They want to cause chaos but cannot help but believe. Once out from behind their Fawkes masks, they are people, and those people are Directorate or Enterprise as deeply as if it were in their blood. The conditioning goes too deep for a groundswell against it. Disturbing Shift is asking them to slit their wrists and trust that bleeding will cease on its own, the bloodstains having mapped a utopia.”
“Then the system wins.” 
“If you can’t break the table, break its legs,” said Integer7’s smooth, deep voice. “The Prime Statements are tomorrow. Presidents Vale and Reese. That event we can disrupt.” 
It was as if Integer7 had proposed lifting the entire NAU above his head. “The Prime Statements are given in the White House!” he said.
“I have found a way to breach even White House security. Pull up the White House page on your device. Hurry; 36 seconds.”
Sam thought he might drop the handheld as he juggled. He tapped his screen, feeling seconds as they ticked. Integer7’s voice continued to come from the speaker. 
“Are you on the page?” 
“Wait. Yes. Now I am.” 
“Watch the upper right.” 
“What?” But before the word was fully out of Sam’s mouth, he watched in shock as the upper right corner of the page flickered with a tiny black icon. It was the Greek letter pi, there for a second and then gone again. 
“How did you do that?” said Sam. His mouth was hanging open. The White House. Somehow, Integer7 had hacked its system.
Instead of answering, Integer7’s voice began to move faster, rushing, as he spilled his instructions. 
“The Prime Statements are held in front of the Senate, with the Beam cameras facing out, giving the same view of the parties as all 101 senators see. President Reese will be on one side with the Enterprise cabinet, and Carter Vale and the Directorate will be on the other. Between them and behind their backs, visible to the senators and cameras, is the display wall. I can hack that wall the same as I can the White House page. Rally whoever you can trust. Look for people who may or may not think true change is possible but who truly want change if it is. Tell them all — including your audience — to watch the Primes tomorrow. Tell them to watch the display wall because I will fill it with the information you just gave me.” 
“And what are we supposed to…” 
The connection broke before Sam finished his thought. 
Moving slowly, Sam pulled the handheld from his face. A million questions and conflicting feelings were racing through his mind. Among the soup of impressions, one stood out. A single directive. One ray of progress, and maybe of hope for the underlings. 
He had an update to write on Shadow’s Beam page, and minions to rally because tomorrow, there would be a show. 
A show, Shadow thought, that might just turn out to be the century’s biggest.





 

 
Chapter 5
 
 
Natasha felt her heart flutter as she took The Sap’s stage. Her breath was shallow in her chest instead of full and deep. The lights were too bright. Her palms were slick and clammy. Her mouth felt dry, even after taking a long sip from her ice water backstage. She felt like she had felt all those years ago, as a young girl, taking the stage in front of a crowd for the first time. 
Natasha’s circulating nanobots could downtune her nerve response (releasing pacifying endorphins, blunting the release of epinephrine from her adrenal glands), but she accessed her internal dashboard and told them to stand down. It had been a long, long time since she’d been afraid onstage. It had been decades since she’d feared a crowd’s judgment and wondered if she’d be good enough for them. The feeling of raw stage fright was rusty enough to be alien. She had butterflies in her stomach and a lump in her throat. To Natasha, stepping onto the low stage and feeling the cool light on her skin, that was a good thing. 
It was good to be afraid. Those who took bold steps were afraid. Those who changed the world were afraid. A life worth living was filled with fear — but it was the temporary terror that guarded new frontiers rather than the crushing, permanent pain that accompanied cowardice. She’d been a safe coward for too long. It felt good to be a reckless daredevil again. 
She began her set with “Lost,” forcing notes out through sheer will, feeling the non-lubricated way they moved through her throat. The audience wouldn’t hear her nervous heart pounding with each note (she was a professional, after all), but it felt good to let the nerves take over — or rather, to let them crawl to the edge, reminding her that while she was no longer seventeen, she was onstage for the first time since her disastrous concert at the Aphora. She was moving from the party of security to the party of risk and reward. She was putting herself out there (this time truly raw) before an audience that might scorn her and call her a sellout. They might hate her and throw things — not because they were Directorate rabble-rousers, but because she simply wasn’t good enough. 
You’re shit. 
You’re a sellout.
As notes left her wealthy, privileged, decades-in-Directorate lips, Natasha’s mind fed her a discouraging litany. She found that she wanted to hear every word. She wanted to revel in self-loathing. To roll in the filth she’d created, like a pig. Natasha’s move to Enterprise wasn’t only about giving Isaac an elegant, callus-free finger. At its root, she was making a long-overdue move to where she truly belonged. It really was about her, as an artist, reclaiming the art she’d surrendered. She’d earned the bad things the sheets had said about her. Right here and now, naked and waiting for audience’s judgment, she wanted to feel every barb of those insults. She wanted to swallow those words and let them rumble inside her. She had sold out. She did have an uphill battle ahead to regain her oldest fans’ affection. It was a good thing. There was no victory in accomplishing what she was supposed to accomplish. Victory came from overcoming adversity, as she had in her youth. And right now, she wanted all the adversity they’d ever thrown at her.
You’re a bitch.
You used to be good, but you lost it! 
You gave up. You became a trophy wife. Worthless arm candy to a powerful man. 
A burden on a top-heavy society. 
Natasha looked out at the crowd. They were different than the people who’d attended her disastrous last show. The Aphora was large and elegant, well lit when the lights were up. It was hung with chandeliers. The walls were all arches, most of them old and faux-authentic. The Aphora had been built in the 2030s to mimic something built in the 1930s…which in turn mimicked a theater from the 1830s. The seats were backed with red cloth, their accents of brushed Plasteel made to look gold. The Aphora guests had been dressed in finery. The mood, until the riot, had been sober and respectful. Almost drugged. 
By contrast, The Sap crowd was gritty and on-the-ground. The stage was low; Natasha, if she wanted, could lean out past the old and pointless stage monitor speakers to touch those in the front row. They were standing, not sitting. They were dressed well, but that was because Natasha, when she’d planned the event, had nursed an ulterior motive. Now, onstage, she cursed it. This had begun as a PR move, but now it was her triumphant return. She suddenly didn’t want to sully her concert with politics. She didn’t want the door to charge a charity price. As she stood on the stage and saw hard life in the eyes of the children’s working-class parents, Natasha felt herself reconnecting with her roots. 
You’re only here as a publicity stunt. 
You’re a fraud. 
They hate you. They all hate you, and you deserve their hate. You have earned it. 
Natasha felt the fear. She embraced it, holding it tight. It wasn’t likely that the crowd was thinking the terrible things she was telling herself, but it still felt good to savor them. She’d had a friend growing up, Paulette, who used to cut her arms with a razor. I want to feel something, Paulette had said. Natasha had never understood Paulette until now. Natasha was using thoughts instead of a blade, but she was cutting herself just the same. It felt terrible, and the terrible felt good. For the first time in years, she felt more than numb.
You’re shit you’re shit you’re shit you’re shit you’re…
The red churn of hurt swirled behind her eyes, rising into the final, tremulous note of “Lost” — an appropriate oldie to start her set, written in the years just following the worst of the chaos, when she’d had no home. The lyrics were the same, but the feeling behind them had changed. She had been lost back then. Now, as her heart returned, gripped in fear, she was finally clawing her way back to found. 
The crowd applauded as she finished, but it was a more grounded applause than what had erupted from the Aphora floor. She wasn’t being given their approval as a rubber stamp. She was having to earn it note by note. 
The parents of the children were in the front row. Behind them were others from the groups of protestors, selected using AI behavior software as those most unlikely to cause trouble. They’d all been carefully placed for the cameras so that Natasha would come off shining for the press, but she didn’t feel shining yet. They were a hard audience, but that was okay. It meant Natasha would have to wow them. She needed to be great. And after all those years under Isaac, she deserved a chance to be great again. She deserved their skeptical looks — their eyes wondering if Natasha actually cared about the children or was using them — and deserved the chance to turn them around, winning them over as a young, pudgy singer had once won over their parents’ generation. 
The next song — another oldie, “Down Deep,” began with the strum of a harp and a tremulous note. Natasha’s chest rose. She felt her heart find a rhythm, from nerves to calm to exultation. 
She was glad she had insisted on a minimal security detachment, deciding to trust the AI that had selected her audience. Having too much muscle present would have ruined the experience. Only big stars — especially when they were slumming below their proper level — brought armed guards. She had James in the back, but the single bodyguard was enough. There would be police in the area, of course, and there was a detail outside with slumberguns, plus a private contingent circulating the block on screetbikes. But Jane had wanted them inside the venue, ready with their riot gear out and visible. She said she didn’t want a repeat of the Aphora. But how could the crowd sink into emotion with armed men at the doors, their faces blank behind helmets? How could they emote if they knew they were untrusted at best, or held captive at worst? 
We don’t want another riot, Jane said. 
There won’t be. These people were hand-selected. 
It’s better to be safe than sorry. 
You mean conduct my comeback under guns and batons?
She was coming back. She was returning. She was not the woman she’d so recently been.
In the middle of her third song (“We Are All,” from Saint Sebastian in 2069), a bold and devilishly reckless thought occurred to Natasha — a way to accelerate the return to her old Enterprise self and silence her haters at the same time. She’d put her existing bank account into a trust or other irrevocable fund then live on what she earned going forward. She could even move out, away from her secure Directorate husband. She’d rent an apartment across town, pay on a lease, and make a show of it even if she never actually bought furniture or spent time there. She’d treat her new rent as non-negotiable just to prove that she could survive on her own. She’d buy her own food. Her own clothes. All using her own new money — none of Isaac’s, and none of the old. Oh yes. She could definitely do that. It felt like riding a bicycle across a tightrope, with no net beneath. If she lost her fans, she could always crack open the trust or return to Isaac, but the idea of crawling back was incentive enough to never let that happen. 
She could do this. She could be Enterprise again. For real. And once she’d done that, just let Isaac and the sheets try to say that… 
Natasha felt more than heard her voice falter as she caught a flicker of movement from the room’s rear. For a millisecond — as the note she was singing chopped but didn’t cease, causing a few heads in the audience to strobe with curiosity — she didn’t know what had startled her. It was just someone at the back. There was no reason to…
But the person was dressed in black from head to toe. He wore a solid black helmet, with a visor covering his face. 
For a few more notes, uncertain why she felt so unsettled, Natasha kept singing. But her composure had broken, and her spell had shattered on the audience like a dropped plate. They could sense her unease. Audience eyes ticked in the direction of her straying gaze. They saw a second figure in black slip through the front then close the double doors behind them. There was a click, loud enough to be heard onstage. 
Security. 
Fucking Jane had hired security after all. She’d gone behind Natasha’s back and invited intimidating people into her intimate room. Hadn’t she realized it would startle her singer onstage, and shatter her rhythm? 
Trying to regain her composure, Natasha struggled to finish the song. Singing became difficult. She saw black-clad, black-helmeted men gathering at the room’s edges. They placed themselves at regular intervals like good soldiers, large black guns in their hands. 
Guns. Fucking guns! 
Natasha fought a knot, gnarled and wanting to swell inside her. She had to find Jane, wrap her delicate, manicured nails around her tour manager’s throat, and squeeze until the woman couldn’t breathe. She had to…
All at once, Jane’s security force broke ranks and surged forward. Their black visors shimmered and became holo projections of Guy Fawkes masks. 
They weren’t security after all. They were Beamers…or worse.
One of the men in black rushed into the room’s center while the others pressed the crowd inward. Natasha had stopped singing and stared moving backward onstage, gape-mouthed. After a moment, she looked back, fighting déjà vu as she waited for Jane to summon her to a hover. But as the curtains parted, she didn’t see Jane or James. Instead, she saw another of the men in black, his holo-projected Fawkes mask smiling its idiot smile. In his hands was a large black slumbergun. He wasn’t pointing it at her, but his meaning was clear: Stay where you are, and watch what happens. 
The first man in black had reached the room’s approximate center. He threw something hard at the floor, and there was a flash not unlike an ancient magician’s incendiary. Rather than simply exploding into flash and smoke, a concussive wave knocked a circle of concertgoers to the floor, each falling back into unconsciousness. Or death. 
When the smoke cleared, the man in black was still standing in the area he’d cleared, somehow protected from his own device. He held one hand aloft on a stiff, straight arm. There was something in his black-gloved hand. It was a stunner. If he activated it and set it off, half the crowd would paint the walls in crimson.
“Listen up!” said the man, shouting from behind his visor, his mask’s eyes pointed toward the Beam camera parked in the room’s corner. His voice had the curious electronic affect that all Beamers shared, amplified by the helmet’s speakers so he wouldn’t sound muffled. “Null has tired of the posturing surrounding the sham of Shift! We represent the faceless millions! You are fed a ceaseless stream of propaganda from both parties, and The Beam tells you this is reality. But it is not! It is contrived! Enterprise does not matter! Directorate does not matter! Null knows, and we are legion! You do not see it because he who controls the feed controls the world! But we will no longer be held down! It is not a matter of numbers! You are shammed by a few, but they are almost none and we are many!” 
The crowd — beyond the unconscious circle surrounding the terrorist — seemed to be terrified into paralysis. Women were clutching their husbands. A few of the husbands (and this made Natasha think of Isaac) were clinging to their wives for support. Everyone in the crowd was trying to become invisible. Natasha, who’d so recently wanted to be open and raw, found herself standing exposed without any skin. 
The man in the mask looked at the camera then pointed back toward Natasha. 
“Manipulation! You think this is about charity? It’s about changing minds! Your minds, out there across the NAU! Natasha Ryan is Directorate, and is richer than you could ever dream. After Shift, she will be Enterprise, and she will still be richer than you could ever dream! Your actions choose your masters, and this bitch is nothing but a piece on their board!”
Natasha felt herself wanting to protest. He’d turned to face her, but if he was a Beamer, he’d been able to see her even when his head was turned. Beamers didn’t believe in the real world. They believed in The Beam and trusted it to show them what was most important. 
“Stand up!” the man shouted. “Wake up, and fight for what’s yours!” 
He wasn’t talking to Natasha or to the people around him, still unconscious and unable to stand. It was metaphorical, and for some reason made Natasha furious. She was posturing? What about them, speaking in revolutionary metaphors? 
She looked back. The Beamer behind her had lowered his gun’s muzzle and was pointing it at her. There were two more Beamers at the stage’s sides. She was pinned. Trapped onstage, in the open, like a sacrifice. 
The man on the floor pointed at her then moved closer. In a lower voice, he said, “Come over here.” 
“No.” 
“Come over here,” he repeated. 
Natasha backed up a half step. High heels clacked on wood. “No.” 
A gun at Natasha’s back shoved her from the rear.
“Come forward now,” said the first man, “or I detonate this.” 
“You wouldn’t dare.” Natasha felt insane with bravado. Her heart was triphammering in her chest, but by West, she felt alive. 
“I would. I will.” 
“You’ll never get out alive. Police are outside.” 
“Police with scrambled feeds. We will get away clean, I assure you. Now come the fuck over here before we have to cut you in half.” 
“You need me. You won’t kill me.” 
“How exactly do we need you?” said the Beamer, his voice disbelieving. Watching his holo mask was surreal. The goggling Guy Fawkes mouth didn’t move, but Natasha couldn’t help but imagine the mustachio’d symbol of anonymity mouthing the words. 
“You want me to come over. You’re going to make a spectacle of me. If you wanted me dead or down, you’d have shot me already. Or you’d have ignored me. I won’t play your game.” She shook her head. She was no one’s puppet. Not anymore. She was Natasha Ryan, reborn.
The Beamer at the foot of the stage, hand still high and clutching the stunner, shook his head in an exasperated gesture she could see in the turn of his neck below the mask. Behind his helmet, he’d almost certainly just rolled his eyes. 
“Kick her over here,” he said to the man behind Natasha.
Natasha looked back, ready to tell the encroaching soldiers to fuck themselves, but then she heard a slumping noise as her head turned. By the time she was looking fully backward, the Beamer had fallen into an untidy pile, his Fawkes mask flickering away, turning back to the shiny black of his helmet visor. A moment later, the same happened to the Beamers flanking the stage.
Natasha looked forward. The man at the foot of the stage seemed unsettled. The hand holding the stunner started to shake. If it was already activated and he dropped it, half of the room would be dead. Luck of the drop would decide which half. 
“What did you do?” said the man. His smooth manner was buckling. His hand shook. His hold on the stunner started to falter. Natasha found her mind filled with an insane thought: Could she grab the stunner from his hand? And if she could, was there anywhere safe that she could throw it in time? 
Around the room’s edges, Beamers’ knees unlocked and sent them sliding to the floor. Soon, the man in the middle was the only intruder still standing.
“What did you do?” he yelled.
Before Natasha could answer, his grip failed, and his hand opened. The stunner’s dead man’s switch opened, and the device’s live half — currently facing away from Natasha — started to flash. 
The crowd screamed.
Natasha lunged. Her heel caught, and she tripped. She struck the floor then looked up, trying to right herself. Her mind began counting. How many seconds before a stunner blew? They were designed to be held, not thrown, fired off in just one direction. It might not have long of a fuse. 
Two seconds. Three. 
But before she could so much as prop herself up to reach for it, the perfectly circular haze of a police containment force field shimmered into existence around the stunner. The field’s operator had either poor or excellent aim because he made the field too large. It encapsulated the stunner and most of the Beamer’s arm, but it swallowed three quarters of his head as well. When the field formed, it was as if someone had severed the Beamer at the boundary with one quick slice. His one-armed, quarter-headed body spasmed then folded to the floor and poured blood as if from a spigot. 
Fascinated, Natasha watched the head, arm, and weapon inside the floating field as it hovered in front of her. The surprised-looking head, its visor askew, lolled to the side. She could see where the man’s jawbone had been molecularly separated from its remainder. The surreal sight lasted only a second, and the stunner blew. There was a soundless flash as the field was bathed in a perfectly circular black char. Then the thing popped like a bubble, and there was rain of coal-colored dust that had once been flesh and bone.
“Clear!” shouted a voice. 
Natasha suddenly realized she was very, very tired. The crowd seemed equally exhausted. Everyone in the room began falling unconscious to the floor. 
Gas, she thought. They hit the Beamers with nano soldiers then gassed the room to be sure. 
It had to be the police. Directorate, savior police. And then, sure enough, the far doors burst open, and a line of riot officers wearing gas masks stormed the room, guns up and waving.
In her final conscious moments, Natasha realized that someone was touching her hair. She tried to look up but couldn’t lift her head. The hair-toucher seemed to realize this and bowed into her line of sight. 
It was Isaac, wearing a small mask and a riot vest. 
“Good morning, baby,” he said. 
But it was nighttime. 
And with that thought, Natasha did the only sensible thing and fell asleep.





 

 
Chapter 6
 
 
Leo practically grabbed Leah by the arm and dragged her into his house. She was walking by, and he’d been waiting for her. He felt relatively sharp after having dosed, but also foggy. That was good. As recently as just a few days ago, he hadn’t felt any clouding effects, but that was because the dust had its claws in him. Now, with his head clearer, he could see the addiction — and the mental addling — for what it truly was. 
“Leah,” said Leo. 
“In a minute, Leo.”
“Leah,” he repeated, as if she hadn’t replied. 
“Literally one minute,” she said.
Leah was still trying to walk, tapping madly on her mobile, as Leo held her forearm. Leo, calm but simultaneously frazzled by what Dominic had told him and what might be coming, felt infuriated looking at the device. She was in an Organa village, for shit’s sake. 
Leo reached out and slapped her mobile. It dropped into the dirt. 
“What the fuck?” she said. 
Feeling a quarter of his age (apparently, dust put a weight on your shoulders that you didn’t feel until it was gone; who knew), Leo bent down and snatched the mobile before Leah could. He turned to his house and tossed it inside. 
“Fetch.” 
“What the hell, Leo?” 
He was already behind her, pushing. He realized he was somewhat manic, but he had an excuse. Leo was detoxing, and his village was about to descend into violent anarchy. Mania was the least of his worries.
Once inside, Leah retrieved the mobile, inspected it for damage, and dusted it off on her sarong. Then she resumed looking up at Leo like he was insane. 
“I stand by my ‘What the hell.’” 
“This is an Organa village, and you’re walking around like someone in DZ, picking at your goddamned handheld. Do you have any idea how that looks?” 
“Noah West, Leo. Dominic was just doing it. And Crumb.” 
“You mean York.” 
“Yes, whatever. York.” 
“Dominic isn’t Organa, and Crumb — I mean York — isn’t himself. Or I guess he finally is himself. People look at Dominic the way Amish people would look at a yuppie — baffled but tolerant. And they look at York like…well, like Crumb.” 
“What’s a mish?”
“Amish,” Leo corrected.
“That’s what I said. Mish. And what’s a yuppie?” 
Leo shook his head, still feeling himself slipping too close to mania. His movements were too speedy, overly eager. He’d pay for this tomorrow, when his old bones and muscles caught up. 
“Look,” said Leah. “I just need to answer some mail. Or watch for mail. It’s stuff you’d approve of. You of all people, Leo.” 
“You can’t walk around with a fucking handheld, Leah. People are on-edge already.” 
“But Dominic brought you more dust, so that’s soon to be handled.”
“Well…” 
Leah had been picking at the handheld’s screen but now let it hang at her side as if forgotten. “Oh, no. What is it, Leo? Tell me he brought us something.” 
“Something.” 
Now Leah was the one who looked manic. She began to pace the small hut.
“Shit. Shit. Not enough, though. He didn’t bring enough. Is that what you’re telling me?” 
“I’m detoxing, Leah. As an experiment. It can be done.” 
Leah saw right through that. She stopped, met his eyes, and said, “Well, that’s great. But did you do it in a day? By surprise? Because you had to, not because you decided to?” 
“I decided on my own, but…” Leo was disappointed that he wasn’t reaping any congratulations for weaning. Lunis was highly addictive, and he thought his accomplishments thus far, mostly through experiment, deserved some kudos. But Leah seemed more worried than congratulatory. He let his sentence hang, unsure where it was going. 
Leah was still pacing. “Shit. Shit, Leo. How low are we?” 
“Extremely.” 
“It’ll get bad. You know that, right? Honestly, I’m wondering if those of us who know should run.” 
Leo shook his head but knew she wasn’t serious. Leah wasn’t a coward, but the idea had a certain merit. If they all ran — and in totally separate directions, each staying away from others — they might do okay. They’d have to go cold turkey, but at least those who survived withdrawal would have no one to fight while they were going through the worst of it. 
“What do you think we should do?” said Leo.
“You’re asking me?” Leah’s eyes, as she looked back, were almost comical. Leo was old enough to be her great-to-the-Nth-degree grandfather and was looked upon by the Organa as if he were Gandalf, but the truth was that Leo didn’t have any mysterious knowledge that the rest of them were lacking. He was a man doing the best he could with what he had, and right now was fresh out of hope and ideas. 
“You’re a heavy user,” he answered.
Leah rolled her eyes. “Thanks.” 
“It’s not a judgment. I just mean that you know the drug better than the rest of us. To most Organas, it’s recreational, or a lifestyle thing. They’re going to cry like someone stole their bong then they’re going to have violent temper tantrums. But in the end, this shortage just takes away a toy for most of them — hell, me included. But for you and a few others, it’s almost vocational. One might say ‘required’ — a word that, in this context, would please some opportunists who make a lot of money from people in need. I need to know what it’s like for you.” 
“Withdrawal?” Leah tapped her chin. “I’ve never gone into full withdrawal, but the bit I’ve had isn’t fun. I’ve had to go without for a few days. That’s stretching my limits.”
“I wasn’t asking what withdrawal is like. I was asking about your high.” 
“You know what being high is like, Leo.” 
“Not like you do. I’ve been puzzling this a lot during my detox, trying to figure out what the hell to do. One thing that keeps popping back into my head is the story you told me about drugs and The Beam.” 
“That was ayahuasca, not Lunis. No comparison.” 
“I just want to understand what you do. How you use Lunis to…what? Enhance your connection to The Beam?” 
Leah sighed then sat in one of Leo’s chairs. “Okay. Fine. You know the history of Lunis?” 
Leo nodded. He knew it well. Far, far better than Leah did, in fact, but this wasn’t the time to discuss that.  
“Well, I’ve puzzled it out. Because supposedly it was the first Organas who invented it, right? In a Timothy Leary lab?” 
Leo swallowed. That was how the story went, yes.
“I guess Lunis always worked, but until they figured out to farm it on the moon — turning the formulation into those lovely little gray rocks through science I don’t understand or care about — it was only a fun drug, like pot. I’ve heard the idea was to help minds detox from tech, or something.” 
“The Beam changes the way people think enough to alter the brain,” said Leo. “If you’ve ever seen someone who’s used to hyperconnectivity but who has to disconnect for a while, they become almost unable to pay attention for lack of stimulation. Their brains acclimate to distributed thinking and constant inputs, and once disconnected, they’re barely able to function. In my day, they had something called ‘attention deficit hyperactivity disorder,’ and it’s like an extreme version of that. The scientists who first formulated Lunis were trying to find a kind of methadone, which was a drug that mimicked heroin enough to make withdrawal easier for addicts. Lunis was supposed to bridge the gap. To help the Organa learn to think without all of the connectivity that the first of us were used to, or that backsliders got themselves hooked into when they were in cities.” 
“Okay,” said Leah, nodding. “Well, for me, it doesn’t exactly make it easier to be disconnected, so at first that doesn’t make much sense. I mean, Lunis is also known as a hacker-immersive facilitator, and that’s the opposite of what you were just saying, right?” 
“Sure,” said Leo. He tried to focus. This felt important. He wasn’t sure why, but despite knowing Lunis’s sordid history, few people truly understood how it worked beyond mere physiology. Understanding the spiritual component of Lunis’s hold, if there was such a thing, might help him understand how to break it. And, maybe, how he himself had managed to do it, against all odds. 
Leah’s face was scrunching up. Leo took it for a look of hesitation, or confusion. 
“What?” 
“I feel dumb saying this. What I think, I mean.” 
“Just say it.” 
“It’s unsubstantiated. Total hearsay. Like, just my opinion.” 
“Nobody is going to sue you, Leah. I asked for your thoughts, so please…give them to me.” 
She sighed. “Okay. Well, you just mentioned what I told you about the ayahuasca. When I was in that haze, it felt like The Beam connected us all but was also its own thing. Almost like a life form.” 
Leo nodded. 
“Well, I told you how, at the Beam’s very core, I sensed the curled-up…hell, ‘spirits’ is as good a word as any, or at least their intentions…of those who had built it. I sensed that The Beam had grown far beyond those core things, but they were still shaping it from the inside. Almost like how a kid is shaped in part by his or her parents.” 
“Genetically, you mean.” 
Leah shook her head. “Closer to imprinting. They say that when a baby looks at its mother, it forms an attachment that is later impossible to break, like the mother is being imprinted right on the baby’s psyche, like a stamp set in concrete. It’s closer to psychological than genetic, but I’d almost say ‘spiritual’ is better.” 
“Okay.” 
“Well, that’s what those things in the center of The Beam felt like to me. Like The Beam had become its own entity, but that it couldn’t help who it had imprinted upon. It had its own mothers and fathers, and they — the people themselves, I mean — were sort of hard-coded into the software. Not literally, but…” She paused. “Hell, this is hard to explain.”
“It makes sense,” said Leo, now taking a chair for himself. “So this is what you feel when you do dust to do your hacking?” 
Leah shook her head. “No. Totally different drug. Ayahuasca let me see what I feel might be the truth about The Beam, and that includes how I use moondust to interact with it. Do you see?” 
“Sort of.” 
 She held up a hand and made small motions as she spoke, as if underlining an important point. “What I’m saying is that I think the Beam’s core — not its literal center, but its…its innate nature, say, or its true nature — is really above technology. And I think that…” She sighed and rolled her eyes, the gesture silently saying, and I know how this sounds…“I think the reason that a drug intended to disconnect users works for people like me is because it gets all of the technology out of the way and lets me connect on a deeper level.” 
Leo felt something give inside of him. Nameless but important. 
“You think I’m nuts,” she said. “Like a ditz with my head in the clouds.” 
Leo shook his head. “No, I don’t. I’ve been around for a long time, Leah. I believe in things we can’t see. And things we can’t compute.” 
“It sounds crazy to say out loud, but…” She exhaled. “Shit, Leo, I’ve never felt like I’m hacking when I do my best work. Like with Crumb? When I broke his brain? If I told you what that looked and felt like…” 
“You told me.” 
“Well, does that seem like hacking? Or does it seem like something more spiritual? Every time you ask how I do what I do, I say I can’t explain it…but that’s because I don’t know how I do it. I only know that it takes a Beam connection, my mind, and Lunis.” 
“And you think that the Lunis lets your brain push aside the ‘extra technology’ and speak to the Beam’s core.” 
She nodded. “Or to another core. Like Crumb’s mind.” She shrugged. “Stupid?” 
Leo shook his head. “No. It makes a lot of sense.” 
“Does it help you with our shortage?” 
He shook his head again. “No. Not for most. Maybe for you, but most people don’t use it that way.” 
“Why doesn’t it just make people like you said? Like with the not-paying-attention disease?” 
Leo shrugged. “I’m sure it’s something having to do with chemical dependence. Coming down. I’ve seen my share, across many drugs.” 
“But you managed to get off it.” 
“In progress.” 
“But I was right, wasn’t I? There’s not enough time for everyone to do what you did.” 
“Worse,” he said. “If experience has taught me anything, it’s that people can only make change stick if it’s something they want. But you know how people are. I hate to admit it, but a lot of Organa are Organa as an identity thing: They want to be nonconformists. Lunis is part of the package. If they’re barely the Organa ideal, how are they supposed to have the strength of will to wean themselves from one of the most addictive drugs ever created?” 
Leah shook her head. 
“I don’t know what to do,” he said. 
Leah shrugged. “You could ask Crumb.” 
“What’s Crumb supposed to know about this?” 
Leah laughed. “Okay. Crumb wouldn’t know. But this new guy, Stephen York? I heard he invented The Beam.” 
Leo sat up. That was a real possibility. It seemed unlikely that York would know much about pharmacology, but he did know the technology it was supposed to work on, perhaps better than anyone alive. There might be something that York would have to say that could help. It was worth a shot. 
“Where is he?” 
“Out front somewhere.” 
“Do you mind sending him in?” 
“Sure.” Leah stood then slipped her handheld out of her pocket. Leo could see a new notification on the screen, indicating that his home’s status as a wireless hotspot had apparently returned. 
“Leah,” he said. 
She looked over. 
“If there’s something you absolutely must do with that handheld,” he said, “head back into the city to do it. I don’t want you out here walking around using it in public. Especially not now, with everyone…” He almost laughed. “…with everyone about to go into withdrawal from ‘detoxing away from technology.’” 
She nodded then began walking toward the door. Again, he called to her. Leah turned back.
“I know you have more than your rationed share of moondust. I can see it in your face. You’re not scared enough.” 
Leah looked like she was going to protest but then shrugged. 
“Use it well,” he said. “In whatever way you must.”





 

 
Chapter 7
 
 
After Dominic had processed and deleted Austin Smith’s holo about planting the bug in Leo’s house — making him an official snitch on a man he’d grown up idolizing and loving like a father, for reasons he probably didn’t believe in — he turned his attention to less pressing matters. 
By his gut’s urgency, Dominic knew that Leo’s moondust should be his next priority. But even if he’d felt able to face the thought of stealing narcotics from the station (he wasn’t), it was a conflicted knot of immeasurable proportion. Whose side was he on? What did he stand for? Was he willing to break more laws to help Leo, or was he with the law that was trying to bring him down? Dominic had planted a bug for NPS, and in return, NPS had given Dominic a temporary pass on drug trafficking. But would they be so kind if he resumed his activities using a confiscated stash? 
Dominic leaned back, trying but unable to get comfortable. He glanced around his office then reached into his pocket, withdrew a vial, opened it, capped it with the pad of his finger, and inverted it. When he pulled his finger away, he saw a small circle of gray dust — the loose drug that had sifted to the bottom of his Lunis vial. He looked at the circle, said, “You motherfucker,” and licked it. 
After a few minutes, the tiny hit stripped some of the edge from Dominic’s stress. He thought about the vial and the task before him. He replayed theories he’d heard about various narcotics throughout the years. Grandy used to deal with crack cocaine activity — something that had been mostly subjugated of late under harsher alternatives. Back then, people in the ghetto said that those higher up the ladder had created crack to addict them on purpose, to keep them in line. Dominic had never understood how that was supposed to work. If the people didn’t want to be kept in line, why didn’t they just not smoke crack? But as he looked at his small vial, he finally saw their point. He’d never meant to become an addict, but here he was. If someone had created Lunis as a similar means of control, they could count him as one of the puppets. He was a thief, a smuggler, a trafficker, a rat, and soon to be a traitor to two organizations. Dominic’s job, in part, was to keep drugs off the streets. Now, he was considering treating confiscations like confetti. If Lunis didn’t control him, would he be doing that? He wasn’t so sure.
He sat up, feeling minutely less terrible, and dimmed his office’s walls so he could see out. The lawyer who’d been waiting had blessedly left. He poked his head through the door, spotted Mason, and rattled a series of commands to address Mason’s most pressing concerns. All were Band-Aids, but they would buy him a few hours. By then, the crises would return, and they’d be worse. Eventually, Dominic was going to have to face them properly, let the city burn, or let Quark handle it all, which they seemed quite eager to do. Talk about a no-win scenario.
Dominic checked his mail, trying to catch up. 
He surfed through the police reports that had been logged since he’d left the city. He spent a long time reading through one involving a woman who had an add-on designed to make her biologically more adept at fellatio. When her canvas paired the woman with her husband’s implant to feed his responses into her cortex, the flimsy firewall had breached. In that exposed moment, she’d seen a second file relating to the man’s implant, meant for use with a different woman. But the woman, displaying inhuman patience, hadn’t confronted him right away. Instead, she’d had her device swapped out for something closer to a gastronomic processor (the report described it as an in-mouth garbage disposal) then given him another round of oral favors. This time, the man had walked away without a penis. 
Dominic chuckled, thinking about how when you became jaded enough by humanity’s darkest parts, tragedy often turned funny.
He checked on Mason then opened his mail again. He remembered his approaching high school reunion that he’d yet to answer. Doing so now seemed important, so he did. He declined the invite but refrained from adding a note to the mail list about how stupid the whole thing was. He’d moved to the school hosting the upcoming reunion shortly after his time with Leo and had never personally met any of his classmates. It was virtual, like most schools nowadays. I didn’t know you then, he wanted to reply, so why would I want to reunite with you now?
Fifteen minutes had passed. A tiny hit and some procrastination had settled Dom’s nerves. His blacked-out office blinded him to the station’s chaos. 
He thought again about how he was going to settle Leo’s problem with the dust. What would be worse — to steal from the police in order to deal his drugs, or to uphold the law and let the entire Organa village start tearing itself to pieces? 
Again, his handheld buzzed. And yet again, a glance showed him that it was Omar.
Maybe he didn’t have to steal from the police. Maybe, somehow, the lesser of many evils would find him a way out. 
Maybe he could meet with Omar, offer him some exorbitant price for an emergency supply that Dominic knew the double-dealing son of a bitch would have squirreled away somewhere, then kill him and take it. Dominic wasn’t a killer, but Omar wasn’t a typical son of a bitch. He’d set Dom up then sold him more dust with a smile as if it was all just water under the bridge. Omar was a dangerous wild card. He deserved to die. And if Dominic was looking at escalating his crimes anyway, why not graduate all the way to murder? It would feel good to rid the world of a blight like Omar. Dominic was a police captain and had the connections to go with it. He’d be able to get away with it, wouldn’t he? He’d be able to sashay into Omar’s operation and take it over, wouldn’t he? He could be one of those corrupt police kingpins they were always making vid series about. Why not? It would be so much easier to deal that way, and he could make Omar’s traitorous, asshole corpse into a rug for a fittingly plush office. That would intimidate his underlings into obedience. 
He glanced at his terminal, made sure the room was still secure, then took the call. 
“What?” he barked.
Omar’s voice was unhurried. “Hey, man. Put me on your wall. This is so impersonal.” 
“I can’t put you on the wall. I’m a cop. Cops have desk terminals. Because we’re fucking cops. It’s not like we’re a vital organization trying to save the city from itself.” 
Omar dodged Dominic’s passive-aggressive tone. “Then put me on your terminal.” 
“Why does it matter?” 
“Because I’m here with friends. This feels like meeting through a tube.” 
“Don’t you put me on speaker, Omar. You’d better be using an implant if you’re daring to call me here.” 
There was a pause as Omar read the writing on the wall: the conversation wouldn’t go well, given its current trajectory. 
“You want me to hit you back later?” 
“What did you call for, Omar? Just get on with it.” 
“You seem mad.” 
“I can’t imagine why.” Then, realizing how spiteful and painfully immature that had sounded, he added, “Fuck your mother.” 
“My mama’s long gone, Dom, but I can fuck yours.” He laughed because it was obviously just ball-busting between friends. That was how Omar was. He’d presume amity then proceed as if everyone thought he was as cool and friendly as he seemed to think he was himself. It was maddening. After a few minutes with Omar, you’d forget what a motherfucker he was and just start chuckling along. 
Dominic grumbled. 
“Cool,” Omar said. “You wanna chat like strangers, we can chat like strangers. But my girl here, she’s got an implant too, of course, and it’s as secure as mine. I can still bring her into the call if you’d like to hear her lovely voice. 
“Why?” 
“Because I got an idea, Dom. You know my ideas are gold.” 
“Like when you ratted me out and got me arrested?” 
“Man, I knew they’d let you go!” Omar’s tone said that Dominic was absurd, as if they’d agreed on all of this ahead of time and silly Dom had forgotten. “We just have to play the game. They were after a bigger fish; I knew that. What they want you for? Who they after, anyway?” 
Oh no, you don’t, Dominic thought. Someone new to Omar might answer that question, but Dominic knew him too well. 
“What do you want?” he demanded.
“I want you to talk to us about a deal. A way we can all work together.” 
Dominic rolled his eyes. He didn’t want to ask the question that Omar wanted him to because that was a classic Omar gambit. If you made any inquiries, that proved your interest in whatever bullshit he was shoveling, and then Omar would swoop in with his smooth talk and flip the dialogue to his benefit. Dominic wanted to find out about emergency dust stores. He wanted to figure out how to kill the smooth son of a bitch and hang his head on his office wall then take the dust and run. If it happened fast enough, there might even be time to get it to Leo before the village ran dry. 
“I need moondust. Now.” 
“Whoa whoa whoa,” said Omar. “Give me a kiss before trying to fuck me.” 
“Cut the shit, Omar. I’m not in the mood to play games. Pull up Beam Headlines. See the stories on the front page? Eight of them are on my personal plate to solve. Things are always dicey leading up to Shift once the parties start slinging mud, but holy shit…this year, it’s like everyone’s in Crip blue or Blood red, making evil eyes at each other.”
“What are you talking about?” 
Dominic sighed. Cop history was lost on non-cops. “You said this last shipment would be bulletproof. I strung Leo along on the assumption that you were competent enough to keep your end of the bargain. And now there’s nothing?” 
“Nah, man, I’m sorry.” 
“Nothing at all.” 
“Got pinched. We got dick back here.” 
“But you must have emergency stores.”
There was a pause. “Dom, let me add in our other party. It’s time to put our fists together. Become the dream team.” 
“I only care about right now. Where is my dust? Now. Today.” 
“I’m talking about you never having to worry about dust supply again.” 
Dominic shook his head, wishing he’d agreed to video so Omar could see his loathing distrust. “I’ve heard that before. Many times. And yet you continually, reliably, fuck up.” 
“This is different. What I have in mind with my girl here.” 
“Fine. Fine, Omar. Who is she? Is that what you’re trying to get me to ask? Okay, here goes: ‘I want to know who’s with you. I want to know everything about your amazing, brilliant plan. I’m sure I won’t end up fucked again. I believe in you, Omar. You’re a fucking genius.’ So why don’t you tell me what’s up, and stop dipping your finger in my asshole?” 
Omar hesitated. Dominic felt a blush of satisfaction. 
“Okay, I’ll tell you.” Omar’s voice was less pleasant than it had been a moment earlier. “She’s an associate of mine. A smuggler with considerable talents.” 
“Is this the miracle girl who you said couldn’t fail?” 
“Let’s go video, man. This is better with video.” 
“Fuck you. I just want a shipment.”
“You’re missing the big picture. This is bigger than a shipment.” 
Dominic closed his eyes. “Goddamn you, Omar. I don’t care about the big picture. I need a shipment, right now. You hear what I’m saying? I have a very, very serious situation on my hands. A problem, by the way, that you caused, that is your fault. It’s serious enough that if you can’t help me, I’m considering some things I’d never do.” 
Like killing you, he added in his head.
“Okay, tell you what. You come meet with us, and I’ll make sure you get your emergency dope. I got a few meterbars in storage, but man…this is bottom, bottom emergency shit. By taking it, you are very seriously putting my head in a vise. You dig?” 
“You caused the problem, Omar.”
“The problem caused itself.” Omar’s voice was uncharacteristically sharp. “My operation is tight, and my people are the best. Yes, including the runner. What happened was unavoidable and would’ve happened even to your lily-white ass. We regroup, we do better next time. Which, by the way, you can help with. Get your hands dirty for a change. So you can stop telling me what I’m doing wrong and start taking some responsibility, once you see how it is.” 
“Blah blah blah. I only care about the dust.” 
“You’ll need to pay triple. This is seriously deep shit for me if it’s not replenished. Hands need greasing.” 
“I can get my hands on two and a half.” 
“Get your hands on triple,” Omar said. “You hear me?” 
“Fine.” What did it matter? He didn’t actually need the credits, seeing as he’d be killing the son of a bitch anyway. Why was Dominic the only one playing by some citizen scout set of rules while everyone else was doing what served them best?
“You’ll come here and meet us and get it. And while you’re here anyway, you’ll listen to what I got to say. I’m sure I can convince you.” 
“I’m tired of your promises.” 
“This ain’t a promise, Dom.” Charm returned to Omar’s voice. “This is you and me and Kate working together. Partners, not promises. So you’ll have your control.” 
“Kate?” he said. Aaaaand there it was. He’d expressed interest. Now Omar had him. 
“Top-notch runner,” he said. “I’ll tell you why she’s so top-notch when you get here because it’s nothing I want to say even over your line. Not on the air, man.” 
“Okay.” Back to uninterested. 
“I know I can trust her, too. Because she’s got a secret.” Omar laughed. “And a past.” 
“We’ll see.” 
“But to really see, Dom, you gotta come here. Okay?” 
“Fine. I’ll bring my credit authorization.” 
“Good, good. This is going to be pretty great, Dom. It’ll be good to be on the same team. You know, formally.” 
“I’m not agreeing to anything,” said Dominic. “And I’m not on your fucking team.” 
“All right, all right.” And he chuckled, like a giant asshole. 
“You bring the dust. Have it on you.” 
“I can’t have it on me. I gotta get it. Meet first, then we can go get it together.” 
Dominic shook his head, as if Omar could see. “I remember what happened the last time we went somewhere together.” 
“Man, you’re going to keep sucking that grudge like a titty?” He gave a dramatic sigh. “Fine, fine. I’ll get it myself.” 
“Now.” 
“After we meet. We got a clock ticking on this. My girl here, she needs to understand what’s at stake.” 
“Now.” 
Another dramatic sigh. “Okay. We might as well meet at Jimmy’s restaurant. I really wanted to meet you here at the mall, though. I got me an Orange Julius. I was gonna treat you.” Then, speaking to someone other than Dominic: “Hey, Katie, didn’t Jimmy get you an Orange Julius?”
There was mumbling on Omar’s end. 
“When?” said Dominic. 
“I need time to get your shit. And I want to keep Katie with me until I meet with the big, bad police captain, so Jimmy’s sorry ass needs to tag along. Say, seven.” 
Dominic looked at the time displayed on his terminal screen. “Faster. I’m not kidding you about how bad I need this dust. I need to turn it around and run.” 
“I can’t get it that soon.” Dominic heard him shuffle. “Hand to West, Dom. This isn’t me being squirrelly. This is distance and physics. Seven tonight.”
“Shit.” 
“I can get you a smaller amount immediately. Enough to soothe your shakes.” 
“It’s not about me, Omar!” But in truth, it was. Dominic was frightened for Leo, but he was even more frightened for himself. He only had a few tiny rocks left, and after that he’d be dry as a bone. With no small amount of shame, he realized that much of his urgency over Leo’s dust wasn’t about Leo at all. It centered on Dominic knowing he could skim enough to feel safe. 
“Then you gotta wait. But you know what, man? I forgot, the place I need won’t be accessible after five. That means tomorrow.” 
“Tomorrow?” That was cutting it awfully close. He couldn’t get back up to the mountains tomorrow, no way and no how. Tomorrow, the presidents were giving their Prime Statement speeches at the White House. The Prime Statements were the final and most critical bit of pre-Shift lead-up, and given the way Shift had gone so far, disorder was a certainty. He couldn’t leave District Zero or trust anyone else to run the Lunis, so he wouldn’t be able to deliver to Leo until the day after. By then, the village might be totally dry. And maybe dead.
“I’m sorry, man,” said Omar. But he wasn’t. Dominic saw what he was doing. He’d heard the way Dominic had declared the dust issue to not be about himself and had read the truth like a master manipulator. Omar knew what Dominic truly needed versus what he merely wanted, and Dom only needed a bit to boost his personal supply. As terrible as Dominic felt about it, he knew Omar was right. 
“Just get as much as you can, as fast as you can.” 
“And we’ll meet after. Just like you wanted.” 
But of course, Dominic couldn’t meet tomorrow, thanks to his prep requirements for the Prime Statements. Could Omar have figured that out? Of course he could.
“I can’t meet tomorrow.” 
“Oh. I’m sorry. We’ll do it later. However late you need. I got all the time in the world.” 
Dominic, of course, didn’t.
“Today. One hour from now. The smaller amount you said you have…is that on you?” 
A smile entered Omar’s voice. “Of course, man.”
“Then I’ll come to you. At the mall. Summit?”
“Yeah, Summit.” 
“Summit is closer for me than Jimmy’s. We make this quick. I’ll hear you out, but no promises, and you have to deliver those meterbars later no matter what I say.” 
Delight entered Omar’s voice. “Ah, sounds like a plan, man!” 
“Omar.” 
“Yeah, man?” 
“I don’t trust you. At all. You’d better impress the shit out of me. Figure out where you want to leave those meterbars tomorrow, close to me, as soon as possible. If you screw me, Omar, I swear to West I’ll…” 
“I wouldn’t do that to a partner, Dom. You’ll see. What benefits you benefits me. Screwing you over is the worst thing I could do to myself. In fact, I’ll…” 
“One hour,” said Dominic. “The main green on the lower level.” And then he hung up without waiting for a response. 
He pulled the vial from his pocket, opened it, and looked at the tiny rocks inside. He thought about the little bag that Omar would give him in an hour, and how it would fill his vial without brushing Leo’s coffers. 
Dominic looked at his handheld and the connection he’d just ended. 
“You’d better impress me, you slippery motherfucker,” he told it.





 

 
Chapter 8
 
 
Kate watched Omar as he spoke to the holo rectangle he’d opened in front of him. The mall’s canvas had top-end projectors, but the tasked hologram was less than impressive. It was flat black, read Call in progress through the center, and had a timer below ticking off the call’s duration. Kate wondered why he didn’t close it and talk into his mobile, but Omar was a very specific kind of optimist — the kind who planned on getting what he wanted because he was usually able to talk his way into anything. He seemed to be hoping to wear the man down, and move to visual.
Feeling a mixture of nerves and irritation, Kate watched the black rectangle, smirking. Apparently, the other end of Omar’s call wasn’t quite as pliable as he was hoping.
“This is you and me and Kate working together,” said Omar. “Partners, not promises. So you’ll have your control.” 
Kate’s ears perked up. Across from her, Jimmy was still idly sipping his Orange Julius. As she watched, he reached the bottom of the cup, and his sipping turned to a noisy slurping. Omar looked at him with irritation. 
Partners, not promises.
If she wanted, Kate could probably take heart from that. She could decide that Omar really did see how keeping her alive was better than killing her, and how working with her was better than finding someone new. She could choose to believe that Jimmy wouldn’t end up slipping a blade between her ribs the minute they were in private. She could believe that she might already be moving up within Omar’s organization despite her fuckup on the moon and despite the fact that Omar had to know who she was — or, perhaps more accurately, who she’d once been. 
But this was Omar, and a promise of partnership was only a promise, made to be broken. 
Omar smiled. “Top-notch runner. I’ll tell you why she’s so top-notch when you get here, because it’s nothing I want to say even over your line.” He paused to wink at Kate then to slide his eyes up and down her body, seeming to indicate how “top-notch” she really was. 
But Omar had to know about Doc, right? 
Kate had looked down at her nonexistent tattoo watch to check the time, and Omar had given her that big smile when he’d seen her do it. Except that he hadn’t just seen it; he’d anticipated it. The glance hadn’t given Kate away; it was just the coffin’s nail, confirming what Omar already somehow knew. The answer was so obvious, and yet the big reveal had died immediately and hadn’t been so much as mentioned after it had occurred. But that was Omar for you — always playing games.
Kate tried to read Omar. She’d been a salesperson all her (his?) life, even before she’d (he’d?) ever sold anything. The most important weapon in a salesperson’s arsenal was the ability to see who their prospect truly was, what he wanted, and what his mood was at any given moment. But Omar was a salesman too, and Omar had far fewer morals than even Kate’s meager handful of scruples. Omar was a big bag of tricks, as adept at hiding as she was at seeking. 
Instead of calling Kate on who she’d once been — and all the history between them, both good and bad — he’d simply announced that he had an idea. A really, really, really good idea. And that was one thing that Kate could read on Omar. He was genuinely enthusiastic about the idea, the way he got when he’d solved a problem that had been dogging him for ages. But he didn’t say what the idea was. He’d just called this person, this “Dominic,” and had started talking to him about moondust. About the moondust that Kate, sitting beside Omar and wondering if she was soon to be summarily executed, had failed to deliver. 
She listened as Omar told the man that he trusted Kate because she had a secret and a past. She listened as Omar tried to convince the man to join them for some undisclosed business. As nervous as she felt, Kate was amused by Omar’s gall. He’d laid out a grand plan, surely constructing a hard-working partnership in his mind, without so much as checking in with two-thirds of the proposed troika. Omar was the kind of man who would draw celebrities to an event by bragging of other celebrities he’d wrangled then go out later and gather his already-promised celebrities by promising those he’d just convinced. 
“Hey, Katie,” said Omar, looking over, “didn’t Jimmy get you an Orange Julius?”
Kate turned. Omar was looking right at her. 
“Are you talking to me?” 
Omar held up a finger and turned away, touching his ear.
“I need time to get your shit. And I want to keep Katie with me until I meet with the big, bad police captain, so Jimmy’s sorry ass needs to tag along.” 
Shit. 
Well, that was classic Omar, too. Kate couldn’t believe she’d doubted him. Control of the situation slid smoothly back into his court as Kate realized who he was talking to. The name “Dominic Long” had sounded familiar when Omar had asked the secured canvas for a call; now Kate realized why. She’d seen the name on DZ sector Beam Headlines, heading stories about busts. He was a captain in the DZPD. The kind of person who, moondust sideline aside, might be very interested in a smuggler and a killer. The kind of person who might be interested in Doc Stahl’s past transgressions. A cop crooked enough to work with Omar, apparently, with few boundaries. The kind of a man, maybe, who could take a woman’s dead body and ensure that her murder never surfaced in any official reports. 
Be cool, Kate told herself. He’s trying to get the cop to come here, not reading the cop your stats. 
That was true. And, she realized, so was something else. Kate recognized the way Omar was talking to Dominic because it was how he talked to everyone. He was twirling Captain Long around his finger, driving him into something, manipulating Long just as he was manipulating Kate by making this call in front of her. Omar wanted something from them both, and that meant it had to be a plan complicated enough to keep Kate alive. Why would he go to all this trouble if he was just planning to kill her? Why draw Long to meet if he merely wanted to fink on Kate and tell him her secrets? He could have done that over the voice call already.
Omar was midsentence when the call went dead, the floating black screen flashing the now-stopped call time and the message CALL ENDED.
He blinked, laughed, and swiped the screen away. He crossed his legs, made himself comfortable, and leaned back in his chair. Kate had gotten the gist of the conversation and knew the captain was coming. They had time to kill while they waited. 
“Well,” said Omar. “You wanna catch a movie or something?” 
“Are you kidding?” said Kate. 
“Don’t knock it until you try it. Sure, you can watch a movie anytime you want, but there’s something to be said for watching with a crowd.” He pointed. “They have an old theater at the far end. There’ll be nobody there this time of day.”
Kate just stared. 
“Okay, that doesn’t make sense. We’ve only got an hour. Or do we? What time is it, Katie?” He laughed, looking down at her wrist.
“Who’s coming?” said Kate. 
“Cop,” said Jimmy. “So watch your shit.” His voice had a level of menace that Omar’s didn’t. Jimmy was a manager and an enforcer. He lacked Omar’s crowd-pleasing subtlety. 
“Partner.” Omar threw Jimmy an irritated glance. “And yes, he’s a police captain. You’d do well to keep that in mind, but we’re all friends here.” 
“Are we?” 
Omar shrugged. “Of course, man.” He laughed. “Sorry. Of course, girl. I’m so used to talking to dudes.” He glanced at Jimmy, but Jimmy didn’t get the joke.
“What are you going to do with me?” said Kate.
Omar turned to Jimmy. “Hey, Jimmy. Go get me something salty. Cool?” 
Jimmy stood and walked away, toward the huts. Omar turned to Kate. 
“Look, Kate. I’m pretty sure I know something about you. I don’t want to say it out loud because, well, you never know who’s listening, and besides, some things can’t be unsaid.”
“You just spent ten minutes talking out loud about extortion and Lunis smuggling.” 
“Then maybe I don’t want to make things uncomfortable. Maybe I kind of like the idea of a fresh start. As if we’d just met, which we absolutely just did. Maybe I want to look at your tits and not feel conflicted. Maybe I have plans that, going forward, require me to think of you as the person you are rather than someone you’re clearly not. Point is, there’s something between us, below the surface, and I think we both need to acknowledge it’s there, buried like a mine, just in case. But then I think we let it go. Say, before Jimmy gets back.” 
Kate’s eyes flicked to Jimmy. 
“He’s going to get me Cracker Jack,” Omar said, seeing her glance. “You just fucking watch. I hate Cracker Jack. It sticks to my teeth, and my nanos take hours to clear it all if I don’t get in there with a toothpick. But Jimmy always gets motherfucking Cracker Jack when I let him decide because he likes it and knows he’ll get to eat it all when I refuse. You just watch.” 
Kate watched Jimmy as he stepped onto the grass and into a small tent-like structure promising SUNDRIES.
“I don’t miss much, Kate,” he said, again emphasizing her name. “There’s shit I’ve figured out that you don’t think I have. Shit I can predict about you and what you’re likely to do as surely as I can predict Jimmy.” 
“Maybe I’m smarter than Jimmy.”
“I’m wasting my time if you’re not. But here’s the part where I make it not matter, just like that thing we’ve already forgotten about involving the fact that we’ve only known each other for around an hour now. I know you’re thinking of ways to run because you think I’m going to get rid of you. Or you’re thinking about ways to double-cross me. But please, don’t try.” 
She looked at the store where Jimmy had vanished. The way out was in the other direction, and Kate knew she was in far better shape than Omar. She also knew he didn’t carry weapons as a matter of pride. If she wanted to get away before the cop got there, she could.
“I could outrun you right now.”
Omar nodded. “I know it. And you know I know it. I sent Jimmy away so we could talk, but also so that you could decide if I’m lying.” 
“Don’t pretend you’ve never lied to me.”
“I meant right now,” Omar countered. He wasn’t even leaning forward. Kate was. Omar was kicked back with his legs crossed and his hands on the chair’s arms, almost daring her to make a break for it. But that was the test: He’d given her an opening. Did that mean that Omar really meant no harm and wanted her to see it? Or was it one ploy nested inside another — showing her the chance, assuming she’d believe his honesty, but still holding a knife behind his back to use once she’d chosen to believe him and stay? Omar was a knot. Finding all of his ends was impossible. 
“Say I stay,” said Kate. “Why would I?” 
“Because you’re as much of self-centered son of a bi…as much of a self-centered bitch as I’m a son of one. I want you here so you can help me. You’ll benefit, but only because you have to stick around, which ultimately benefits me. You can trust that your well-being helps me be well. Same for you. You don’t have to trust me because you can trust my self-interest.” 
“You haven’t told me what’s in it for me.” 
“Money. A lot of money.” 
“Promises, promises. Tell me the plan, Buckwheat.” 
“Let’s wait for Dominic.” 
“Convenient for you. By the time he shows up, my chance to split will have vanished.” 
Omar inhaled then exhaled. 
“All right. Briefly. I used to know this man named Doc. He used to be cool, then he went and became a total cunt.”
Kate rolled her eyes. 
“I told him once about big changes on the horizon. I showed him how I’ve got private contact information for Micah Ryan, Enterprise slugger. What I didn’t tell Doc, but that I’m telling you, is that there’s a class of people that Ryan belongs to that others don’t generally know exists.” 
“Beau Monde.” 
Omar nodded. 
“For a group nobody knows exists,” said Kate, “sure seems like everyone out there’s talkin’ about it.”
“Not as a rumor. As a real thing. A reachable thing. A quantum leap up.” 
Kate knew the privileged class wasn’t a rumor. She had the memories to prove it was real. Knowing she was succumbing to Omar’s slippery wiles, she said, “This guy Doc you knew. Seems he mighta seen something — some technology, say — that agreed with that particular bit of tinfoil-hat paranoia.” 
“Well, I know it as a fact. Through a man I used to know, back when I was incarcerated.” 
“Maybe I was ‘incarcerated’ once too,” said Kate. “And maybe I don’t have a fuckin’ clue who you mean.”
“It was when I was in Flat 4,” said Omar.
Kate sat back, suddenly uninterested in running. It was convenient that Omar had met this mysterious man after being transferred away from Flat 16, where she’d done time as Doc, to Flat 4, but for some reason she didn’t think he was bluffing. Omar had spent years there before they’d met again, but he’d never talked about it. Omar talked about everything in his past, but his years in 4 were like a black period of nothingness, as if those tales were too dark to tell. Flat 4 was the most notorious of the Flat prisons. All of them were walled-off, no-rules prisons rumored to have been modeled after a twentieth century film, but Flat 4, situated on an island in the middle of the consolidated Great Lake, was a step above the rest. Flat 4 was home to criminals who were very violent or very high-profile, and the resulting criminal community was a sociological study in and of itself. It wasn’t surprising that a former inmate would have expunged memories of the place from his mind before moving on.
“You have tales to tell about Flat 4,” said Kate. It wasn’t a question; it was a statement. She handled it like delicate glass, suddenly aware of the need to show some gravity and respect.
“I’ll tell you later,” said Omar, “but let’s just say for now that I had a very good reason to dig as much as I have. I’ve found a few answers, but I need more. The man I have in mind? Well, I just happen to know how a police captain’s access could get us to him, and how much you, with your new wares, would appeal to him.” 
“Appeal?” 
Omar nodded. 
“So my money comes from bein’ a whore.” 
“There’s more to the story. No. Your money comes from smuggling. We’re tying a knot. It’s all bound together, and everyone benefits. But we all need to see that everyone benefits, and that removing any one of the three of us ruins shit good for everyone.”
Kate’s chance to escape vanished as Jimmy reappeared behind Omar. Not that it mattered. Omar was right, as his calculations usually were. She’d stay because she believed enough of Omar’s story to believe that she would benefit. Omar would keep her around because that was best for him. When the cop arrived, Omar would weave them together. A team of three threaded together by greed in an unbreakable Chinese finger trap.
“And what about the dust?” said Kate. “The situation on the moon? This guy Dominic’s need for an emergency supply?” Kate eyed Jimmy as he approached, but it was okay. Omar had already said all of this, out loud, during his phone call.
“I have some ideas on how to handle that,” said Omar.
Jimmy seemed to remember something as he entered the circle of chairs then handed Omar a red-and-white box of Cracker Jack. 
“Aw, man, I hate that shit,” Omar said, waving it away.
Jimmy settled into his chair and opened the box with an idiot’s smile. 





 

 
Chapter 9
 
 
By the time Sam had returned to his apartment, put some mac 'n' cheese in the cooker, burned the mac ‘n’ cheese, and gotten his papers into a sufficient nest to cable his laptop and route his connection through Beard’s Neck, Iowa, to access The Beam, he found he’d received another message from n33t. 
 
did some searching around and saw that integer7 shows as idle on the forums. not finding a trace of him outside null just like there’s no trace of you or me other than yr page. i have some unarticulated trust issues re: him the more i read his old stuff. don’t worry but be careful. have some time today. i’m a good snooper so give me deets of your man and let i7 go if he doesn’t return your mail. hmb w/ what you have asap. and I still don’t trust you. (tmwsd)
 
Sam almost laughed. He wasn’t entirely sure how he felt, but vindication was in there somewhere. There was also some fear. Integer7 may have been idle on the forums, but he’d managed a voice call to a mobile chartered by one Samuel Dial, known as Shadow by no one, and that was either very impressive or terrifying. But Integer7 had sounded like he was trying to help rather than intimidate, and that meant that if Sam was crazy, at least he wasn’t alone.
He began to compose a reply to n33t, already wondering if there were too many cooks with their spoons in the soup. Integer7 was a blunt hammer, and n33t was a precision scalpel. Integer7 was known for smashing, and n33t was known for investigative dissection. Shadow had involved them both because he’d been impatient and had needed immediate answers (as always; he couldn’t tolerate waiting), and the challenge now would be keeping them separate lest one smash the other’s investigation…and, of course, somehow heeding n33t’s reservations about Integer7 while still keeping both informed. Perhaps the best strategy was to play it cool and pretend all was well, which of course it very well might not be. But regardless, at this point Integer7 had a move to make, and it seemed smartest to make the most of it. The best-case scenario was a victory for Null. The worst case was a draw wherein Sam saved his neck through plausible deniability across all parties. Sometimes, if you weren’t sure you could win, it made sense to play not to lose. 
He typed:
 
heard from integer7. he’s on board. watch the prime statements tomorrow. tell everyone you know to do the same. need to be ready to
 
Sam stopped, his fingers on the airboard. Be ready to what, exactly? Integer7 hadn’t let him finish. Time had run out, and Integer7 had killed the connection as promised. Sam, as Shadow, wasn’t sure what exactly he was supposed to do. He could guess, but something about that deep voice, which had been echoing in his head through his entire walk home, told him he’d better guess right. 
Integer7 wanted Shadow to do something. There would be no tolerance of doing it wrong. The fact that Shadow might not know what he needed to do right would be immaterial. Without a connection, he couldn’t even square off: big Beam balls to big Beam balls, online disruptor to online disruptor. 
They’d heard each other’s voices, and while Integer7’s had held all the authority and menace of his Beam page and Null forum persona, Sam knew his own voice had not. He’d shown his cards without meaning to. And somehow, Integer7 knew who Shadow was. Sam’s real dimensions were less impressive than Shadow’s larger-than-life image. 
Sam looked at the scrambling devices throughout his apartment. With hypercaffeine still coursing through his blood, he felt every bit of his normal paranoia. But seeing it as paranoia changed nothing. 
Clearly, Integer7 and n33t were playing him. Maybe they were working together. The connection had broken at such a convenient time. If there hadn’t been a kill switch looming on the conversation, Integer7 would have had to explain himself. As things stood, he would only be able to prove that he could hack the big wall at the White House. Sam might do any variety of foolish things to follow, and Integer7 could always claim that he’d never dreamed Shadow would do…well, whatever dumb, carrying-the-weight-of-the-movement thing he felt himself wanting to do. 
He deleted the fragment need to be ready to, and resumed writing. 
 
we may be in for a surprise and all of null needs to see it, as much as possible anyway. but anyway heres info on nicolai costa as a starting point. he’s the loose end maybe tied somehow to party leadership, early beam dev in some way based on ai analysis but probably just grit in the oyster. 
 
Sam attached a data sheet containing some of the Beam IDs he’d uncovered, along with the Beau Monde identifier, then sent the message. Thirty seconds later, staring at his open inbox, he began to refresh. Again. And again. After a full minute, n33t hadn’t responded, and Sam felt himself sweating. Nervous that he was just tightening the knot, he composed another message. 
 
costa has been in a lot of articles, interviewed i mean. i heard sterling gibson was asking about him but let it go like he was a loose end, or at least after him, and that’s what makes me wonder if he’s more, like there’s more there, like
 
Again, Sam stopped midsentence. Fucking hypercaffeine. He felt jittery and afraid just looking at his mail app. He’d opened too many boxes. What did he really know about any of these people? Nothing. They really could be NPS agents. His mails were set to destruct, but couldn’t NPS hack email worms? Yes, that seemed likely. Maybe he was making things worse by talking. He’d already spilled it all to Integer7, too flustered by the man’s impatience to think things through, and now here he was, barfing everything to n33t. It was embarrassing. Maybe stupid. He’d sent a message; he should wait for a reply. Sending more now was showing his cards before he was asked. It would be fine if n33t were an ally, but it was a mistake if…
Sam reached out and, before he could sweat another second, sent the message. It vanished, incomplete, as if the writer had been stabbed while composing it. 
Why had he mentioned Gibson to n33t? Gibson wasn’t investigating Costa. Gibson didn’t give a shit about Costa, from what Sam recalled. That was half of the problem, really. Gibson and Sam saw different things as worthy of publishing. When Sam, as one of Gibson’s uncredited sources, had tried to call him on it (Why didn’t you use what I gave you about the Beau Monde in Plugged, instead of making vague allusions?), Gibson gave him contradictory answers. He said that Sam’s findings were too inflammatory, and that even if they were true, they’d bring heat that Gibson didn’t want. That, in Sam’s mind, made Gibson a coward. Sam had never flinched when he’d been a reporter. Gibson had also told Sam that his data was unsubstantiated — and that, again in Sam’s mind, made him stupid. His data was above the need for substantiation. Sam could be scatterbrained, but he’d always been an excellent investigator. He was paranoid, but that was because so often, it turned out that people really were out to get you. 
Now the die had been cast with not just Gibson, but n33t and Integer7 as well. Sam felt like an idiot who wanted to send love mail to an old girlfriend when drunk and had to force himself to refrain. He’d already sent enough messages. It was time to wait for some replies. 
He stood and began to circle his apartment. He couldn’t find flow, so he had to walk out from the center then back before moving on. The resulting path made the shape of an asterisk: table-kitchen-table-front door-table-window-table-bathroom hallway. And again and again. Each time Sam reached the table, he glanced at the still-empty mailbox on his laptop terminal’s screen. Every few seconds, he pulled the handheld from his pocket and tapped it.
Finally, after four long minutes, a message from n33t appeared:
 
don’t know much about gibson. you know him? i don’t trust integer7. tell me what he’s planning. he’s a blowhard at best, trouble at worst.
 
Sam stared at the message. He could prompt n33t to Diggle, but he had things he needed to do, and if he was honest, Diggle was just another way to procrastinate. Yet n33t had given him an open-ended question about Gibson that begged a discussion (one Sam didn’t really want to have) and was already rubbing salt in the wound about Integer7. The fucking die had been cast; didn’t n33t know that? No point in pissing in his cereal at this point.
He didn’t want to answer n33t’s suspicions, lest they continue to wither his own irreparable suspicions about what he’d already done. And when he thought about it, he didn’t really want to tell n33t what Integer7 was planning. He felt like n33t would judge him, maybe call him stupid for entering into a deal with anyone who could hack the White House. It practically screamed NPS. Who else could do that?
He dashed off a reply:
 
just watch the prime statements. youll see. this is real. get as many eyes as possible. tell them shadow says to and to go to shadow’s page after for instructions
 
He didn’t know what those instructions would be, but the Statements weren’t until tomorrow. That gave him time to figure it out, and Sam had always worked best under a deadline. 
He hit send without bothering to answer n33t’s other question. Sterling Gibson wasn’t the problem. Gibson, unlike certain others, was harmless. Gibson’s work was public. People knew his real face, unlike Shadow’s, n33t’s, and Integer7’s. Millions of people in the NAU knew his name, his past, and maybe even the rough location of his home. That openness made Gibson harmless. It also limited his usefulness to Shadow and Sam. What Gibson had in public reach, he paid for with a certain vanilla flavor in his work. You could be inflammatory or you could be a respected authority, but you couldn’t truly be both. Of course Gibson hadn’t used what Sam had given him. It would have been putting a target on his back. 
Besides, this way — Integer7’s way — might be better suited to the situation’s real needs anyway. Sam had read Plugged, if for no other reason than to see his own influence in a for-real book. Gibson had made some conspicuous omissions, but he’d also made several outright mistakes. The Beam had gone live in 2062, not 2061. The information surrounding Clive Spooner’s bio had several small factual inaccuracies, some of which Sam thought would be obvious to the right readers. He’d never met Gibson in person, but reading his pages, Sam felt like he knew the man. He wrote like Sam thought: hard on investigative prowess, sloppy on a few of the details. As if no one was looking over Gibson’s shoulder to check or proof his copy and his prose was coming out raw. 
Sam clicked over to Beam Headlines and scanned for updates on tomorrow’s Prime Statements. Both presidents were already in town. The Senate was gathering in preliminary sessions. Security at the White House, in the heart of Manhattan, was being beefed up, with street, hover, and air traffic re-routed. There were a few human-interest pieces on the presidents (especially the everyman Directorate president Carter Vale, who’d recently taken over for President Quince), their cabinet members, and of course the glorious Ryan brothers. 
Sam wanted to check his mail but resisted. Either n33t would respond positively, or he wouldn’t. It didn’t matter. Sam (and especially Shadow) wouldn’t be needy or impatient. He’d already said what he had to, and he wouldn’t obsess. It had only been a few minutes, and he had other things to do than compulsively checking his mail. 
Sam checked his mail. A reply from n33t was front and center.
 
will rally who i can. still don’t know why you’re talking about gibson. maybe because this team could use an intrepid investigative reporter. be safe. 
 
Sam opened his Beam page’s dashboard in a separate app. He was typing a new post rallying his Null followers to watch the Prime Statements before his brain understood what it had just read.
Intrepid investigative reporter.
He knew one of those. Not Shadow, but Sam Dial. 
Dominoes began to fall, one after the other. So he needed information about the mysterious Nicolai Costa? The way to get it had been staring at him in the mirror every morning of his life. Costa was a public figure who made his living in politics. He was preparing for a major shift between parties — a move that many people were watching, with important symbolic meaning. It was a move that an intrepid investigative reporter (one who still had valid press credentials from his time at the Sentinel, say) might very well want to ask questions about. Said intrepid report could even ask those questions as himself rather than hiding behind the disguise of his Beam alter ego.
Distracted, Sam’s fingers finished the Null post before his mind could interpret the words. He made himself read it three times to be sure it made sense. When the words felt good enough, he posted what he had and sent a mass ping to his readers. There was no turning back now. Null would be watching to see what kind of rabbit that Shadow — and Shadow alone, because a residual wariness told him not to mention Integer7 — was planning to pull from his hat. 
With that finished, Sam switched his equipment over to Sam Dial mode, untangling encoders and scramblers, then opened a fresh, public connection. He wouldn’t be able to reach Costa directly because Costa was an important and wealthy man who normally talked only to the big press outfits. But fortunately, Sam knew someone who could reach him just fine.
“Canvas,” he said, breaking his out-loud rule now that the need to remain cloaked was gone, “get me Sterling Gibson.”





 

 
Chapter 10
 
 
Leo kept an apartment in the city for Leah. 
The room was bare and stark and in a crumbling building. It still had the beautiful park view that had, before the crash and shellings, commanded a staggering rent. Now the building was stuffed with poor people and derelicts. Leah found it fitting. Beauty without opulence was what attracted her to the Organa. There was beauty in a tent, in the woods, under the stars. There was beauty in aging. There was beauty outside the cracked main window in the Organa’s District Zero apartment. 
Before crossing town to visit Serenity and ask her a few questions, Leah wanted to detour and see some of what Shadow had been sending her. The apartment was in an ideal location. Every Beam access point had a flavor, and this one — one of the few strong connections left in the building, hardwired and hand-encrypted by Leah, of course — was best for deep access into the city’s archives. In theory, every sector of The Beam should be accessible to anyone with access from anywhere, but Leah had found the truth, like most truth on The Beam, to be more subtle. Information might be visible through any node, but to Leah that felt like doing surgery from three meters away. If you wanted to do delicate work, you snuggled up to the source and paid close attention. Nicolai Costa and the Ryan brothers lived in the city, and their Beam records had matured in the city. Their history was here, and she wanted to feel it on her spiritual fingertips. 
When Leah placed several rocks from her remaining moondust stash under her tongue, she paid extra attention to the sensations. The dust had a slightly earthy taste at the surface due to the cutting salts the dealers used to stretch the potent drug into rocks large enough to comfortably handle. The taste beneath was almost smoky, like mesquite mixed with ash. When the rocks dissolved, they did so with a slight effervescence that made Leah think of the Pop Rocks candy Leo had once given her. But instead of fizzing out, it felt like the bubbles (if there were any) from the Lunis floated up into her brain, into her blood, into her very soul. 
Leah thought about what she’d told Leo before leaving for the city. Lunis was supposed to give technology addicts’ bodies a sort of patch, allowing their brains to function as human brains used to. Lunis made you more human, in other words, which was probably why the Organa culture liked it so much. But at the same time, Lunis allowed adepts like Leah to walk The Beam much better than they would have otherwise been able to. 
All of that told Leah a few things. First, it told her what she’d already surmised: that navigating The Beam at the deepest levels was about less technology, not more. Second, it told her that her own brain was as addicted to Doodads and connectivity as anyone else’s because if Leah had grown up without The Beam, she ironically might not need Lunis today to navigate it as well as she could. And lastly, it told her that she — along with most of her fellow Organas — was a slave to two masters. On one side, she was addicted to The Beam. And on the other, her chain was held by Lunis. 
Leah wondered if he’d talk to Crumb about what she and Leo had discussed — and if one of The Beam’s fathers would be able to solve the Lunis shortage for Leo. She wondered if he’d hold the town meeting while she was away, and tell the increasingly on-edge Organas what they were facing. She wondered at how Leo was slowly (and successfully) weaning himself from Lunis’s hold.  
She thought of herself, and wondered how she could possibly ever turn from the drug. She didn’t want to, and suspected she might not be able to. Giving it up would be severing her line to The Beam’s core. Her womb. Or would it? Was the tech-addicted, Lunis-soothed mind better able to access the core than the quiet mind addicted to neither? Was it possible that she could disconnect fully and then — once clean and whole — return to a canvas and meditate her way just as deep as she could go now?
Leah sighed, dreading the labor of losing her drug, and shoved the thought aside. Thinking about herself was uncomfortable, and she didn’t want to do it. Some days, Leah didn’t know what or who she was, or what she stood for. Was she a hero? Or was she a hypocrite?
The Lunis began to run through her, fluttering her eyelids. Her disturbing thoughts broke apart like tissue in water. She breathed slowly, leaning into the sensations. Soon, her troubles were all gone, and she felt alive. 
Usually, Leah was hooked into a canvas and Beamwalking by the time the drug grabbed her, but this time she’d been disconnected, thinking about life and death and addiction and redemption. Her body felt heavy and sluggish. It felt unnecessary. Her mind tugged it toward the threadbare couch then allowed it to lie down so the mind itself could be free.
“Canvas.” The word felt as weighty as her body. She almost couldn’t form the V sound with her unresponsive lips. She wanted to fly. The dose she’d taken had been substantial, even for someone without a limited supply. But she needed it, especially now. Shadow’s trails went deep. She’d have to go deeper to move behind them. 
She felt herself falling, becoming weightless.
The canvas chirped. 
“Intuitive web.”  She wanted to add: Hurry.
Normally, an apartment this low-rent wouldn’t have the ability to produce a web (most residents accessed The Beam through terminals), but Leah had wired a portable into the line when Leo had first rented the place. As she lay on the couch now, the sensors found her hands and head then projected the web above her. 
“Give me a hybrid immersive.” 
This time, the V sound failed her and came out drunk, as “fff.” The canvas understood, and the web lowered until it surrounded her. If she weren’t high, the sensation would have seemed stupid — the kind of thing Crossbrace early adopters had done to feel appropriately techy. But with so much Lunis in her blood, Leah saw the dull holograms take on shape, smile, and wrap tendrils around her senses and hug. She saw flowers bloom from a page in her history, saw their red petals dotted with bees not unlike those in the hive of Crumb’s locked-down mind. Her body’s weight increased until it pulled away and dripped from her skeleton. Then she was free, and flying. 
The room vanished as she blinked. Some part of Leah realized that her eyes, in her body on a stained couch in a cheap apartment, were vacillating between closed and open, between looking inward and looking into the soup of holograms to manipulate the web. The rest of her felt those same eyes opening wider deeper down, seeing beyond both walls and city. 
She let the first layers of The Beam slide by without effort. She saw Headlines, saw each story there (most about Shift, which Leah’s mind saw in reds and blues) as birds passing on their way to somewhere else. These were the things that most citizens cared about — things that, by definition, were only on the Beam’s front page because millions of people had voted them to its top. The Prime Statements were tomorrow, at the White House. The presidents were in the district for it. There had been another disturbance at yet another Natasha Ryan concert. But hadn’t that happened weeks ago? 
Leah didn’t care. She slipped lower and lower and lower. 
Her online information caches felt like limbs on her body as she settled. Her cloud storage was an arm. Her mail inbox was an arm. Her add-ons — and the new senses they gave her — were arms. Her own buffer memory was an arm. She reached out with the arm, clinging to bits sent by Shadow since their Diggle exchange. She dug without question, sure that the information he’d sent her was as true as Shadow himself believed it to be. He’d uncovered Nicolai Costa’s Beam ID because he was nearly as adept as she was, but via a totally different modality — a species of tech-nativity that, to Leah, felt jittery and manic. Through that jittery familiarity with The Beam, though, Shadow had uncovered the trailing identifier code that he claimed marked members of the so-called Beau Monde. He’d found it because he — or someone like him — had looked somewhere she hadn’t even thought to look.
With that thought, Leah realized something both profound and troubling: She could pull almost anything from The Beam, but she, like anyone, was a prisoner of her own preconceptions and worldview. She couldn’t see what her beliefs caused her to favor or to miss, such as the interconnected nature (a web in itself, really) of Beam IDs. She’d never even considered they might form their own patterns because Leah didn’t have a Beam ID, and neither did many other Organas.
Shadow’s findings, in and of themselves, neither surprised nor alarmed Leah as she floated in the immersive haze, her hands manipulating the web almost without her awareness. On the contrary, the fact that Shadow had found and shared what he had raised the mysterious man’s esteem in her eyes. Seeing his data, Leah was suddenly certain he could be trusted. She could see his hands’ impressions on data he’d handled (they left a residue, like oils in skin) and his intentions in how the data should be parsed and passed forward. It introduced her to Shadow in a way that hyperforum threads and his Beam page never could.
For one, Leah saw that as paranoid as Shadow seemed, he definitely believed what he was saying. And there was something else — something that surprised her immensely. Shadow, despite his intense online persona and bullet-quick neurosis, was rather sensitive. He wasn’t only paranoid. He wasn’t only leading an army of potentially dangerous Null into battle (a community Leah had always distrusted, signing her posts with n33t as a subtle jab at culture of anonymity). She saw how he was genuinely bothered by what he saw wrong in the world, not just reacting as a knee-jerk. He didn’t want chaos for its own sake, like so many Null. He was concerned, and fought, because he felt that his work might somehow right a few wrongs. A crusader more than a revolutionary. An exposer rather than an exploiter. Shadow was someone who wanted to fix the balance of power…but didn’t care to take any of that power for himself. 
Shadow’s impressions left an aftertaste of nobility. Unlike Integer7’s. 
She’d mostly brushed off Shadow’s first mention of the yang to his yin, but his renewed discussion of Integer7’s “plan” at the Prime Statements tomorrow felt troubling to Leah — as troubling as the fact that n33t had been Shadow’s second choice of contact, meaning he preferred the blunt force that hallmarked Integer7’s style. He’d only settled for n33t’s thought-out, well-reasoned approach to persuasion when the first hadn’t responded. As part of her mind searched The Beam for Nicolai Costa’s ID, Leah felt a concern wanting to surface. Shadow, by seeking Integer7’s masculine energy first and settling for n33t’s feminine energy second, seemed to want more direct help than Leah felt willing to give — and, judging by his cryptic series of messages, might actually have already gotten it. He’d twined his path with Integer7’s already, for better or for worse.
As she floated, Leah saw the holos and pages (projected both in the web around her and on her corneal heads-up displays) as a swirling vortex, more symbolic than literal. She knew that thinking too much while doing this kind of work was always folly, so she let her hands move where they wanted, feeling them as extensions of her mind rather than the heavy meat sticks they were. She let her internal chips process the information in a way that was more intuitive than analytical, trusting a kind of emergent awareness of Beam activity in the chip over the sifting and sorting that would have shown up on an activity log. 
In time, she saw Costa’s Beam ID surface in a cool blue hue, flat rather than glossy, with the texture of antique gunmetal. Her mind felt it as cold — not only in temperature, but temperament. The ID itself was a sequence of numbers, but as Leah reached into The Beam and sorted the locations that ID touched, she began to get a picture of Nicolai Costa. How he looked. How he moved. The temperature of his eyes, and the way he seemed to be looking not just into the camera, but into the eyes of the person viewing the images and vidstreams at the other end. She found digital avatars that Nicolai had used then hung on virtual hooks like fine suits. She could sense his presence in those empty shells and records. She could almost smell his skin. 
Leah was shocked to find herself very attracted to Nicolai Costa. 
Her mind moved fast, sorting the in-stream response to a tunneled search query. She imagined piles forming then closed her eyes to watch them grow and wondered if she was closing her human eyes or a sense that was more abstract. There was a pile of Nicolai as he related to Isaac Ryan, a pile that pegged him as a closeted should-be-Enterprise artist. The best pile was the one that pegged him as something primitive — an earlier form of human despite obvious nanobot and add-on augmentation. The AI seemed to see him as a kind of outdoorsman or hunter. A hard man with a soft exterior. A ruthless man covered in refined culture. 
Costa wore spectacles as some did in a day where all of the wealthy could see perfectly, but they didn’t come across as presumptuous. Nicolai’s glasses, by contrast, seemed to pay tribute to an earlier age and vintage style. They were homage, not hollow imitation. 
She found restaurant chits and grocery charges, and saw how he ate. She found photos and saw the company he kept. Her mind, speaking with the canvas’s AI, parsed billions of words of text and spoken word, drawing three-degree-removed profiles of those around him. Who did Nicolai know, who did they know, and who did those friends of friends know? Who did Nicolai seem to surround himself with by choice, who was bound to him by work, and how often did he seem to desire being alone?
The AI — the deep AI, which lived as old souls within the Beam’s original data neighborhoods — didn’t feel that Nicolai truly liked the people he was around most often. If the AI had to guess (which it did), it pegged two of his closest true friends as being a high-end escort named Kai Dreyfus and one Thomas Stahl, missing and believed deceased, both of District Zero. 
A secret artist who did what he had to do while never losing his soul or truly becoming the phonies who surrounded him. A scrapper who had clawed his way upward with persuasion rather than aggression. A man with tough, fighter’s eyes but a polished (if seemingly disobedient) exterior. Yes, Leah liked this man plenty. 
Just as Nicolai’s information was flooding through Leah, the stream changed. Her subconscious mind claimed her hands and her output, steering the search to where it wanted to go. Leah saw the Beau Monde “trailing identifiers” Shadow had keyed her to look for as an orange-pink color, and they fluttered around Nicolai’s gunmetal blue like fireflies as information coalesced into meaningful deductions. Natasha Ryan had one of the identifiers. Isaac Ryan had one. Micah Ryan had one. Many others around Nicolai — almost exclusively those in politics or entertainment, following branches led by Natasha and Isaac — had them. When Leah emerged, she’d want to analyze that data. Shadow was right; the Beau Monde was real. Nicolai was surrounded by them, but he was always alone.
Link to link to link, Leah saw the colors. Nicolai was matte blue. Then orange-pink, orange-pink. 
Red. 
Leah felt something like a blink, though she doubted her human eyes had moved. The colors in here weren’t real; they were artifacts placed on the information by her deeper mind as it spoke to The Beam. That part of her consciousness had turned something red amidst the lighter colors as it had seen something the shallower parts of her mind had not. 
She backed up, feeling a breath inward that brought the information swooping toward her like exhaling smoke in reverse. Her hands moved, swapping and arranging. She didn’t pay attention; she manipulated. Once finished, she’d uncovered the red corner she’d seen earlier, tied to a circle of orange-pink, like beads on a colorful necklace. 
The orange-pink balls to each side of the red anomaly were Micah and Isaac Ryan. 
The one in red was Rachel. 
Curious, Leah picked up the red bead in her mental hands then pulled it closer in her mind, digits and bits flying about her like the shadows of ghosts. Rachel’s digital signature grew larger, taking on pulsing life. Leah’s mind turned it then peeled the Beam ID like skin from a nectarine. She saw the Beau Monde identifier then wondered again at the color. 
She pondered the information, floating in the Lunis haze like a woman suspended in a tank of viscous liquid. The human mind was a puzzle box, with nested layers of increasing complexity, and Leah’s was no exception: somewhat of an enigma even to her. She knew that a part of herself had thought to pull Rachel’s ID out as being different, but she had no idea why. She found herself engaged in a silent quiz, with herself as both officiant and contestant. 
It’s the same. 
But it’s not.
It’s Beau Monde.
Obviously.
But it’s more. 
Also obviously. 
So what? What is different?
Leah pulled a packet of cyphers from her mental back pocket like a building superintendent removing an enormous keychain. Her mind slotted cypher after cypher into the puzzle, turning the visual metaphor into a key and a lock. First came the simple base substitutions: binary, hex, base-8. She turned the sequence, end-on and top-on, spinning one part of the puzzle after another. Then she saw it: how the sequence matched the Beau Monde key while also conforming to a pattern in itself. A subset within a subset. An ID within an ID. Two pieces of a coherent whole folding inward to make something entirely different. 
If Micah, Isaac, and Natasha Ryan’s Beam IDs identified them as being more than Nicolai and most NAU citizens, Rachel Ryan’s ID clearly placed her beyond even them. 
Leah sighed then backed away from the information and allowed herself to float. If an observer had been able to see a recreation of Leah’s visual metaphor at the moment, they might have seen her floating in blackness, lying on her back as her body was on the couch in her external world, her hands folded on her chest. To that observer, it might have appeared that Leah was doing nothing, but the reality was deeper. The transfer of information between Leah and The Beam was invisible because she was inside it. One with it. She breathed in data that the AI breathed out. Her exhalations were taken in by the Beam AI, sifting and sorting, making wholes from pieces. 
Circles within circles.
Subsets told the story. Nicolai’s activity (not his ID) had placed him in a circle within the larger population. He was rich. He could do everything those below him could do, and more. The Beau Monde, by both Null’s estimation and what Leah could see through the trailing identifier, had access to everything Nicolai had access to…plus, yet again, more. Beau Monde stood above Nicolai, but the numeric reconfigurability of Rachel’s ID suggested that she stood above even that chosen group. It was math, not supposition. The Beau Monde identifier was a specific key, meant to unlock a certain set of technological privileges. Rachel’s key was far, far less specific. Rachel’s was a kind of skeleton key. It looked like it could unlock everything. 
What are you, Rachel Ryan?
The Beam’s complete dataset was many orders of magnitude too large for Leah to even remotely consider grappling, but if she restricted her query to Rachel Ryan, she might be able to reconfigure it in her head/canvas and think/compute her way into…
Yes. That did the trick.
The search gave her enough data without being overwhelming, and when it returned, she folded edges and twisted facets until her mind had made the thing into a giant puzzle lock, keyed to fit Rachel Ryan’s identifier. The exercise wouldn’t tell her what Rachel’s code was made to open because Leah had fabricated the lock herself, but it might just shake some similar keys from the dataset. 
In other words, Leah knew she wasn’t going to be able to determine the nature of Rachel’s high-level access. But with luck, she might be able to get an idea if anyone else shared it.
Keys fell. Leah’s eyes and mind watched them, turning numbers, symbols, and pages into Lunis-altered representations that her lower mind could manipulate into definite meaning. She couldn’t tell what was what; the data was incredibly complex, incredibly well masked, and obscured from individual identities. She’d seen that in The Beam before: The right hacker, if she was a good artist and knew what she was looking for, could often find amazing things. But if she didn’t really know what she was looking for? Well, there was an old expression for that: “garbage in, garbage out.” You couldn’t find gold if you didn’t know what you were seeking…or even that the precious metal existed.
She pulled back up to the surface of awareness, desperate to ground herself. A tweak of perception and focus allowed her to again feel the couch under her back. A refocusing of her eyes turned visual metaphors back into the holographs making up her hybrid immersion. She was again a young woman in a run-down apartment overlooking the park in District Zero. She could smell burning from another apartment — either food or genuine fire, equally likely. 
What are you looking for?
She looked at the ceiling, seeing its cracked plaster through the holograms. She’d come here on Shadow’s lead to find information on Nicolai Costa. As so often happened on Beam excursions — for Leah, at least — her starting point had been nothing more than that, and the true target, unseen at first, had only surfaced by accident. The problem was that such things always appeared out of context. Leah had been looking for unusual circumstances surrounding Costa and had found a special club involving his employer’s mother. A very secret, apparently very privileged club. 
She inhaled, closed her eyes again, and dove. There was a sensation of falling, and when Leah opened her eyes, the code had again become symbols and edges. 
The dataset had shaken out three people who shared the red tag she’d seen on Rachel. Three people who were somehow tied to Rachel Ryan. How? In what capacity? The configuration was tricky, but the data was there, and Leah’s mind worked to make sense of it.
A subset. 
A subset within a subset. 
That was it: an even smaller group inside whatever Rachel Ryan was involved with. Three Beam IDs with the special identifiers, in their own secret club, nested in the secret club within the secret club. Not a higher level of access, though. To Leah, it felt like a sidebar conversation within a larger group. Three people who belonged to a larger mass of ten or twenty or thirty people, but who’d stepped aside, in relative secret, to conduct their own discussion. 
Then she saw it — why this felt like a meeting to her yet wasn’t a meeting at all. 
It was a technology Leah didn’t understand. Something she’d never seen. Based on the rows and columns within the raw data, she intuited channels not just for visual information (red, green, and blue color primaries translated to a variety of other matrices including CMYK — a print standard that didn’t make sense in a digital environment), but for audio and tactile as well. Tactile immersions, as far as Leah had ever seen, were clumsy and meant for novelty: Grip an apple in a simulation, and responsive gloves press into your hands to make it seem as if you’re holding the fruit for real. Why did the record of this group’s conversation involve tactile data? And what were the other two channels in the same bundle? In real life, the grouping would have suggested taste and scent. But who tasted and smelled in a simulation? Simulations were fancy A/V experiences, yet these three people had conducted an entire meetup using what seemed to be all five senses. 
A next-level immersion? 
It hardly mattered, whatever it was. Even if she’d had the cypher, Leah couldn’t have opened the full record, including what appeared to be highly immersive sensory information. It had been erased then clumsily zeroed. It had the feeling of a rushed bulk erase, which even kind of made sense. If these three people were meeting in secret — away from Rachel and whatever others there were — then they wouldn’t have their full toolsets available. They’d have to bulk erase because they were off-list, perhaps outside their authority. 
But the data was gone just the same. All Leah could see was its skeleton: the record of something that had once been there, but had since been hollowed out.
Now what?
Now you come out of it. You end the holo immersion and get something to eat.
She really should. Leah hadn’t eaten since the train. Going into a Lunis fugue in a semi-fasted state had always helped her to quickly find clarity, but it was a fine line. Without nourishment, the moondust in her system acted more potently. If she didn’t surface soon to refresh and refuel, she could burn herself.
Before Leah returned her attention to the holographic nature around her (reminding herself that they were projections rather than interpretations made by her mind), something scratched at her senses. Something she was forgetting. 
Backups. 
Everything was backed up on The Beam at least five or six times. Maybe the troika who’d met in secret had forgotten to delete the backups. Leah looked, and saw how ridiculous her idea had been. Companies who made bulk erasers knew what their clients were using them for. Bulk erasers, of course, left no trace. 
Caches.
That, too, was a good idea. But Leah couldn’t see any kind of cache memory. For the most part, caches would be on the users’ individual canvases, not out on The Beam. And of course, a bulk eraser worth its salt would hit all of the caches as well. 
Come out of it. Get something to eat.
But then she thought: Check the redundant streaming buffer. 
Leah felt herself stop, mid-ascent. 
When A/V immersion technology had been new, the sheer volume of data the systems required the fiber lines to shuttle had taxed the network’s capacity. The glass lines, under perfect circumstances, were able to handle the intense bandwidth…but only barely. If there was any sort of a slowdown — say, from others hopping onto the node and beginning their own downloads — immersions stalled. To counter this, early immersions employed buffer memory repositories known jokingly in the development community as “3-D TiVo.” Leah was too young to understand the reference, but understood just fine what the buffers were designed to do: to fill up with a few minutes’ worth of data from the immersion while the signal was good then knock completed packets out the other end to deliver the immersion live. As networks matured, the need for buffers mostly vanished, but developers had always believed in taking elements from the past and remixing them. Little in art was new, and software development was no exception. 
Systems built on systems built on systems.
Meaning that more than likely, the buffers were still there. 
Half-aware of her hands and half still in her haze, Leah began to pull the web apart looking not to access the secure protocols, but to fumble through the immersion’s delivery code itself. It had the feel of trying to break into a locked car by stripping through the nuts and bolts of the undercarriage in order to access the interior from below. 
The buffer was still there. It was degraded, partially overwritten, and bare-bones as she’d supposed it would be. A few minutes of the audio track was still intact, encoded as an audio file but accessible only as a jumbled written transcript filled with garbage code. A partial text record of the conversation from three huddled members of the secret organization — people who orbited Rachel Ryan yet didn’t seem to want Rachel and their other peers to hear their whispers. 
There was an identifier in the transcript’s header. One word seemed to have survived the corruption that infected the file like digital cancer. 
The word was Panel.





 

 
Chapter 11
 
 
Partial Scavenged Transcript
Header Designation: “Panel”
Beginning Timestamp: 03082063 07:12:04
Participants Unknown. Designations A, B, C added post-recovery
 
A: 000834j&fucking9999999coffee [truncated as worst of corruption ends]
 
B: Don’t you have a coffeemaker?
 
A: Of course. I meant in he89ikek9989
 
C: If you’re caffeinated in your real body in the real world, you’re caffeinated. Speaki&&#ng for myself, I’m caffeinated. And laid. 
 
B: Nobody needs to hear that.
 
C: I’m just saying. 
 
B. You’re just saying be34555se you want us all to know. 
 
A: He’ll just say later how it was a hot young model. Just watch.
 
B. Because he’s so amazing. 
 
C: That’s why I’m here. Because…
 
A: I’m serious. I just need something to h////////77s my hand. I’m not a morning person. Coffee reminds me that I should be up. 
 
C: Early to bed, early to rise. Makes a person healthy, wealthy…
 
B: Okay, what else? Let’s get through this. 
 
C: You don’t like our company? 
 
B: We shouldn’t be off-Panel. Ever. Forgive me for wanting to move things along.
 
A: Bullshit. There’s no law against it.
 
B: There are no laws about any of this. 
 
A: No rules either. Against going off-Panel included. 
 
B: Inform^^33lly. All discussions involve everyone. That’s the whole point. 
 
A: In theory, it makes sense, but when it comes to brass tacks, sometimes it’s too many goddamn cooks. Hell, Crossbrace wouldn’t have launched at all if we hadn’t handled that thing with Adair. We. Us. Only us. You know, off-Panel?
 
B: A move the others were against. 
 
C: Th**8s83 n/t remotely true. It was never even brought to a vote. 
 
B: Because the others were against it, and we know how the vote would have gone. 
 
A: Not true. They didn’t even want to discuss it. If they’d been against it, we never would have had to meet. 
 
B: Stop splitting hairs, Marshall. All discussion is supposed to happen there, and you know it. Going off-Panel is going against Panel. We tried to bring up Adair in one of the sessions, and they pushed it aside. That meant no. If any**e92one else // found it worthy of mention. 
 
C: Then why are you here, if you think it’s so wrong? 
 
C: Don’t give me that look. 
 
A: Maybe the disapproving look is being created by the software. Like a glitch.
 
B: Fine. I’m a hypocrite. I’m here. I was here for Adair. And you’re right; it had to be done. Mindcomp wasn’t going to switch its fiber to the standards we needed, and Crossbrace had to be all or nothing. Fine. I still think the project wouldn’t have gone anywhere without it. But we weren’t the only ones who knew it for a fac//ei88#t.
 
C: Just the only ones with the guts to do anything about it.
 
A: Alexa was onboard. I’m telling you, that bitch would slit her mother’s throat on the off-chance that money would spill from the wound. 
 
B: This is the last time we meet off-Panel. Okay? 
 
[Laughter]
 
B: Fine. You do what you need to do. It’s the last time for me.
 
[Harder laughter]
 
A: Okay.
 
C: I’m writing that down in the meeting notes. So I can show you in a few more years. 
 
B: Whatever. I’m not going to argue. We have business. Let’s finish it.
 
C: I got laid last night. 
 
A: You’re so full of shit. You were the one who first took us off-Panel. You said that Clive and Iggy were being obtuse and steering the group. Using their influence to push the others. You know as well as I do that there isn’t equity in Panel. An organization of “equals”? Riiiight. More like a fan club. Ooh, we get to hang out with Clive Fucking Spooner! Maybe I can get him to sign my spiral notebook! 
 
B: This is too risky. How can we make the decisions we make when we’re splintered? We’re in a good s^^33eff8pot. Should we really risk it all to get our way? We formed Panel so we could…
 
C: Lick Clive’s sack?
 
A: There’s that look again. Hey, Col, do you want to form our own off-off-Panel group? You and me. We can discuss things there that can’t be discussed in our usual off-Panel meetings. 
 
C: Fuck that. If I join your stupid off-off-Panel group, I’ll probably have to go off-off-off-Panel to get around your stupid decisions. 
 
B: Okay, that’s it. I’m logging out. 
 
C: Oh noes!
 
A: Don’t you dare. You started this. Sit back down. If you think you can
 
[Heavily corrupted segment; estimated real-time duration 00:00:31]
 
B: ////00///stock, and that wi292dkll make him rich forever.
 
A: But there’s more to it. He doesn’t just want to be rich. He’s got an overly developed moral streak. And if you ask me, if I cocreated the biggest thing in history, I’d definitely want credit for it, NDA or no NDA.
 
C: He won’t break the NDA unless he’s allowed to. 
 
B: I agree. He’s far too obedient. Not like Noah was. He won’t break the NDA on his own. But given what Alexa and Clive want…
 
A: What Noah wanted. 
 
C: What Noah wants. 
 
A: Shut the fuck up with that. The man was a genius. Don’t turn his legacy into ghost stories. 
 
C: You heard what York said. His consciousness is on The Beam. And we’ve all seen…
 
A: First of all, computers aren’t brains. And second, there was a mass data propagation at that same time he was uploading. Like putting food color into the water, but doing it at the top of a waterfall. What idiots like you don’t seem to understand is that ev34555n if Noah’s brain is on The Beam, it’s scattered into a billion pieces. 
 
C: Like I was saying before I was so rudely interrupted, we’ve seen…
 
B: Are we really here to talk religion? Look, I don’t care what York says. Maybe Noah is still out there, and maybe he isn’t, but you do understand that’s Alexa’s major objection to sidelining York? She doesn’t want to do it because she thinks it’s N00;8oah’s will that he stick around? Alexa’s been into anthroposophy for years. It’s like giving drugs to an addict, this thing with York feeding her shit about Noah. The thing with Chloe Shaw, I’ve heard, started as quasi-religious. But if there was ever any chance of talking Alexa out of it, it’s gone forever if York keeps talking about Noah being “out there.” 
 
C: I’m just saying, if Noah left succession plans that…
 
B: This isn’t about Noah West. This is about Stephen York. 
 
A: It’s absolutely about Noah. It’s in his will. 
 
B: That was before what happened happened. I guess Noah thought he’d be able to be a god in the machine. But now he’s gone. Scattered by the data flow or never made it that far, no matter what Alexa’s hocus-pocus might say. 
 
C: I thought you were the one who didn’t want to be here? The one who was so allegiant to Panel and thought going off-Panel was a bad idea?
 
B: I also said, “One last time.” 
 
C: Convenient. 
 
A: No, it makes se!!!nse. I have to admit, Noah’s succession plans no longer apply. I can’t believe Carol even presented them. They didn’t assume a takeover; they assumed an ongoing partnership. The idea was supposed to be that York would be under his NDA to allow Noah to do what he nee///ded, establish himself as a god on Earth before becoming one on The Beam. Noah was smart enough to know that an aver;;age person uploading their mind meant little, but th88at an icon doing the same would make him something worth worshipping. First, Noah’s a hero on the mortal plane, then he becomes one who can be everywhere at once and live forever. That meant keeping York off t@he books. But he’s always re2lied on him to help push the ball forward. 
 
B: To help him push the ball forward. Help.
 
A: Exactly. Help. But with Noah gone, York isn’t helping anyone. He’d be taking over. 
 
B: And that’s not what Quark needs right now. York doesn’t push boundaries. An//^@%#d York isn’t photogenic. He dresses like a slob. He doesn’t have Noah’s magnetic personality. I hate to bring it down to something so shallow, but he’ll make Quark uncool. If Quark’s uncool, so is The Beam. 
 
C: People won’t stop using The Beam. 
 
B: No, but they could start buying non-Quark peripherals. The first patents will be expiring soon, then it’ll be knock-off city. You of all people should understand the power of a strong brand. Quark doesn’t need customers. It needs fans. 
 
A: So what are you proposing?
 
[Long pause]
 
A: Hell. Look at you. You can’t even say it. 
 
B: York can’t take over, but he will if nothing is done. Carol will push for it because she’s executor of Noah’s will. Legally, Quark would have to listen. 
 
C: That would be bad.
 
B: Very. So he’s got to go. He alre33ady knows about the succession plan — the secret one, replacing the one he rather dutifully obeyed even though he resented it, which cashed him out and tossed him aside. Alexa thinks that wa28374s a test. She says Noah is still out there watching us, but tha//t York, at least, passed. 
 
A: Jesus. 
 
C: Kind of like Jesus, yes. 
 
A: The second fucking coming of Noah West. Okay. Fine. So we’re talking about killing him? [Pause] Oh, get over yourself. You knew what you were coming here for. 
 
C: And I’m supposed to be the asshole. 
 
B: He won’t keep his mouth shut if he knows he was supposed to take over the company but was mysteriously shoved out. He might think it was a mist8ake, seeing as our hand has to stay hidden. He’ll bang on C//arol’s door all day. And if he can’t get anywhere, he’ll go public.
 
C: York wouldn’t go public.
 
B: If he thinks it’s the only way —  maybe even if he thinks it’s the only way to fulfill Noah’s final wishes —  well, then sure he will. 
 
A: I’m not killing anyone. 
 
C: I’m thinking that’s the kind of thing we’d outsource. 
 
A: You don’t think it’d look suspicious if he simply shows up dead?
 
B: Nobody knows who Step?hen York is right now. Yes, he can simply show up dead. 
 
A: [Sigh.] Okay. Have any of you ever done any of the hiring?
 
C: Of an assassin?
 
A: No. Of kitchen help. Like maids and cooks.
 
B: No, but it’s a mistake to go through normal Panel channels anyway. We should use a sleeper, as I’ve been urging forever. It’s far safer, and gives us more distance.
 
A: A sleeper?
 
B: A mnemonic agent. Deep program, highly secret. The assassin is conditioned to respond to a key “wake” sequence. They don’t even know they’re programmed. An agency conditions the assassin to follow York’s ID, and then once he’s close enough, the sequence triggers, and the assassin wakes up and does the job.
 
C: That’s safer and gives us more distance? It doesn’t even sound pro.
 
B: I didn’t mention the final sequence, which kills the assassin and ties up that particular loose end. And even before that, they’re safer specifically because they’re not pros. It’s totally black box. There’s enough shuffling that nobo//.fdy even knows who the assassin is, including the assassin himself. Or herself. It could never be traced back to us. 
 
C: And if the others find out and stop it?
 
B: They can’t. Once the agent is conditioned and shuffled, even we couldn’t call it off.
 
A: Fine. A sleeper it is, then.
 
C: Um…should I ask the obvious? 
 
B: What? 
 
[Pause]
 
B: Jesus, just say whatever st533upidity you’re going to say already. 
 
C: What if. Just what if.
 
A: What if what?
 
C: What if Noah really is out there watching…and he doesn’t approve?
 
[End decipherable section]
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Chapter 1
 
 
April 29, 2034 — Calais, France
 
The car finally died outside Paris. Nicolai wasn’t sure exactly what had stopped working — whether the hybrid engine had finally given up on the bad gas, whether the petrol had simply run dry (the gauge was broken), or whether something else had gone wrong. Whatever it was seemed to be mechanical, as all of the car’s electronics still seemed to work. But Nicolai wasn’t mechanically inclined and didn’t know where he could possibly scavenge more fuel that had been missed by the crews (or that hadn’t soured, like fermented wine), so he simply abandoned the car and started walking. The vehicle had only been a bonus anyway. It had helped him flee murderous crews. But the default, in this day and age (and, honestly, the quietest and hence safest mode of transit) was still the one that had been given to most of them by God.
Nicolai secured his crossbow over the top of the backpack full of supplies he’d found in the city then strapped it down to keep it from bouncing. Paris had proved to be surprisingly light. He’d thought it might be like Amsterdam — a brass ring being fought for by warring factions and hence ripe with hoarded supplies — but he’d found a ghost town instead. It almost made the detour worthless. Almost. 
Paris wasn’t anywhere between Amsterdam and the English Channel Tunnel, but when he’d left the Netherlands, Nicolai hadn’t had the gear he’d need to cross the fifty-kilometer underground passage. You couldn’t find air converters and infrared goggles in just any small town. Before the collapse, he could have found a supplier nearby with an Internet search, but nowadays it was hunt and seek. Paris seemed much, much more amenable to a technology-free search, so off to Paris he’d gone.
By the time Nicolai had entered the city, he’d been low on food and fresh water, eager to find a band of deserving ruffians to rob blind. But there had been no ruffians or stragglers — or at least none who came out to greet the sole running vehicle the city had probably seen in months. There had been nothing but empty buildings and silence. 
No caches of food. 
No fresh water. 
Nothing but stalled traffic and desolation. 
Nicolai had cast his dice by trying Paris, and once in the city he’d found himself somewhat stuck. Hunting amid homes and businesses was tricky, and although Paris was packed with apartments, he’d have to search at random to find leftover supplies. As tricky as that seemed, though, he’d had no choice. His stomach was rumbling; his mouth was growing parched. At one point, he drank water from a gutter, figuring that if he caught a disease, it didn’t really matter. He’d done enough. Dying would be a relief. But he didn’t die, or even get sick. He kept on, and continued his search. 
The first day, he found the survival equipment he needed in a shop called L’Essentiel: a small, back-worn air converter and a stack of recharge canisters, goggles, batteries (probably dead, despite their guarantee), water sterilizing pills, a flint fire-starting kit, and a few other bits of miscellany. Nicolai had been surprised to find batteries, but not at all shocked to discover that the emergency food and water rations were already ransacked. 
Although he’d been searching for food and water from the start, it wasn’t until the second day that he found any. It wasn’t much, but once out of the city he could always hunt game and use his new kits to purify his own water. 
Duly stocked, Nicolai left the apartment building (the fifth he’d searched from bottom to top, using a small laser saw to enter each individual unit) and was confronted by the abandoned metropolis for the final time. Now that he had what he needed and had quelled the panic that he’d been telling himself wasn’t there, Nicolai was able to take the time to stare across the desolation with the respect it demanded. 
Paris was empty. 
With a thought that the past was the past and that yesterday was gone, Nicolai slid behind the wheel of his captured vehicle and keyed the engine. He drove north but couldn’t help a sense of tourist’s curiosity as he departed. He allowed himself to detour past the Arc de Triomphe, which was standing as it always had in better days. Then he drove toward the Eiffel Tower but found it severed in the middle and lying mostly on its side, its wide base still securely anchored. Had it been bombed? What else would take it down? And really: Why? Knocking down the monument couldn’t have been a simple chore, and it must have consumed valuable weaponry. 
Nicolai didn’t know. He didn’t allow himself to care.  
When the car finally died, he was outside the city limits, on the far side of countryside sprawl. His instincts warned him to look around when leaving his vehicle, keeping an eye out for bandits who’d heard the engine and were searching for spoils. He emerged with his crossbow mostly unshouldered, a bolt in his right hand, not yet nocked. But there was nothing. The countryside was as uninterested in Nicolai as the city. 
As he began walking, he realized he’d become too accustomed to having wheels. The water was too heavy to carry. He slipped five bottles into his backpack’s various pockets and left the rest behind, knowing he could purify what he needed later. What remained would be a gift to whoever found the car. 
Once he began moving, hiking north on small roads through pastures bordering the jammed but deserted A16, Nicolai began to feel a strange sense of calm. Paris had been the opposite of Amsterdam. France, in general, was proving to be the opposite of the Netherlands, of Southern France, and of all of his time with Greggie’s crew. He’d sided with the crew (voluntarily, not recruited or coerced) for solidarity and protection, but as he walked alone, Nicolai realized he didn’t need any of that. He’d had friends back in school, but he’d always been his own man. Enzo had died with the last of old Nicolai. That had been the final moment for the boy he’d once been. Ever since, Nicolai had been a man who required no one. He needed nothing but what he had: his feet, his weapon, and his will. He could kill what he needed, and avoid the rest. 
His Doodad, charged by the car’s engine, had a fresh fill of miraculous juice. The thing’s last charge had endured for an eternity, but still Nicolai only turned the Doodad on once he was outside Paris, then turned it back off after memorizing the route. On foot, he slowly made his way past landmarks in his mind: Amiens, Abbeville, into the park as he neared Boulogne-sur-Mer. He didn’t so much as touch his Doodad until he began to see signs for Calais but even then merely brushed his fingers across it. The way to the Chunnel was obvious and well marked. He could save the Doodad, and follow his nose. 
During the global euphoria of the 2020s, it had seemed like everyone wanted to hold hands — those on both sides of the Chunnel included. During that prosperous time, the Eurotunnel Corporation had jumped at the opportunity to expand Channel Tunnel operations with enormous grants and interest-free loans. High-speed personal conveyances were becoming all the rage (all the luxury and personal space of a car, but far roomier and driven by magnets!), so in what was perhaps a less-bang-for-the-buck move than was strictly logical, Eurotunnel constructed a new lane under the Channel for rich gadabouts who wanted quick, easy, private access to both countries at a high price and with minimum fuss. The conveyances were propelled along the tracks by mags but were actually driven by gyroscope drive. Nicolai had been figuring his plan for weeks: He’d find a conveyance, push it onto the tracks (they were supposed to be ridiculously easy to move; he’d seen documentaries), start the gyro with a few chops on the manual pull-cord, then ride through to the other side. Without the magnet propulsion and at pull-cord speed, it wouldn’t get him there much faster than a moderate jog, but he could put his feet up and sleep, knowing the conveyance would be more or less unstoppable and impregnable until reaching the far end of the long, oval-shaped track. 
What Nicolai found veered significantly from his hopes. 
The Chunnel’s mouth was mostly caved-in, the nose of a Eurostar train somehow inexplicably wedged upright to smash its way through the Chunnel’s lips. The garage where the personal conveyances were held was across a concrete yard from the tunnel itself, and the span was littered with enormous wedges of concrete, almost as if the place had been bombed. The conveyances themselves seemed to have been ransacked, stripped to their wires as if to harvest their parts. There were crew signs painted everywhere, warning that this was the Chunnel Crew’s domain, and that violators would be disemboweled, their heads left on pikes at the city limits as a warning. 
Sighing, seeing black places around the cave-in that only a single person could squeeze through, Nicolai marched away from the Chunnel and toward the waterfront. But the water passage was even worse. The crew who’d claimed the area (apparently the Chunnel Crew; they were hardly original) had camped out along the shore and erected huge bonfires. The day was gray, but Nicolai had been around fires like this before. They burned at all times, and the crew would rotate the grunt task of keeping them fueled. He would never be able to cross unseen — not by boat and not by swimming unless he wanted to ruin his supplies while drowning. Fifty km was a long way to swim for a boy who’d barely touched open water throughout his childhood. 
He fell back and hid, thinking. 
While eating stew from a can and swigging purified water that tasted of bleach, Nicolai thought. Did he truly believe that England held promises that Amsterdam hadn’t? Maybe, and maybe not. As cruel and dark as humanity could be, it always seemed to hop on in spite of itself. But hope was tricky, and could manifest as dreams of fancy, such as it had in Amsterdam. Alternatively, it could manifest in reality. So which was the rumor of an English airstrip that ferried refugees abroad to American borders? Was it fantasy or reality?
Nicolai looked at the choked tunnel’s mouth, now illuminated both from border fires outside and somehow from inside, as if from internal flames. 
Fantasy or reality, did it even matter?
He was tired of living in limbo. He’d been comfortable and happy with his family along the Italian coast, and all he’d done since leaving his house to burn had been in silent pursuit of those feelings. He’d discovered how tough he could be and had proved himself as much more than a spoiled rich boy. But years had passed, and he was exhausted. Nicolai had never wanted to merely survive life; he’d endured this period of survival because he’d believed he would, one day, again be happy and comfortable.
Maybe there was an open airstrip in England and maybe there wasn’t, but there was no question that he had to reach it and find out for himself. If the rumors were true and he made it through, he could finally stop “just surviving.” And if he was wrong or died along the way, then that was okay, too. At least he wouldn’t be stuck living in the middle anymore.
He slept. 
Dawn woke him early. It seemed counterintuitive to move in the light, but he’d spent plenty of time observing crews and living among them. They were almost always nocturnal. Morning was the most likely time of day for a crew to be sleeping, often with only a guard or two half-awake on the group’s periphery. So he slid on his air converter, fitted the nose tube, seated his IR goggles on his head, then unshouldered his crossbow and nocked a bolt. He crept across the concrete-strewn lot like a thief, but there was no point to his stealth. Not a creature was stirring. 
The conveyance lane was blocked, so Nicolai squeezed around the upended Eurostar engine and entered the train tunnel. Once he was a few hundred meters in, scant morning light from the mostly blocked entrance had dwindled to something less than gray twilight. He tripped a time or two, almost smashing his crossbow into the ground. After his toe encountered its third obstacle (whether it was part of the track or something that wasn’t supposed to be there, Nicolai wasn’t sure), he carefully set his crossbow aside and used both hands to seat the IR goggles. Too late, he wondered how the things might be powered, and if he’d brought them from Paris for nothing. They worked fine, though, and when Nicolai looked down he saw his own feet in beautiful detail, along with the crossbow sitting beside them. He picked it up and marched forward, now clearly seeing the way.
He moved forward, keeping the crossbow in hand but confidently lowering its aim. The air through the converter smelled canned and stale but kept him clear-headed. Nicolai metered the distance by guessing at the time and estimating his speed. He could sense his descent as the Chunnel sloped gradually downward. Then, later, when the tunnel began to level out and slope gently upward, two things struck Nicolai hard out of the blue. 
First, the change in the floor’s pitch probably meant that he was halfway through. His hunger and biological clock seemed to indicate afternoon, and that squared with his covering twenty-five kilometers through relatively uneventful terrain. 
Second, he was at the very bottom of the English Channel, with untold tons of water pressing down on him from above.
The notion made him look up. He saw the concrete ceiling, cobwebbed with cracks. The tunnel itself was dry, but he’d passed several small fires on the way in. What did those fires mean? How long could fires burn without being tended? Why were they in a tunnel anyway, and was the oxygen from the vents enough to fuel them? Were they burning specifically to sour the air — to deter (or kill) those who tried to cross without air purification? Who kept them burning, and how often did they come in to replenish them? Or rather, did the fire-tenders bunk in the tunnel with their own air supplies, on-duty and on-site? If so, where were they?
Nicolai, who’d kept his nerve for years and had forged himself a bulletproof shell, began to feel the squeeze of claustrophobia. It wasn’t just the feeling of being shut in. It wasn’t due merely to the water overhead, or the question of what might happen if the Chunnel walls — which might already be weakened — suddenly gave. What he felt was a more global sense of claustrophobia, as if he were trapped in his own skin. Trapped within his life. Trapped in who Nicolai Costa had become. He felt besieged and naked. Was someone watching him now? If the fires were in place to sabotage the air with carbon dioxide and soot, wasn’t it possible that the walls could be sabotaged as well? 
His crossbow came up. Nicolai swung it around, waiting. But nobody came because nobody was in the tunnel with him. 
It took a long time before he was able to start moving again. When he finally did, he did it tentatively, his former confidence gone. He still had at least twenty-five kilometers left, and felt suddenly sure that they wouldn’t be as easy as the first twenty-five.
Then it hit him: the tags on the rubble outside had been written in English, not French. 
Whatever the Chunnel Crew was, its members were English. They weren’t merely holding the tunnel as their turf. They’d be massed on the English side, and if Nicolai had learned anything about the average crews’ mentality, they’d consider all of England to be theirs…and would have made it their mission to keep intruders from moving in via the single remaining choke point. 
Nicolai felt cold. He was halfway in, beneath untold tons of water, in a pitch-black tunnel that, if not for his goggles, he’d be unable to navigate by sight. The entire thing might be rigged, and he might be facing unforeseen opposition who’d laid him a trap — a trap into which he’d dutifully climbed.
Sure enough, a few kilometers farther on, the tunnel brightened with a flickering glow of a fire. Slowly approaching it, Nicolai found that most of the huge blaze was burning charwood, a synthetic condensed hydrocarbon material manufactured in the ’20s as a replacement for coal in applications that required combustion rather than mere heat. The fire was massive and blocked most of the tunnel. Nicolai could only approach so closely due to the heat, but the blaze was clearly being fed oxygen through the tunnel’s ventilation system. Transportation engineering turned to terror engineering. It seemed fitting. 
The presence of charwood meant that the fire, duly oxygenated, would burn for weeks without tending. That meant that Nicolai wasn’t necessarily facing a mass of fire-tending crew members on the other side, but it did mean he was facing one hell of an impassable obstacle.
He backed away and sat, assessing his options. 
He could go back. Surely, that was the fire’s intention. 
Or he could try to squeeze around the flames. There was room to one side, but the heat was murderously oppressive, and the smoke being released by the blaze was equally oppressive — bad enough that there must be some kind of petroleum product (probably tires) at the fire’s base. Nicolai knew why they’d done that: to overwhelm air systems like the one he was wearing. Only so much airborne debris could be filtered, only so much carbon dioxide could be scrubbed, and only so much oxygen could be generated. Nicolai had recharges for the system, but he’d already run through all but two of them. The fire would easily end the one he was working on now, and maybe kill the other. Either way, he’d be sunk if he encountered a second fire…and given that the tunnel would slope upward until it reached its end, it seemed likely that what remained would be filled with more of what this fire was belching. 
If Nicolai tried to go through, he’d suffocate and die — and that was his best-case scenario, assuming he wouldn’t burn to death. 
He strapped his crossbow to his back and began to march forward defiantly anyway. So what if it killed him? He was tired of living in limbo. He’d make it to the fabled English airstrip, or die trying. 
As he neared the fire, the air converter began to beep. He would have to back off. A quick look at the readout showed him that the current recharge had failed, already overwhelmed by the blaze. He shook his head, popped in the final cartridge, and moved forward to try again. 
Now he only had one shot left.
Nicolai felt the heat then began to run toward the fire. It felt like he was racing toward a blast furnace, but he never questioned whether he should turn around. He imagined his skin beginning to blister and moved faster. His mind painted a macabre scene of his flesh melting from his grinning skull as his hair burst into flames. 
He ran faster. And faster. And faster. 
Nicolai practically dove through the space between the flames and the tunnel wall then barely caught his footing as he sprinted forward. His pant legs had caught fire. His backpack was ablaze. He’d rammed his arm into something sharp in the fire and could feel blood starting to run. Heat overhead told him that his vision had come true; his hair really was on fire. He had to stop, roll, and extinguish the flames, but doing so would mean death. It was still too hot; he was too close; the air was too black with foul smoke — enough that he couldn’t even see with the goggles. 
As flames licked his skin, he kept running.
Just as he was beginning to feel safe enough to drop and roll, the air converter began to beep again. 
He couldn’t stop. He had to outrun the poisoned air. He could see nothing but smoke. He had to find fresh air that wasn’t there. He was out of recharges, still at least twenty kilometers from England, on fire, out of breath, and about to die. The Chunnel Crew had done their job without even being present. The Italian runner had tried to make his break into their country, and he’d fallen. He would burn, and he would die. 
Nicolai began to heave then tripped and fell. He was out of wind, and the last trickles of good air were just now coming through his nose tube. The flow dried, and he sniffed hard, gasping through his nose, willing the recycled smoke to become fresh air. But there was nothing but bile. 
He stilled. The IR goggles showed him the ceiling, revealing as some grand joke that he’d muscled past the worst of the fire. He would die with a fine view of the Chunnel ceiling — spiderwebbed with cracks, still holding, with tons of saltwater overhead, waiting to reclaim what was rightly theirs. 
Nicolai’s vision failed as he began to black out. He thought, So this is how it ends — in English, no less, because he’d been that ready for England. Hundreds of years ago, some of his ancestors had boarded slow boats across the ocean to America because America was supposed to be the Land of Opportunity. Things came full circle. Nicolai, if he’d found boats instead of planes, would have done the same if he’d lived. 
Then a thought occurred to him: If I’ve blacked out, why am I thinking?
It was a worthy question, but it was pointless. He was dead. Blacked out and dead. He must be dreaming the dreams of the dead, because…
There was a beep, surprisingly familiar. 
A second passed. Two seconds. 
The dream of the dead was vivid with reality. He could hear the crackling of a huge fire. He could smell acrid smoke. He could feel heat and the pain of charred skin. 
Nicolai sat up. 
He removed his IR goggles, finding that he could see fine by the light of the now-distant, enormous fire. He must have flailed enough to put out his own fires, but by the flickering orange light, he could see that all of the goggles’ readouts had gone dark. They’d stopped working. But judging by the way his head was clearing, the beep had been the restarting of his air converter. He’d lost sight but regained breathing. A fair trade. 
But how? 
That was another pointless question. The recharge packs were dead, and the recharges contained the scrubbers needed to clean the air. Sure, the pack had gained power somehow, but had the recharges suddenly gained extra abilities to clean air? Had he, Nicolai the Amazing, learned how to breathe without oxygen — or with the half air spit out by dead scrubbers? 
He stood up, feeling like a walking contradiction. 
The goggles seemed to have expired, but he slung them around his neck anyway. Technology, around him, apparently didn’t feel the need to remain dead. He didn’t see the sparks of more fires ahead, and that might mean he’d return to the dark too soon. He had many kilometers to go. Although he had to be on the English side by now. Should he start thinking in miles? 
With the fire at his back, with his skin blistered and his clothes singed, and with the air coming through his nose tube strangely adequate, Nicolai walked on into the fathomless black.





 

 
Chapter 2
 
 
“I should have died,” said Nicolai, shaking his head and sipping from his glass of Château Lafite ice wine. George Strauss, a ridiculously talented winemaker (and longtime friend of the Ryans) filled his signature bottles from grapes frozen on the vine before fermentation on a single-acre plot in the renowned Amalthea Vineyard, situated far away from district spires in old Texas Hill country. Strauss claimed that he never missed the districts, and with a rare wine that seemed to bring fresh scent and taste to every sip (lime, wildflowers, raspberry), Nicolai could easily see why.
Nicolai wanted to compliment the wine for his host’s benefit, but his mind was still in the Chunnel, his current feeling of breath somehow more present and obvious than normal. He was on his second glass. Ice wine was too expensive for such an occasion, and Nicolai was only holding it now because during the last interview, he’d made an offhand comment about puckering tannins. He’d just been making conversation, not a request. He supposed the fact that he’d been served the wine this time was a sign of respect, but Nicolai found himself unable to appreciate it. The fragile memories he’d been reliving a moment ago were still too real. He was here today, in the NAU, by providence if anything. It hadn’t been skill or perseverance that had seen him through. It hadn’t even been guts. If it was anything, it was sheer dumb luck. 
There was no appropriate response to Nicolai’s statement about his should’ve-been end, so they sat in the moderately appointed living room, two men across a coffee table with their legs crossed at the knee, each with a long-stemmed glass of wine at their sides. 
“Anyway,” Nicolai continued, “I didn’t die, and somehow that converter struggled on for the entire rest of the tunnel. I continued to breathe the shit air it was feeding me. I have no idea how I did it, but looking back, it feels like force of will. I’d wandered for too long to give up, or something. I’d changed too much. I’d done too many unthinkable things. It was like I was stubbornly refusing to not reach England. But my goggles stayed dead. I had to go hand-for-hand, groping through the darkness, after I’d left the light of the fire. I went that way through a stalled train, seemingly ripped or blown open at both ends. I saw it in my head as a huge metal sleeve, filled with bodies in seats. I wish I knew what had happened to that train.” He took a sip of wine. “Or maybe I don’t. And maybe my blindness was a blessing.” 
The man across from Nicolai had mocha-colored skin, his hair in a large pile that stood almost on end, heaped in dark wiry curls. He had prominent cheekbones, deep-set eyes, and white teeth. He leaned forward, his eyes glancing toward the recorder on the coffee table. The recorder was redundant, meant to double up the documentation being made by the room’s canvas. On the table beside the recorder, charming and clearly the work of a writer’s pride, were two actual paper copies of the man’s book Plugged. On the spine was the title and his name, Sterling Gibson.
“Did you run into the Chunnel Crew on the English side?” he asked.
Nicolai shook his head. “No. Shockingly. I came out clean at the next dawn, same quiet time of day as I went in. I got a kilometer or so away then inspected my skin and found the burns not nearly as bad as I was sure they’d been. They healed without scars, same as the gash I’d felt on my arm — which, again, I was sure had been much worse. I found fresh water and a few cans of food then drank and ate and breathed for most of the day, feeling fortunate to be able to do any of the three.” 
“And the airstrip you’d heard about?” 
“I found a shipyard first,” said Nicolai. “I figured a bird in the hand was better than two in the bush. They were still sending off passenger ships, not just military. It seemed like a good break, and I’d heard that America was starting to knock aircraft out of the sky. At the time, the notion of them jettisoning a ship was absurd.” He laughed. “I obviously didn’t have proper credentials, so I stowed away. It wasn’t really that difficult. It took a few weeks at sea to make the crossing, given the weather and our shoddy navigation at the time, but it wasn’t like the tales you hear about the first immigrants. Once onboard, I came out and was able to get real food. The ship was modest, but paradise compared to the life I’d been living. They were actually beginning to close immigration as our ship arrived, but they let us through. I was at the back of the line, because I had to wait until the ship had emptied. That’s why I said that I may have been the last.” 
“What was the date?”  
“September 7, 2034.” 
“I’ve seen the close date as September 6 both times,” said Gibson, tapping at a tablet as if searching for information. He paused, then added, “Here: September 6, 2034 for civilian immigration, then the same day in 2036 for special cases as authorized, with documentation. They tried to make it look planned: two years to handle the rest of the loose ends from the East, then the doors close forever on the anniversary.” 
Nicolai nodded. “I found that too. It’s the sixth in some places and the seventh in others. We were on the seventh. I have a theory.” 
“What’s your theory?” 
“I think the intended date was September 6, but they gave it an extra day at the last minute.” 
“Why?” 
Nicolai touched his index finger to his chest. 
“What? You?” 
Again, Nicolai nodded. “We hit a storm. Everyone was throwing up. It was a big ship, very seaworthy, but the storm cost us time. We came in around 3 a.m., maybe seven or eight hours late. We found them staffed and waiting as if it were business as usual.”
“You’re saying they held the border open and waited for you?” 
“Yes.” 
“You specifically…not just the ship as a whole?” 
“Yes.”
“But you told me earlier that they didn’t know the ship was coming. How could they? In ’34, with the network outside of the NAU being how it was…” 
“Right. ‘Scheduled arrival’ is by our definition, not Philadelphia’s. The ship had RadioFi, and we knew about the deadline. That’s how the ship saw it — as a deadline, meaning that if we didn’t make it, we didn’t get to enter the country. I think that’s half the reason everyone was puking in the storm: They knew we were just going to be turned away because the borders would be closed. But we steamed ahead anyway because we were so close. And found the borders open. Coincidentally.” 
“Maybe they were disorganized.” 
“Maybe,” said Nicolai. “But I was met by Isaac Ryan. And I’ve already told you about the nanobots.” 
Gibson nodded. “Do you think that the nanobots you were carrying saved your life by reactivating your air converter somehow? Like with your Doodad?”
Nicolai sighed. He’d thought of that. Ever since his revealing talks with Micah and Rachel Ryan, he felt as if he’d relived every second of his years hiking the Wild East ten times through. His entire existence had been called into question. The way Micah talked, a godly technological hand had reached down and lifted him up, given him a map and communication, held the NAU’s door open for the mysterious stranger bearing unseen gifts. He knew he must have picked up the nanos when accessing his father’s arsenal, but Nicolai’s deeper mind couldn’t help but wonder at even earlier days. Had nanobots followed him to school, recording his fingers as they typed messages on his handheld, feeding him serendipitous information at the perfect times, helping him to cheat at quizzes and find his way?
“It makes sense. But then why did my goggles fail?” 
“Maybe they shuttled power from one to the other. Making the air system work at the expense of your vision.” 
“Even so, the recharge was dead. So what if the device itself was functional? It couldn’t have been feeding me more than quarter-strength air. And even that seems unlikely, based on what I’ve looked up.” 
“Maybe your trip had made you superbly fit. Like training at altitude, where the air is thin.” 
“Or maybe it was luck,” Nicolai suggested.
Gibson shrugged. 
“Do you have any idea how you’ll use this?” 
Gibson shrugged again. “Unauthorized biography of The Beam?” 
“You did that in Plugged.” 
“Not like this. Not as anthropology. Maybe I can disguise it as a book about nanobot development. ‘Uncredited fathers of technology,’ that kind of thing. Now, you understand that I can’t go right at it. Even assuming I can verify what you’ve told me, which I doubt I can, I won’t just print it flat-out. I can’t say that the hovertech nanos Ryan Enterprises and Xenia Labs brought to market arrived on your back, nor can I just use a source’s word to grant the credit for them to an Italian nobody’s heard of.” 
“I don’t want credit.”
“I meant your father.” 
But of course, that had been the point. For the hundredth time, Nicolai asked himself why he was here, talking to one of the NAU’s most celebrated and controversial authors. He wasn’t a snitch, or a whistle-blower. He’d learned things about The Beam and the powers playing in the NAU over the past few weeks but hadn’t contacted Gibson to blab. He hadn’t confirmed the author’s suspicions from Plugged, about a secret upper class with access to technology the rest of the population didn’t. He hadn’t mentioned the phrase “Beau Monde.” There was plenty that Nicolai could blow the lid off of, from hierarchy to politics to backroom deals to exploitation and corruption, but in their first meeting and this one, he’d only told Gibson about the pieces of the puzzle that touched his family. 
Nicolai had come here because of his father. That was all there really was to it. The world didn’t necessarily need to know the name “Salvatore Costa,” but for most of his life Nicolai had believed his father died for nothing. Now he knew better. The Ryans hadn’t murdered Salvatore for what he had, but they’d built their empire upon his death just the same.
“He doesn’t need credit either,” said Nicolai. 
“I thought that’s what you wanted.” 
Nicolai shook his head. “At this point, it would complicate things. The dots are there, and once people have a reason to connect them, they will. The house of cards is fragile. I’d get attention and don’t want it. It’s enough to know what my father did.” 
“I don’t understand,” said Gibson. “I told you up front that I can’t do a dirt job on the Beam’s true roots. I ask questions. I don’t do exposés. There’s a subtle difference between prompting curiosity and making accusations.” 
Nicolai looked at the books on the table between them. Besides Plugged, Gibson wrote a regular, widely read column on The Beam, had authored many scholarly articles along with several books in a similar vein, and generally carved a niche for himself as a thinker worthy of the NAU’s attention. But Nicolai was an artist in his own right and knew that especially in Enterprise, bills were rarely paid directly from what moved an artist’s heart. 
“You write fiction, don’t you?” he said, looking up at Gibson.
“What?” 
“Novels. Not published, though. Or published under another name because ‘Sterling Gibson’ stands for something else.” 
A small smile tickled the corner of Gibson’s mouth.
“Then you know,” Nicolai went on. “You understand that when you’re writing a story, what appears on the page is like the part of an iceberg above the water. Much of the world is in your head, or maybe in notes. You’ll never publish most of it…but you, as the writer, still need to know certain things. You need to understand why characters act as they do and why the world is how it is, even if you never spell those things out for your readers.” 
“Sterling Gibson doesn’t write fiction,” he said. But that smile was still there, and Nicolai knew that he’d pinned a secret hobby right on its nose. 
“But even Sterling understands the value in knowing what’s behind his stories, even if those things can’t be printed.” 
“If I believe you.”
“That’s your choice,” Nicolai said. 
Gibson shook his head slowly then leaned back in his chair. After a moment, he bent forward and clicked off the redundant recorder. He swiped a window open on the coffee table, hit a few buttons, and again made himself comfortable. A large red square appeared on the table, reading OFF RECORD.
“Behind the story that’s behind the story,” Gibson said. He pointed to the red square. “And off the record. What’s really going on here? You’re the kind of source I’d normally have to chase, and be refused by nine times out of ten. And even if you did meet me, you’re the kind of source who’d speak in the most vague, least helpful generalizations. Sound bites and slogans. Yet you came to me out of the blue and have told me things that have quite literally made the hair on my arms stand on end.” 
Gibson extended an arm to show Nicolai. No hairs appeared to be standing, but Nicolai was willing to grant artistic license. 
Nicolai considered. He’d come this far. He’d requested anonymity. There were plenty of things he didn’t want to say and plenty of things that wouldn’t be right to breathe aloud. He had his allegiances, and Micah Ryan owed him (and Kai, for that matter) promises that hadn’t yet been fulfilled. It hurt a little to admit it, but perhaps the biggest reason Nicolai was unwilling to play the Beau Monde card with Gibson was that he still hoped to join it. He wanted to be one of the superior members of society. He didn’t want equity. He merely wanted to be part of the group who held all that inequity because he and his family had earned it, and he intended to collect what was coming. 
But he’d gone halfway down one particular rabbit hole, and there were still rabbits to be dragged from it even as others kept sleeping. 
“What have you heard about Carter Vale?” said Nicolai.
“Same as the rest of the world,” Gibson answered. “He was a senator before taking the Directorate presidency. Officially, he really only began existing two months ago, when President Quince resigned. Don’t tell me you have insights into the senators. Because that’s the kind of thing that’ll make me have to turn my recorder back on.” 
Nicolai shook his head. Nobody knew the identities of the 101 senators, nor anything about them. They were conduits for the population’s collective will, as measured by mean hive mind data culled from the members of the parties they represented and hence were portrayed as having no distracting wills or personalities of their own. The Senate had originally been modeled after an old American system known as the Electoral College, but the senators’ functions were more call-and-response, almost like puppets whose strings were pulled by half of the population at once. 
“No, of course not. But I do know, based on things Isaac has said, that the Directorate considers Vale to be a stroke of luck for the party. And I also know, based on what I hear from the Enterprise side, that Enterprise considers him a threat.” 
“How?” said Gibson. 
“When I visited Rachel Ryan, she asked me what would happen if Enterprise gained Senate majority at Shift. It made me realize that for the first time in decades, it might really happen.” 
“I very seriously doubt it.” Gibson shook his head. “How many people do you know who have what it takes to succeed in Enterprise?”
The question was loaded because Gibson was Enterprise, and he knew that Nicolai was shifting — and had surely gotten the impression that Nicolai had wanted to for a very long time. Few people had “what it took” on a practical level, which was why the ghettos swam with failed artists, upside-down entrepreneurs, and loser idealists who’d gambled on themselves and ended up poorer than destitute without the Directorate safety net. But that wasn’t the question. 
“It doesn’t matter how many people will succeed in Enterprise,” Nicolai said. “What matters is how many people think they will succeed. It’s about hope and optimism, not reality. You’ve seen the way things have gone in the last few weeks. I’ve been inside it. I’ve seen panic from the Directorate leaders. You’re right; Directorate is never, ever supposed to lose majority. The idea that more than half of the Union would feel confident enough to try Enterprise for the next six years, foregoing Directorate social services and a secure dole, is ludicrous. But the polls and Beam neurals suggest it might happen.” 
Gibson shook his head. “I’ve heard the rumors. But it’s not possible.” 
“That’s not what Isaac thinks. It’s not what Micah thinks, either. And if you’d heard the way Rachel — who I suspect knows more than she strictly should — asked me that question, you’d know it’s not what she thinks, either. Enterprise is planning, and Directorate is bracing. Rest assured, if all goes as it has been, Enterprise will win Senate majority. And then we’ll need to answer Rachel’s question.” He cleared his throat. “Rachel’s knowing question.” 
“If Enterprise wins, they’ll ratify beem currency,” Gibson answered.
Nicolai nodded. “Among other things. But what will beem do? Think about it. Ratification will turn a geek’s hobby into a legit, tradable currency, based in nullspace.” 
“So?” 
“It’ll give everyone a chance to be Enterprise. There’s no risk. Even Directorate will be able to play. They can have their Directorate cake and eat it — ‘it’ being a taste of Enterprise ventures — too.” 
“Again: So?”
“What happens when the entire country begins to think like Enterprise?” 
“I don’t see where you’re going with this,” said Gibson. 
“It’s training,” said Nicolai, recrossing his legs. “It’s training the way people think. Beem will let you try on your own terms and fail on your own terms. It’s subtle, but everyone who wants to will learn by doing, with no risk.” 
Nicolai could see that Gibson was confused, but he had seen the look in Rachel Ryan’s eyes, and Gibson hadn’t. Rachel wasn’t confused, and Rachel wasn’t speculating. Rachel was planning, and she was planning in the way a puppeteer plans. She thought it was all quite funny, the way the puppets danced at the end of her strings, thinking they were free. But the way she’d asked about Enterprise and beem had left Nicolai with chills and had made him wonder what might happen if the entire union were trained, over time, to believe that those who succeeded deserved their success…and that those who failed deserved to fail.
“What does that have to do with Carter Vale?” said Gibson. 
“He’s everyman. He’s charismatic. Enterprise is worried that he’ll woo enough people back to Directorate to allow Directorate to keep the Senate.”
“Okay.” 
“You asked why I’m here? Unofficially? Off the record, why I came to you?” Nicolai shrugged. “I’ll admit that the axe I have to grind against the Ryan family — all three of them — was the spark. But the timing has more to do with Shift, and my growing impression that it’s all just a game.”
“Sure.” Gibson looked tired. Nicolai was a valuable source, but he may have pushed too far, taxing his host’s patience. Gibson could only say so much in his relatively mainstream writings, and Nicolai’s giving him unusable backstory was therefore only so worth hearing — especially when it began to sound like conspiracy. As Nicolai watched, the writer’s expression added a codicil to his simple affirmative: So what do you want from me?
“Look, I know you’re lining up other books. The one about the sex industry and O…” 
“It’s not about O. If it’s about anyone, it’s about the Youngs. Although if you can tell me anything about Alexa Mathis and help me make
Sex 2.0 more about O…”
“But you also write about politics,” Nicolai interrupted.
“Opinion pieces. Not investigative ones.” 
“You could weigh in, though, based on what I’ve said. You could weigh in in a way that casts doubt on Micah Ryan and Enterprise and suggests an appreciation of Carter Vale.”
“I thought you were on Team Enterprise.” There was now a slight edge to Gibson’s voice, and Nicolai wondered if the writer was taking this personally. Gibson, who made his living from book royalties, was firmly on Team Enterprise. He wanted more Enterprise senators in the Directorate-dominated Senate. He wanted more of the senators reflecting his part of the collective will.
“I’m on Team Enterprise for me, yes, and for you. But not for the majority.” Then he said what was really bothering him: “Especially not if Rachel Ryan wants it.”
“You said Vale was swinging things back toward Directorate anyway.” 
“More help never hurt.”
Now Gibson looked closed. He was leaning back with crossed arms and legs. He watched Nicolai for a long moment, his sense of fascination at the Chunnel tale now mostly gone. 
“I don’t get you, Mr. Costa,” he finally said.
“What do you mean?” 
“You’ve given me hours of information that I can’t use. It’s okay; the same thing happened with a great source I had for Plugged. But my other source was flaky, and so when he overdelivered and I underreported and he became annoyed and began pestering me, I understood it. You, on the other hand, are different. You’re the opposite of flaky, and I can’t shake the impression that you’re using me.” 
Nicolai started to balk.
“You don’t want credit for you or your father,” Gibson went on. “You’re not forbidding me to cite you, but that’s okay because there’s nothing to cite. It’s all ‘FYI.’ Now we’re off-record, but you’re basically asking a favor. A favor, I’ll add, that would have me writing against my own party.” 
“Questioning, not necessarily criticizing,” Nicolai corrected. “And like me, you’re in Enterprise for financial and ideological reasons, not political ones.” 
“And yet,” Gibson argued, “your real motivations seem to be political.” 
But that wasn’t true. Nicolai’s motivations were personal, not political. If what he and Kai had seen over the past week had taught him anything, it was that politics was a stage show. The true divisions were up and down, not left and right. It didn’t matter if you were Enterprise or Directorate. You were either Beau Monde, or you weren’t, and Nicolai’s growing impression was that the distinction amounted to being on a train that was about to depart or being left behind at the station. He wanted to be Beau Monde when the train fell into motion, and he wanted Kai onboard beside him. Politics was a means to an end. And yes, that did seem to make him a bit of a son of a bitch, but if it did, he was at least an honest son of a bitch. One who’d earned his seat, and might be able to help steer. And yes, it did mean that there was a certain amount of “using” involved…Gibson included.
Nicolai sighed. He’d always paved the way for himself first then had invited others to come with him only as long as they could keep up. It wasn’t selfish; it was extreme leadership. Enzo had been welcome to escape with him during the school riot right up until the fool had mouthed off, at which point he’d have been on his own anyway even if he hadn’t gotten himself killed. During his time with the crews in the East, Nicolai had allied with those who could get him where he needed to go then struck off on his own when those ways parted — again, always inviting worthy companions to come along if there were any. Today, it was all about Nicolai and Kai. It could be about Sterling too…but only if he would do what it took, like a true Enterprise thinker eventually must.
“You’re right,” said Nicolai. “You have what I’ve told you. Use it however you’d like.” He started to rise, but then Gibson’s posture changed. His body language moved away from offended and closed, as if he’d just realized that he, too, may have pushed too far. 
“Wait,” said Gibson. 
Nicolai paused, halfway up, his hands pushing against the chair’s arms. He straightened fully, meeting the author’s wide eyes.  
“I can use it,” said Gibson. “Thank you.” 
“Don’t mention it.”
“And if you do find out anything about Alexa Mathis? You run in high circles. I hear she’s still around, and if she is, ‘high circles’ are where she’d be. If you’re willing to share, I mean. I know you’re not a snitch. Only if it makes sense. I keep coming up dry. It’s like she’s been erased, as if O operates as a ghost ship.” 
“Of course,” said Nicolai. The interview, so friendly in its first half, had adopted an oddly adversarial tone. Nicolai didn’t want to part on bad terms any more than Gibson seemed to. They were the same type of person, and in Nicolai’s opinion, theirs was a type the world always needed more of. He smiled. Gibson smiled back.
“And one more thing,” said Gibson.
Nicolai waited. 
“If you need to get word out? The kind of word that’s more…‘controversial,’ say…than I’m officially willing to be…” 
“You know someone I can contact?” Nicolai asked, reading Gibson’s face. 
“Better,” said Gibson. “I know someone who contacted me just today, asking how he could contact you.”





 

 
Chapter 3
 
 
York entered Leo’s hut-like house in the Organa village and took a long look at the old man. It was the first time he’d been alone with Leo in several days. Now that he was, what was happening with Leo was obvious. 
“How long, Leo?” 
“How long until what?” Leo had a thin veneer of calm across his face, but York could see the way his fingertips were flexed on the chair’s arms, clinging, as if he thought his seat might be stolen.
“How long since your last Lunis fix?” 
Leo sighed. It looked like all of a sudden he’d simply given up. “Not long. But I’m at a deficit. I’ve been trying to wean myself.” 
“Not a good idea,” said York. 
“Why not?” 
“In a normal human brain, there are all sorts of neural pathways that become entrenched through daily activity. In a highly connected brain, some of those pathways atrophy as the brain becomes efficient about what it’s asked to do and inefficient about what other minds in the hive have learned to do for it. There’s a kind of neurological panic that occurs when those ill-used pathways are suddenly required again. Lunis bridges the gaps and lets you get by. The downside is that what’s underneath just atrophies further. Your brain is weak, Leo. There’s a good chance it can’t take what you’re trying to ask of it.” 
Leo nodded. “I know that, I guess. I used to be a biology teacher.” 
“So why are you weaning?” 
“I don’t like the dependence. I don’t like that I’m reliant on something that I have to take every day just to be normal. Once upon a time, I was just a regular guy. I didn’t need Lunis, and I didn’t need The Beam.” 
York chuckled. “Weren’t we all.” His smile fell as he watched Leo’s struggle, his small movements betraying him. They’d done studies on Lunis and Lunis dependency back at Quark. The results were as fuzzy in York’s mind as the rest of his recall, but as an impression he seemed to remember a feeling that was hot and blood red. “But you’re addicted now, Leo. You can’t just go off of it.” 
“A mind can be made strong again.” 
“Maybe. But I’ve heard — and I seem to remember, though it’s hard to put a finger on it with my own ‘not so strong’ mind — that withdrawal can make users violent.” 
Leo nodded. 
“Because of the panic,” York added.
Leo nodded again. He’d stood, but he looked uncertain on his feet. He didn’t look like he might fall or swoon but did appear not to know what to do with his body. It was like there were too many variables. How should he hold his legs? How should he hold his hips? What should he do with his swinging arms? So York sat, hopefully leading Leo to do the same. Put the man’s body back in a box, and he might be able to focus. Slowly, Leo did.
“You should go to a detox, Leo.”
“I’m not the only one going off it.” 
“Everyone trying to quit should go to a detox.” 
“It’s the whole village.” Leo hung his head. “The whole goddamned lot of us.” 
York felt his own spark of panic. 
“Why would they do that?” 
“We’re low,” said Leo.
“How low?” 
“Very. Dominic supplies us. He brought a small emergency pack, but it was supposed to bridge us to a big shipment. Apparently, that big shipment was held up on the moon. It won’t be here anytime soon, and in that time, we’re going to run dry. I started weaning when I saw the writing on the wall a while ago and knew that, for me at least, it was about more than surviving a drought. It bothered me that Lunis had me so tightly by the neck. I should have told the others days ago. Weeks, even. We should have all begun cutting down. They would have had an easier time of it if they’d already begun, and what we had would have lasted longer.” 
“Jesus Christ, Leo.”
“It’s going to get bad, isn’t it?” 
“I think so. Do you know how sometimes you’ll be afraid in the dark for no reason, like you think something is watching you that you can’t see? It’s an animal kind of fear, tied to the amygdala if I remember right. Like an intense feeling of dread.” 
“Is there anything we can do?” 
“I’m not a Lunis specialist. Offhand, I’d say your best bet is not to try and fight through it unprepared, but to find a way to get more.” 
“We can’t get more. Not for a while.” 
York looked at Leo. He was breathing and waiting for the uncomfortable moment to pass. It was an impossible conversation to have. The village was fucked. There was nothing anyone could do. The truth hung between them like a bomb. 
“Tell me about who you really are…Steve,” said Leo, forcing a change in subject as they stared in futility’s eye.
“Leo…” 
“Please just tell me. We can sit here and talk about how exactly Lunis withdrawal is going to screw us or how bad the inevitable will be, or we can try to be civil while we pretend we’ve got a chance…for at least a little while.” 
York shook his head. “I can’t remember most of the details, Leo. I’m sorry. My mind…well, I don’t know if it’s gone or just hiding. I keep waiting to get my memories back, but most of the memories I have are still of my years as Crumb. It’s cruel. I seem to have had this amazing life, yet my most vivid memories are of eating cereal and thinking about squirrels.” 
“Okay. Tell me about why you’re back in the village then.”
That, at least, York remembered. “Someone is after me,” he said.
“Who?”
“I don’t know.”
“Why then? Is it because of the stuff in your diary? Is that why you were locked down, or whatever it was?”
“I don’t know.”
“Then how do you know someone is after you?” 
“Leo, I don’t know.” 
“But you do know. I can see it. You came back here to hide, so at least part of you knows something. Somehow. Even though you don’t know how you know, you have an impression, don’t you?” 
York exhaled through his nose, feeling the trimmed hairs in his gray beard tickle his lip as he vented full-body exasperation. Most of his knowledge about himself had come from a book he didn’t recall writing. He knew how to use his body to get around. He knew who Leo, Leah, and Dominic were, as well as the other Organas he’d gotten to know during his time as Crumb. He knew, somehow, that someone was after him. But beyond that, he knew almost nothing, including where his fear of pursuit had come from or what it meant — all of it a twisted knife of frustration. 
York pressed searching fingers into his mind’s soup. The feeling was still a thick gray fog. He felt like he was stumbling forward with his hands out, groping for his future, unable to see either forward or behind. He was a man in a capsule. He’d worked with West. He’d conducted ominous studies on Lunis that he didn’t recall. There had been a powerful group called Panel, and one of his strongest feelings about that Panel was resentment — but exactly what he’d once resented was unavailable. Childhood memories pocked the fog in a random pattern, useless. He was the Beam’s father but could barely tie his shoes. 
“The vaguest of impressions, yes,” York replied, shaking his head. “But it seems we both have things on our minds that aren’t worth discussing.” 
“Serenity couldn’t help you to remember anything?” 
“She tried. But no.” 
“Have you asked her about herself? Have you asked her why she looks like Leah?” Leo’s inquiries were all over the place. He had some of his wits, but so many were missing. His questions were almost like whistling in the dark, forcing any kind of conversation so he wouldn’t have to be alone in the waiting quiet.
“Why she looks like Leah to you,” said York. “She doesn’t at all to me.” 
“Does that say something about me, do you think, or about Leah and Serenity?” 
“Serenity seems to think she’s part of Leah. She has impressions about The Beam — and particularly something Leah once did inside of it that led to what she thinks of as her own ‘birth’ — that sound more like religion than anything I seem to remember working on. She says that Leah is like a sister. As to the rest?” He shrugged. 
“Is she human?” Then he seemed to decide this required clarification. “Serenity, not Leah.”
“I don’t know.” 
“And her students? Those kids at her school?” 
“I don’t know, Leo. I don’t know any of it. I can’t figure myself out, so I haven’t been trying to figure her out. Okay? I’m sorry, but I don’t have the answers you’re looking for.” 
Leo looked disappointed. “Oh.” 
York sighed. It seemed like a natural place in the not-quite-a-conversation to stand and excuse himself to handle the errand he still needed to handle, but Leo looked positively lost. More: He looked sad. York’s problems had a different flavor than Leo’s, but he knew how it felt to struggle with himself — with an enemy he could neither escape nor evade. He was in the village to hide from whoever was after him but couldn’t hide from the black hole in his mind where so many details should be. He could sympathize with what Leo must be feeling. They were both looking for something that wasn’t there. 
“Leo,” he said, relaxing his body in the chair to show Leo he wasn’t going anywhere just yet. “I know it must be odd for you to talk to me now. I’m a stranger, but I’m still familiar. It’s the same for me. I know you very well on one level, but it’s like I never saw who you really were until now. I have to take a step back, blink a few times, and look at what’s around me with fresh eyes to truly see things. You should do the same.” 
“Regarding you?”
“Regarding everything. You may feel like you’re in a pit, but I’d trade lives with you in a second. It’s not just my lost memory or this sense of pursuit, either. I helped to father the modern age, but I spent my life in a lab. You’ve actually lived a life. In many ways, we’re on opposite sides of a fence: me making the opiate and you shunning it. At the time — according to the Steve York in that diary, anyway — it seemed only logical to do what I felt I was born to do, which meant working with the best to make things the world had never seen. But now I’m…hell, I don’t even know how old I am…but I’m an old man, and even if I’d never been blanked, I’d have had no real life to speak of or remember. What happened during my time outside of Quark’s walls? Were there people in the world other than Noah West and lab techs? I could have worked anywhere, at any time. I have nothing. No life, nothing.”
Leo was waiting, watching. He said nothing but seemed less jittery, so York continued. 
“I’ve lost so many of my personal memories, but it seems there was little to lose. On the other hand, I’ve retained all of my skills. I could program something for you right here and right now — current with what was exclusive and secret in the 2060s, anyway. It’s in my blood. And I’ll tell you: If your issue here was something I was trying to program a solution for, I’d peel the problem down to its barest form. At each stage, I’d ask, ‘What’s the core issue?’ Then I’d mercilessly strip away code, not caring for the ‘beauty’ of or my own pride in what I’d written. Writing code is an art, and every art bears the artist’s signature. My signature is sparse. Glitches and problems come from deviations and bulk, so I try to stay lean. Focus on the core, trim without flinching, and the code almost writes itself.” 
Leo shook his head. “I don’t see what you’re saying.” 
“You’re overcomplicating the issue, Leo. What is the core problem you have in front of you?”
“We’re running out of Lunis.” 
“That’s a feature. An attribute. What’s the problem beneath it?”  
“Everyone is going to go into withdrawal. And then they’ll start killing each other.” 
“Will they?” 
“According to what you said, their brains will panic. I’ve seen footage. Panic causes stampedes. Panic causes riots. There’s no time to think when you’re panicked, so you smash and grab.” 
“So the key problem is the panic?”
“Well, yes. Of course.” 
“Then don’t look for ways to replenish your Lunis supply. Look for ways to assuage the panic.” 
“How?” 
“You’ve led this group with fairness and compassion for the duration of my coherent memory, Leo. You know these people.” 
Something like realization passed Leo’s features. It was as if the seed of an idea had just begun to spark within him. “I’ve led them for longer than that.”
“Then you know what they want. You know how to push their buttons. They trust you.” 
“Will trust matter when they panic?” 
“I suppose that depends on what you promise.” 
“Maybe you could help me,” said Leo, looking up with big eyes. “Be a co-presenter at the meeting or something. Explain about Lunis and the way it works.” 
York shook his head. “Are you kidding me? I’m Crumb to these people no matter what you say. Even if they want to listen to me, they won’t be able to get their minds to do it.”
“Then just stand beside the stage and give me thumbs-ups. Let me convey what you told me to them.” 
“You’ll do fine without me,” said York. 
“You’re leaving?”
“Just to Bontauk.”
“Why?” 
“I have some searching to do. Someone’s after me, and I can’t just sit here and wait for them to arrive.” 
“But you’re up here in the first place to stay off the grid,” said Leo. 
“I won’t be long. But there are some things I’d like to access that I can’t do from a handheld. Quark stuff I think I can get at, and that may illuminate some of what’s going on with me, my mind, and whoever’s after me. I tried from SerenityBlue’s school, but there’s something odd about the connection there. I asked her, and she said it was ‘protected.’ I need an open connection. As a guy who spent his life in computers, the idea of putting ‘protection’ controls in place usually just means neutering options I need at my fingertips.” 
“Maybe Serenity knows a thing or two about protection that you haven’t considered,” said Leo. 
York had thought of that, too, but no matter how little he could recall, he still had an innovator’s curiosity driving his mental vacuum. He couldn’t just remain idle. He had to see what he could learn. He could be quick at Bontauk, using what Leah had told him and what he remembered from his time there as Crumb. He could get in and out. He would technically leave a footprint, but nobody would be able to trace him if he was quick.
“It’s fine, Leo. The bigger problem is here. With your people. You still haven’t gotten down to the core of the issue: In the end, what do they really want?” 
“They want a way out, nothing more and nothing less. They won’t want empty words. I can’t just tell them what’s wrong. I need a solution to the panic.” 
“But you already knew that. So what’s the solution?” 
“I have an idea.” He did, too. York could see it on his face. When York had mentioned leaving a moment ago, Leo had looked almost lost without a hand to hold. It had only taken half a minute for the spark of a solution York had already seen in Leo’s eyes to bloom into something more concrete.
“Not Lunis,” said York.
“We can’t get it. No. Not Lunis.”
“So…what?” York wasn’t sure if Leo was simply following his dangling hope, frail a string as it was, or if he was actually formulating a solution. Panic needed a place to focus because its very nature was about chaos. Control chaos, and panic falls into line. It was easier said than done, but Leo now looked confident. 
“I almost have it. Hang on.” Leo held up a finger, and York could see mental wheels turning. 
“Is it simple?” said York.
“Oh, yes.”
Leo stood. Unlike the last time he’d risen from his chair, his movements seemed precise, his jittering gone. He moved to a table near the door, reached under it, pawed around, then smiled to himself. 
“What, Leo?” said York. “What are you thinking?” 
“Tell me,” said Leo. “Have you ever heard of an organization called ‘Gaia’s Hammer’?”





 

 
Chapter 4
 
 
Dominic stepped into the main green on the lower level of the mall fifteen minutes late. He’d actually arrived early (he was more eager to get his dust than he wanted to admit, and the ugly truth was that because the amount Omar promised today was small, it would, in fact, be his dust), but he’d parked his sizable frame at a Magic Dragon on the upper level and taken his time picking at some orange chicken before heading down. Omar wanted to make him jump through hoops like a dog? Fine. Fuck him; he could wait until whatever time Dominic chose to show up. 
Once on the green, Dominic picked Omar out as easily as he’d have picked out a flashlight in a dark room. The dealer was dressed in another of his ostentatious suits, this one a soft shade of purple, and stood to greet Dominic with wide arms. Dominic was in no hurry, and Omar had stood while they were still far apart, so Dominic made him wait in his crucified position, trying to make him look stupid to onlookers. But of course, he knew that somehow, he was the one who looked foolish. He could feel his own annoyed expression, knowing it must look dramatic and dumb. He could feel the stiffness in his bones, the way his gut gave him a slight waddle. And here he was, walking across the open lawn to black Jesus. 
In the seat at Omar’s side was his errand boy Jimmy, who had barely looked up, knuckles-deep in a box of some sort of confection. There were several similar boxes (red and white, rectangular and long) empty on the small table in front of him. The third person in the group — apparently the smuggler, whom Omar had called Katie — was a phenomenal-looking blonde with long legs and soft, flowing hair. It was entirely inappropriate of Dominic to notice her ample chest, but if he was here to meet a drug dealer to discuss dark dealings, he figured ogling tits was a minor crime to toss onto the pile. 
Dominic came almost close enough for Omar to embrace him then stopped short. Omar looked momentarily hurt then dropped his arms and became all business. 
“Dom,” he said, extending a hand. 
Dominic stared at the hand. “Where’s my dust?” 
“So loud,” said Omar. “Don’t you know how to be on the down-low?” 
Dominic glanced at the woman. She was slouched down, legs straight in front rather than demurely crossed. She was eyeing him and picking something from her teeth with the corner of one of Jimmy’s spent candy boxes. 
“You didn’t introduce us,” Dominic said, not bothering to look at Omar. 
“Sorry, Dom.” A smile entered Omar’s voice. “Dominic, this is Katie.” 
“Kate,” said the woman. 
“And Katie, this is Dominic.” 
Dominic extended a hand. “You can call me Dom.” 
“Super,” said Kate. She took Dominic’s hand and gave it a cursory shake. 
“Jimmy you know.” 
Dominic and Jimmy grunted at each other. Dominic continued to stand over the blonde, suddenly realizing he must look like a vulture. There was an empty chair beside her, so he sat. The chair creaked as he lowered himself. The woman stopped picking her teeth and moved on to eyeing Dominic suspiciously. He met her gaze. 
“What?” said Kate. 
Dominic blinked then returned his attention to Omar, who’d cleared his throat. He saw that Omar had extended his hand. Dominic considered ignoring it again, but then saw the edge of a packet in it. Omar wasn’t trying to shake his hand. He was trying to hand off. 
Dominic snatched the dust and pocketed it. 
“How much?” said Dominic, reaching into his pocket.
Omar waved a hand. “Don’t sweat it. Bundle it in with tomorrow’s shipment.” 
Dominic looked around. Now Omar was the one being too loud, and none too subtle. 
“Should we talk in private?” said Dominic.
“We’re under a Cone of Silence here. Nobody’s hearing this.” 
Dominic eyed the woman. 
“You don’t need to be shy around Katie,” said Omar. 
“Kate.” 
“She’s got nothing on you, champ. She smuggles dust for a living. On her last run, she killed a federal inspector.” 
Dominic looked at Kate. 
“He tried to stick his dick in me,” said the woman.
“So your little dirty laundry doesn’t mean anything to her,” Omar continued. “And as slippery as you think I am, you feel sure that I’ve already told them everything anyway, right? Including that you’re a cop. A captain, actually.” Then Omar glanced at Kate. 
Kate tossed her chin toward Dominic. “Try to pin me, and I talk about this meeting here,” she said.
“I’m not going to pin you,” said Dominic. “I’m…” 
“Let’s get this all out in the open,” said Omar, cutting Dominic off. “We’ve got a bit of a problem. But more than that, our problem is just a symptom of something larger. Three larger problems, in fact.” He pointed to himself, Kate, and Dominic in turn.
“Four,” said Jimmy. 
“You’re a henchman at best,” said Kate.
“Fuck you, bitch,” Jimmy retorted. 
“…and a loose end in need of trimming at worst,” she finished. Then she smiled, but the grin was sideways. Predatory, like a crocodile’s. Seeing it, Dominic’s eyes flicked from Jimmy to Kate, from Kate to Jimmy to Omar. Something had transpired in the group before Dominic’s arrival, and whatever it was had established power in Omar’s and Kate’s corners. Dominic saw the way Omar was looking at Kate and realized something interesting: The power wasn’t just being shared by Omar and Kate; it was being shared equally, like partners. He’d never seen that from Omar. 
Jimmy looked away, pouting. 
“I’ve been running dust for years, but for me it’s always been another rung on the ladder. Kate? Well, let’s say that though she’s an exceptional smuggler, she’s got other aims and is eager to see them realized. And you, Dom. You been buying my dust, but it’s not dust you want. It’s solutions. If you could have the solution without having to handle the dust, all the better.” 
Dominic found himself thinking of Leo, up in the mountains. The Organa leader was trying to wean off of Lunis and seemed to be managing, albeit slowly and with a fair share of pain. Leo — the old man Dominic thought of like a father and whom he’d betrayed to the NPS. Did Dominic have Leo’s breed of strength inside himself? Omar was right; he just wanted the Organa issue solved and would love to be free of Lunis’s gritty gray hold, if weaning were possible. 
“Only a fool keeps hammering away at means instead of occasionally looking upstream to the ends,” Omar continued. “We could keep talking about how to improve our little threeway — getting Katie cleared back up to the moon to retrieve the rather large shipment she left behind…” 
“And live to fight another day,” said Kate, a tad defensively. Her eyes took on a hawklike look, lips narrowing into something pursed and beautiful.
“That she left behind with good cause, but that she left behind nonetheless.” Omar held his hand up toward Kate. “And we could see about increasing shuttle runs, bribing the right people, and getting that machine running. Dom would get the dust where it needed to go. But to what end?” 
“I can’t have an unsteady supply. You get me this shit tomorrow, and that is what we need to discuss — how to make sure this never, ever happens again.” He wanted to rub his forehead and say he was too old for this shit, but it was too on the nose. 
“Well, that’s part of it, Dom,” said Omar, settling into his usual persuasive, companionable tone. Dominic could almost see the conversational ball sliding into Omar’s court, where it always seemed to land. “And that’s the dominant part of it all for you. But what helps us helps you. You want more secure suppliers, right?” 
Slowly, knowing it was usually a mistake to grant Omar a point, Dominic nodded. 
“What makes us secure is not having to rely solely on dust trade. Right now, we got a straight line, and it’s like a string of old-timey Christmas lights. Your grandmama ever have ‘em?” 
Kate rolled her eyes. 
“Well, mine did. Ancient. Old poor black lady below the line? Shit. Grandmama and her friends never got rid of anything. These old lights, they ran on AC. We had to get a converter. And they were shit. One bulb went out, the whole string went with them.” 
“This is charming, sweetums,” said Kate. 
“Point is, that’s us. One little problem on the moon, and the whole operation stops. There’s tons of little links that have to happen just so. We’re using the moon elevator, right? But what if we could use shuttles?” 
“You want to get clearance for private launches on dust runs?” Kate laughed. Dominic found himself entranced; even sarcasm looked good on her. 
“Just an example.” Omar raised one hand and used the other to tick off possible choke points on his fingers. “The elevator. The inspectors. Ground transport on the moon. One primary runner because we never seem to have two worth using. One supplier. And one major client.” He pointed at Dominic. 
“I’m your main client?” The idea shocked him. He’d thought he was one of thousands, all large and buying in quantity. 
“Shit, Dom,” said Omar. “Know your drug. You run in dust, so you’re a dust-head yourself. But you remind me of Jimmy, who only drinks White Russians and doesn’t even know it’s a girls’ drink.” 
Jimmy looked over as Omar barreled on. 
“Yes, major client. You think dust is a street drug? It’s a hippie drug. It don’t sell worth shit unless it’s to the granolas. That’s the dust trade: from the moon to Organas. But that’s just another weak spot in Grandmama’s old Christmas lights. What if something happened to your buddies in the mountains?” 
Dominic found himself thinking of Leo, Austin Smith, the NPS, and the bug he’d planted in Leo’s house before returning to DZ.
“The money stops, that’s what. We can get product but can’t sell it. All you care about is having supply. Katie cares about money. I care about power, and answers.” 
“Answers to what?” Dominic asked. 
“Well get to that,” 
“For the record,” Kate cut in, “I don’t care about money as much as you think. I just want my life back.” 
Dominic looked at Kate, wondering what that meant. She seemed to blush and look down, as if she’d said something she shouldn’t have. 
“Whatever,” said Omar. “All I’m saying is that none of us want a dust supply chain. We want what that chain currently gives us. It’s all a means to an end. Now, we’re three smart cats with a set of truly unique skills. So I say we address immediate needs — ” He tipped his head toward Dominic. “ — and then we stop thinking ‘means’ and start aiming straight for some ‘ends.’” 
“Omar, if you don’t get down to…” Kate began. 
“I was in the joint back in the day. Flat 4,” said Omar, his eyes on Dominic. “When I was there, I met a cat named Craig Braemon.” Then, speaking to Kate: “You know the name Craig Braemon?” 
“Criminal,” said Dominic. “Robber baron.” 
Omar turned then pointed at Dominic. “Capitalist.”
“What the hell are you two talking about?” said Kate. Then, probably because she’d dealt with Omar and his bullshit before, she turned to Dominic for the answer.
Dominic felt his breath hitch as she turned her beautiful face toward him, then stuffed it down. “When the NAU switched over from dollars and pesos to credits, Braemon was the project head at the actuarial firm checking the books. He skimmed off the top the entire time, making himself stupid rich.”   
“He saw inefficiencies in the system,” said Omar. “Any successful person needs that ability. To see need where it’s not being filled. To see better ways to do things than they’re currently being done.” 
“To exploit inefficiencies,” said Dominic. 
“See,” Omar countered, “motherfuckers like you have given that word a bad name. ‘Exploit.’ It means to see and use, not to make a bunch of orphans sad and piss on unicorns.” 
“Took what wasn’t his.” 
“Took what nobody else was going to claim,” said Omar. “I owe Craig a lot. He was like a mentor during my incarceration in 4. Taught me everything I know.” 
Dominic laughed, but Omar ignored the insult and kept speaking. 
“You of all people will get this, Katie,” said Omar. He emphasized ‘you’ in a way Dominic didn’t entirely understand. “What Craig did was to exploit — to use — small changes in the currencies as he was fitting credits to their values. There were two major variables. Three currencies, all adjusted against each other by the day and all of which the respective governments were unwilling to freeze — partly out of pride, I’m sure, but partly because of how fragile the economies were back then. On top of that, there was the conversion from each currency into credits. The matrix was constantly shifting, and this was before AI, so accountants had to track it with old-world software.” 
“I’m bored,” said Kate. “Get to it.” 
“Remainders,” said Dominic. “There were remainders on every conversion, and Braemon kept them in his pocket.” 
“Like an observant opportunist, taking what was right there in front of him,” said Omar.
“Like a criminal,” Dominic added. 
“Like the kind of person we’d all do well to model,” said Omar. “All of us are criminals here. Don’t you forget your place in this group, Dom, as the big cop who let it all hang out.” 
“Is that a threat?” 
“I don’t know, Dom. Is it?” 
Dominic leaned forward. Kate raised a hand. “Look, if we’re going to get into a dick-measuring contest, I want in.” 
Dominic looked at Kate. 
“I don’t see what any of this has to do with anything,” she said, apparently deciding not to comment on her lack of penis. “Black Liberace here was in the joint with some white-collar rip-off. So what?” 
“That’s the fun part,” said Omar. “How he did his time. He was there for six months, which was way less than he should have done in any universe. He called it a ‘show.’ It was, too. You know how the Flats don’t have guards? That’s mostly true, but there are always people coming in and out. For Craig, they were like butlers. Or concierges. They brought him a huge monitor and an isolated Internet hub. He mostly did his time just streaming movies into an apartment that was way, way too swanky to have been left alone in a Flat city. None of the other stiffs doing time there bothered him for some reason. He was there as a slap on the wrist because someone had to do time when it got figured out. But you know what was never fully investigated? Where the money went. And you know what happens if you try to search for the mechanism of credit adjustment today? You’ll come up empty, guaranteed. But nobody asks. It’s like they know not to. Craig said he wasn’t working alone, told me about an upper crust, who controlled everything.” 
“Bullshit,” Dominic said.
“Really?” Omar raised his eyebrows and smiled. “You’re a cop, Dom. When was the Flat prison system established?”
Dominic shrugged. He didn’t know history and didn’t care.
“Not until 2061,” Omar said. “I was in later than that, hearing about this in ’67. Now you tell me: How does a man do what he does, not get caught at the time — something that’s nearly impossible; ask an accountant — but then end up being prosecuted three decades later? I’ll tell you how: The way was greased. But then a reporter named Victor Harris dug up some bones somewhere in the ’60s and made a huge stink on The Beam about crimes recently buried — so much that the court had to make a wave toward putting Craig away for long enough to let public sentiment settle. It was a show more than anything else, and I think they even pinned him with something that was barely related to that stuff in the ’30s, but he did his time like a king and then left clean as a whistle.”
Dominic shook his head. “So what? He was a rich guy. There’s no conspiracy, Omar.” 
This time, Omar shook his head. “Well, I think others in this group might disagree with you about that. There are rumors — strong rumors — that places like Xenia Labs are developing add-ons for that group, and that they really, really don’t want anyone below that top tier finding out about them.” He looked meaningfully at Kate then glanced at Dominic. 
“I heard you out,” said Dominic. “Now: Where will my dust be tomorrow?” 
“There is no dust, Dom.” 
Dominic felt his temperature rise. His fists clenched, digging his nails into his palms. He didn’t need this. Not today. Not now.
“You heard me,” Omar repeated. “No use throwing a fit. You knew I was dry. I fed you my emergency supply after you got pinched then got you that small bundle you just took up. We haven’t brought a sizable shipment down in weeks. This last one was supposed to solve all the problems.” 
Dominic wanted to scream and throttle Omar. Earlier, he’d had a fantasy of killing the dealer and stealing his stash. There was no stash, but Dominic wanted to kill him anyway, just for the pleasure.
“You piece of shit.” 
“Ain’t no point in cryin’ about it, Dom. You wanna buy the dust, and believe you me, I wanna sell it to you. I need the capital. Which brings us back to the issue on the table.” 
“You haven’t put an issue on the table!” Dominic blurted, bolting to his feet. “You’re just bullshitting as usual!” 
Omar shook his head then said very deliberately, “No, I’m not.” 
“You lured me here, promised me…” 
“I wouldn’t have ‘lured you here’ if it hadn’t been for our mutual benefit,” said Omar. “Sit the fuck back down, Dominic.” He was staring hard, all of his friendly demeanor gone. Dominic sat. 
“You’re a DZ police captain. That opens doors. Gets us into places we need to go.” Dominic turned to Kate. “And you? You’re exactly Craig’s type. I watched him cycle through all of Flat 4’s available women, and the only ones he took were tall, buxom blondes with an attitude. I left Flat 4 a few months after Craig. Then I looked him up because he told me to, said we’d do business. When I did that, I met his wife and his girlfriend.” Omar pointed at Kate and made a clicking sound with his mouth.
“And what exactly are you hoping to get from this guy?” 
“What he told me about. The Beau Monde.” 
Dominic laughed. The rumor mills circulated the idea of a modern Illuminati like tales of Shangri-la. And here was this asshole Omar, trying to build a rocket so he could fly to Heaven.
“It’s a real thing, Dom. You didn’t see what I’ve seen.” 
“Or what I’ve seen,” Kate added. Dominic looked over for answers, but Kate said nothing.
“This guy’s such a friend of yours, why don’t you go talk to him?” Then, feeling chivalrous, he added, “…rather than putting the lady here in harm’s way.”
“Oh, fuck yourself, Grizzly,” Kate said, rolling her eyes at Dominic. 
“Unfortunately, when I visited him at the end of my term, he turned out to be an asshole,” said Omar. “You know how people say, ‘Look me up when you’re in my town, and we’ll hang out,’ but they don’t really mean it, and then when you show up they look at you like you’re a dick?” He nodded. “Like that.”
“So you’re bitter,” said Dominic. “Your precious feelings were hurt.” 
“Craig knows things. Things we should know, and that could solve all of our problems. Power and money for me. Kate gets…well, she recovers some status. You never have to worry about your dust supply again.” 
“Why wouldn’t I have to worry about the Lunis supply?” 
“Because based on what Craig told me,” Omar said, “membership has its privileges.” 
“It’ll never work,” said Kate. “There’s a huge flaw in your plan to track down your old buddy and seduce him into letting us into the club.” 
“What’s that?” 
“Well, your bait girl, for one.” Kate laid a hand across her ample breasts. “I heard that the last guy who tried to stick his dick in her ended up dead. And also, go fuck yourself if my part is playing ass candy.” 
“I’m sure you can be more creative than that. Persuasion through seduction, but without sex? I’m certain it’s possible.”
“Oh, I’m not,” said Kate. “There’s one sure way to get what you want from any man, no matter how dashing and carefree he is or used to be before certain changes.” She moved her hand from her breasts to between her legs, which she parted slightly. Dominic felt himself flush and turned away. 
He turned to watch Omar’s face, thinking he’d be defeated. Dominic didn’t want to play the game, and the girl, Kate, wasn’t willing to be exploited. But Omar’s face did what it always did when it was hurtling toward defeat: It shifted into the expression of a freshly hatched scheme. That was the root of Omar’s wily success: The man was always confident. Even when the situation was dire, Omar believed that everyone would find a way to do exactly what he wanted them to do. 
“Well then, I guess we’re done,” said Omar.
Dominic watched the man settle back then begin inspecting his fingernails. 
“It’s too bad,” he continued, “because it really would have been an amazing team. Dominic has high-level Beam access, including permissions with City Surveillance.” 
Dominic opened his mouth to object, but although he didn’t have access to CS, it was only a call away. He’d had it briefly just a few weeks ago, when Isaac Ryan’s man had gone missing. And he did have worlds of access that the rest of the NAU (or at least those below Omar’s fabled “Beau Monde”) didn’t dream was possible. Captain’s access could be like a key in a lock. If Kate really had killed a federal inspector on the moon, captain’s access was the kind of thing that could make The Beam forget about it. 
“Kate here? She’s got a ton of talent. She’s pretty on the outside, but I know what she’s like on the inside, too. She can talk the skin off an apple and sell a Beamer his first nature hike. She’s got access to Beam add-ons that the rest of us can’t imagine. I hear she even knows where to find the fabled maker Ryu.” 
“Lies,” Kate said. But despite herself, she looked flattered. Dominic could see it on her face: the sort of pleasure that only a large ego could take in itself. 
“And me? I know Braemon and his weak spots. I can get us to him. I know he’ll talk because he’s talked before. I know how to create a favor in need of reciprocation. And that’s not to mention the other people I know — the vast network that only someone slick and oily like me can gather, right, Dom?” He flashed a smile. “But whatever. It’s not meant to be.” He flapped his hands, palms up, for dramatic effect, at Dominic and Kate. “I guess you can go.” 
Dominic had expected an argument. Omar didn’t just let things go. But if he was only going to be passive-aggressive? Well, it had taken him off guard. Kate too, judging by her expression. Omar had told them to leave, and yet both had stayed frozen, waiting for the punch line.
“It’s been good doing business with you, Dom,” said Omar.
“Wait. What…?” Dominic began.
“And with you, Katie.” 
Kate looked at Dominic. Apparently, they weren’t just dismissed. They’d been fired. 
“What about the shipment?” said Dominic.
“What shipment?” 
“The Lunis. On the moon. I…” he stopped then realized that debasing himself was all he had left. “…I need it, Omar. I don’t know anyone else. Not in time.” He sighed, realizing how humiliating it was for a DZ police captain to lay prostrate in front of a two-bit hood but no longer caring. “They’re out. They’re going to start killing each other.”
“I can’t get the shipment off the moon.” Omar flicked his thumb at the woman. “Ask Kate.” 
Dominic looked at Kate then back at Omar. 
“Someone killed an inspector. The dust is bunkered, but the whole port will be locked down. They caught us off guard with a new detector, and now there’ll be more.” 
“A new runner then,” said Dominic.
“Now hang on,” said Kate.
“Someone who can get past security,” Dominic begged. “You can’t be stopping trade. You need the income!” 
“It is a shame.” Omar locked eyes with Dominic. “But without some sort of superior access, there’s nothing I can do.” 
Dominic’s shoulders fell. From the corner of his eye, he saw the same sense of resignation pass through Kate. They were as linearly arranged as the Lunis supply chain, as wired together as Omar’s grandmama’s lights. Forget about tying a knot; Omar had tied one already while no one was looking. Like it or not, they were already all for one and one for all — or they were nothing for none.
Dominic looked at Kate. Once he got past the idea that he was, now, irrevocably a criminal and a stabber of backs, this really was the only solution that made any sense. You could do things the hard way because you were stubborn, or you could release the brakes and start coasting.
“Okay,” said Dominic, making himself comfortable in his chair. “Tell me about Craig Braemon.”





 

 
Chapter 5
 
 
Micah stood with his hands clasped in front of his waist, palms brushing the fine fabric of his best suit. For Micah Ryan, the idea of a “best suit” was saying something. His garments cost several times more than those at the line made each year.
The cube-shaped room — large and open, equal lengths of walls and ceiling height, painted a stark Beam white — always felt strange to Micah. He’d been to the White House a dozen or so times during his political career, and he’d never grown used to its oddity. 
The senate occupied one large wall, stacked high in pure-white cubbyholes in a ten-by-ten honeycomb. The fifth row from the top contained an extra cubicle, but the other ten were squeezed to match, creating an odd misalignment in what was an otherwise perfect grid. Each of the senators’ cubbyholes was fronted with black Beam glass, stark against the room’s pure white. Micah knew that the glass was entirely transparent from the inside, but even as he stared directly at it, he found the idea hard to believe. The senators were anonymous, their identities obscured for supposed reasons of incorruptibility. They were supposed to respond to the will of their parties, but they were still people with minds of their own. They could vote off-party for issues that affected the entire union if they wanted; their ability to do so required a level of trust that the NAU, so far, had seemed entirely willing to give. Even the senators didn’t know who each other were or how they voted. They received Beam feeds but could not be petitioned by private interests because it was impossible to reach them. It was supposed to be the perfect, impartial representative system, but Micah wondered if that were true. There might be nothing behind the glass, and Senate decisions might be made by an invisible emperor, deciding yes and no with a turn of his thumb. 
But of course, that wasn’t true either, because once a senator’s term was finished, he or she returned to circulation and was free to share anything they desired. That was when the world finally saw them. Many senators, with no alternative career to fall back on and used to an income far higher than most Directorate doles, wrote books or began speaking careers. There was no way to do that if they stayed in the closet. 
And of course, the party presidents typically came from the Senate. Shiloh Reese, the Enterprise president, had been a senator. The up-until-recent Directorate president, Quince, had been a senator. And of course everyone knew all about Carter Vale’s term in the Senate because he was loud and proud in his telling of tales and had been since he’d taken over Quince’s position as party head. 
Micah, standing behind President Reese with the rest of the Enterprise cabinet, looked over at Vale as he moved into position behind the lectern. The man was tall, dark, and handsome, like the hero of a storybook. He was attractive and compelling without being threatening. Ironically, most of the chatter on The Beam about Vale — from the low-rent Directorate camp, anyway — revolved around how he was “just like us.” The idea was absurd. As little as Micah liked to compliment his party’s opposition, Vale actually was handsome…whereas the average person singing his praises was anything but.
Micah’s eyes moved to the side, to the group standing behind the new and charismatic Directorate President — a president who seemed to be claiming what should have always been his. Whereas Micah felt assurance and certainty in the Enterprise cabinet, he sensed uncertainty in the Directorate’s. Nobody knew quite what to think of the new chief, including his own advisers. 
That was another thing the populace seemed to love about Vale: He was playful, disobedient, and just a bit reckless. The word Micah kept seeing was “mischievous.” It was perplexing. Was mischief really something people wanted in a leader? But then, for Directorate, it made sense. None of them ever stepped outside of their boxes. Directorate, Micah thought, was a party of sheeplike safety. If you didn’t want to live and preferred to be coddled like an incompetent child while someone told you what to do, you joined Directorate. No wonder they wanted a bit of an outlaw at the helm. They had to realize what cowards they were, didn’t they? How could they not? And so having at least one among them who was handsome where they were ugly, charming where they were boring, and daring where they were afraid — who was, in short, everything they wanted to be — had to be comforting. They only had to believe that Carter Vale was Everyman, and all would be well. Because although he was nothing like them, he was just like them. And once Vale was all they wanted to be, they could displace, become the nothings they were, and settle. 
Isaac, near the front of the cabinet group for the cameras’ benefit, seemed oddly self-assured. Micah wasn’t used to seeing his brother any way other than nervous, beaten, or at least slightly afraid of his own shadow. It had to be the thing with Natasha, where Isaac had led the police to save her ass at her little attention-grabber concert like a fucking knight galloping in on his lily white horse. Micah had been against that concert from the start. If Natasha was going to be Enterprise, she should just be Enterprise. What did it matter what the Directorate thought? She was moving on. Moving forward. And Isaac? Did he think he was big shit because he’d saved her? The directions to send in the riot police must have come from the top. Isaac was a pawn, the same as Micah. 
For now.
Micah reached up and adjusted his band tie across his neck, knowing how fidgety it would look if the feed was displaying his face. Micah wasn’t nervous, even though he looked it. Fuck Vale and his Everyman charm, fuck Natasha and her posturing, fuck Isaac and his heroics, and fuck the entire lazy, complacent Directorate. Fuck Natasha’s poor Enterprise fans. 
But as the string of thoughts ran through his mind, Micah stopped to wonder at his own rancor. What was stirring his pot? He wasn’t usually so testy. 
He thought of Kai Dreyfus. 
He thought of his mother. 
At least it would all be over soon. This Shift had been a real son of a bitch. The process was usually a rubber stamp, but this year there’d been nothing but strife. The rioting, contained but loud, had been nearly constant. DZPD and the sweeperbot database had shown an increase in violent crime. Natasha had felt compelled to put on her dramatic little show while Nicolai decided to grow a pair. Everyone wanted to come crying to Micah — including Nicolai, who didn’t even want to admit it. Pressure from above, pressure from below, pressure from all sides. It was almost enough to make a man lose his cool. 
But, Micah thought as Reese began his Prime Statement to the Senate, the die had been cast. Enterprise, after bending the Directorate over a barrel and making it whimper, had won the PR battle — what they used to call the battle for “hearts and minds.” Economics composed only half of the Shift decision for most people. The other half was that well-cultivated impression of teams, of us versus them. Everyone wanted to be on the winning side, and thanks largely to Isaac (and not at all rescued by his last-minute police heroics, no matter what he thought), the Directorate had looked like a bunch of bumbling idiots lately. The Directorate had held the Senate throughout NAU history because people didn’t like to work or be responsible for their fates, but even that could be overwhelmed by a strong enough desire to not join a group of douche bags for the next six years. 
“As the twenty-second century dawns, this great union has entered a new phase of its evolution,” said Shiloh Reese, his hands gripping the lectern by its sides. The lectern itself was wood as an homage to traditional government (because that was a good model, thought Micah) and served no purpose besides being a prop. Reese’s voice, picked up by nanos and re-broadcast, echo-dampened, seemingly from the air itself, was in every ear without need for a mounted mic. 
“We are no longer a struggling nation recovering from catastrophe. We are now a fully realized, self-determined people who have clawed their way up from ruin, stood tall, and made this nation into the dominant — really, the only — power on the planet. We are not standing due to luck. We are here because of our work ethic. Because we have earned it.” 
Micah’s eyes flicked to gauge Isaac’s reaction. All of the Directorate eyes were forward, though, watching the superimposed holo of Reese projected in front of the blank wall of senators. He couldn’t read concern or lack of concern on any faces — his brother’s in particular. It was disorienting not to see Isaac squirm. Had he finally surrendered? Was he feeling content in his shattered marriage (or at least in his re-claimed position as Big Dick of his own house) following Natasha’s “rescue”? Everyone knew how this was going to go. Prime Speeches had swung large percentages in the past (from a Directorate landslide to a merely comfortable Directorate victory or vice-versa), but The Beam and the public relations war had already decided this election. The Statements would just screw the lid more tightly on an already-sealed jar. Reese’s speech was meant to prepare the union for a more Enterprise style of thinking: The NAU fought its way to the top throughout its history, so Enterprise citizens must do the same. Those who survive deserve to be at the top…and those who fail deserve their fate, too. 
Directorate would lose, and die-hard Directorate members — always needed to grease the world’s wheels because monkeys would always be required to obediently pull levers — could keep taking their doles, living their comfortable lives. But those on the edge would be forced to wonder why they hadn’t hopped on the winning team as the rocket was rising (beem currency would help with that), and new Enterprise, whether they flunked life’s tests or not, would realize that self-determination was the only way. Only sheep ate from the hand that would later so eagerly open their throats. 
Micah checked the projection, seeing that he was still out of the shot. Again, he adjusted his tie. Noah Fucking West, was he keyed up. Hostile. Maybe watching Isaac for signs of cracking wasn’t the best use of his energy today. Maybe he should be staring into a mirror instead. 
He listened to Reese, counting the buzzwords: bootstrapping, responsibility, self-determination, no excuses. Reese was as smooth as Micah. By the time new members inevitably failed, they’d be blaming themselves and thanking the party for deigning to let them try. 
President Reese concluded his Statement, then turned per custom and gave a tiny bow to his cabinet. Micah nodded while the others around him did the same. Respect begat respect. They were all for one and one for all and would only go back to throwing elbows to get their share of spoils once Shift and the dog and pony show that went with it were finished. 
The holo projection changed to show Carter Vale.
Micah felt his fists clench then told himself for the third time to relax. Vale would lead Directorate until he retired or was moved out, and the latter was extremely unlikely given the president’s popularity. In all likelihood, Micah would be looking at the handsome face and folksy grin of Carter Vale for years to come. He’d pose in photos beside him; he’d shake his hand at public functions. And that was okay. Micah didn’t hate the man. He didn’t even know him. But Shift, like elections of old, had a way of bringing out the worst in everyone. Shift reminded the world that it had sides, and pitted those sides against one another as a natural effect of their rally. Shift gave everyone long-forgotten reasons to dislike each other, just as Micah so vehemently disliked Vale right now. But in the end, wasn’t Vale playing the same game as the rest of them? His image couldn’t be accurate. He was painted by the sheets and proper news channels alike as an idealist — a man who’d come from nothing but never lost his sense of right and wrong. That’s why people loved his aura of mischief: He was rascally in his role as chief poobah and cynic, not in his role as a responsible human being. He mocked his title. He mocked his position. And he did what seemed right, whether it was proper or not. 
“Hi there,” he said, looking at the wall of senators but not touching the lectern as Reese had gripped his. A wide grin creased his face, and Micah knew that the cameras, which were watching from the Senate perspective, would see him as if he were looking into their eyes. “It’s so nice to see all these familiar faces again.” 
Behind Vale, the cabinet laughed. There was a small audience to one side — high society members who liked to pretend they cared about the union’s direction. The audience laughed, too. Micah, hearing it, was almost confused. As far as he could remember, he’d never heard laughter at a Prime Statement. 
Vale smiled wider, his eyes still meeting the blacked-out boxes occupied by the senators as if meeting the eyes of the anonymous senators themselves. “I know it’s my duty, here and today, to tell you all how Directorate will change over the next few years. And to tell you how Directorate has changed over the past few. A lot of people are out there watching, and they’re trying to decide if they want to be Directorate or Enterprise for the next spell. I’m supposed to deliver a report card, to help them decide.” 
Micah found himself looking directly at the side of Vale’s head, not the holo projection. His jaw felt heavy, his mouth wanting to hang open. What kind of Prime Statement was this? Amid the incompetence, Micah wasn’t the only one taken off guard. Directorate cabinet members were all casting tiny glances at each other, trying to maintain their composure for all those watching from their canvases but unable to repress their surprise at what seemed to be an off-plan speech. The mischievous president strikes again. 
“The problem I always had with all of this, even when I was behind that dark glass and hearing these speeches myself — ” Here, Vale held both arms out and gestured as if to encompass the room. “ — was that at a time when the NAU was supposed to be celebrating itself, it reinforced division. That never made sense to me. The Senate decides many issues, sure, but the individual parties still mostly get what they want. An Enterprise Senate doesn’t change the average Directorate citizen’s life much, if at all, and vice-versa. So why do we do this? Why all the pomp and circumstance? Why isn’t Shift a quiet decision, handled at leisure, like renewing a driver’s license?” 
Micah found himself wanting to shove Reese aside and answer Vale’s rhetorical question. Had he missed the memo? Had he been asleep through orientation? Not only was all of this blatant, tacky posturing about something that wasn’t going to change, but it was drawing attention to the governmental process — something people more or less accepted without question, simply because it was the way things had more or less always been. 
But Vale’s questions were finished, and Micah watched the Directorate president’s demeanor change to that of giving cynical, mischievous answers. 
“As my fellow president so eloquently said — ” Vale nodded toward Reese, who tried to smile in reply but only managed a toothy grimace. “ — we really are the last of the planet. We used to have global partners. Now, we have only ourselves. We need adversaries; I get it. But rather than spending all this time focusing on how we’re different, perhaps it makes more sense to rally. To focus on how we’re the same.”
Micah looked to the wall of senators for help, but none came. Nobody with a face or a voice was in charge of the Prime Statements. Cameras moved to the next speaker, and the parties knew the routine without being told. The Senate was faceless. Unless someone stepped even further out of line to stop him, Vale would continue to ramble without interruption. 
“I’m not going to try and persuade you.” Vale’s holographic gaze met Micah’s eyes. Every viewer would see the same stare: the enormous Beam wall blank behind his earnest face. “You’re big boys and girls. Shift is your decision, not mine. You are deciding your own fate — for you alone — more than you’re deciding the fate of the union. Whichever way the Senate tilts, your individual wills, for your lives, matter more. I will not presume to tell you who you are — Directorate or Enterprise, Enterprise or Directorate. I have a few minutes to speak, but I’d rather use it to tell you who we are — or who we once were, and should perhaps consider becoming again.” 
Beside Micah, a slight man named Saul Temple broke the silence. 
“What the hell is he doing?” 
Micah considered answering, but the shot flicked to Enterprise, probably drawn by Temple’s activity. Micah shrugged. 
“I’m a student of history.” Vale chuckled. “And as you all know, I’m older than I look. Not too long before I was born, the world was one, joining hands to raise the moon base and the radio array that let us see the beginning of time. The world had joined hands before the Fall, but then Old America decided to cut itself off in the name of triage. Then we joined hands again — internally, this time — to survive the chaos of the ’30s. We joined hands behind Crossbrace. We joined hands behind The Beam. Today, the NAU is more connected than ever. We’re functioning, day to day, as an enormous single mind. And yet this is how we spend our unity. By focusing on division.” 
He paused, looking around the room and daring anyone to speak. 
“It’s time to join hands again,” he said. “Behind Project Mindbender.” 
Micah felt the bottom drop from his stomach. “Mindbender” was as taboo a word as “Beau Monde.” Once upon a time, the nation had dreamed about uploading minds to The Beam, but it had been in the afterglow of Renewal, dreams of the restoration of the Golden Days still dancing in citizens’ heads like visions of sugar plums. Mindbender as it existed today was a secret, buried so deep that Xenia had its own police force to make sure it stayed covered. It wasn’t the project that the NAU had forgotten decades earlier. Now it was an advanced initiative that wasn’t yet ready for prime time.
The silence broke. Cabinets chattered, arguing, darting angry stares around their respective groups and at each other. Vale held up his hands.
“Oh, it’s just a beginning. Nobody is talking about going full-digital anytime soon. It will take much of the next century to perfect and make safe, but ladies and gentlemen, it will happen. Anyone can see the signs and predict where we’re headed. Who, other than those with a conscientious objection to the network, isn’t plugged into The Beam at all times? You out there watching at home: Are you downloading today’s activities into a life-log from your memory as you watch? Are you maintaining open connections so that you and your friends in other districts can be together — in sound and sight — even though you’re apart? How many of you are using habit and efficiency apps that tracked your movements all day? Do you have a smart fridge? Is there a roast in the oven…and if so, did you put it there? Did you even have to decide, or have you set your canvas to dedicated preference? If you’ve done that, how long has it taken your canvas’s AI to separate your whims from your real desires? How long has it taken your canvas to know when you’re kidding, when you’re being flighty, and when you actually want or need something you can’t quite put your finger on…but that it can figure out, and easily provide for you?” 
Micah’s head was spinning. Vale’s resumed speech hadn’t quieted the room. If there were a judge with a gavel, he’d be banging it hard and calling for order. Did Vale know what Xenia was doing with the modern version of Mindbender? Or was this a pipe dream — another bit of whimsy from the idealistic new president? The process of uploading a mind, once quirks were ironed out, would begin at the highest levels, uploading geniuses that the NAU couldn’t lose to death. It would be phenomenally expensive — typically out of reach to all but the Beau Monde unless supported by a grant. What possible good would it do to inform the masses? Was this all a coincidence, his pulling the old Mindbender nugget from the zeitgeist?
“We’re alone in the world,” said Vale. “One union. One people. We’re all Earth has left, in terms of mankind’s advancement. We shouldn’t focus on division. We must focus on unity. Because we are a union. We once had shared goals, but we’ve fallen out of practice. Now we’ll have a new goal. And when, eventually, we learn to live as digital beings, no longer needing to fight as viciously for resources, we’ll have achieved this great union’s promise.” 
Vale turned his head to look directly at the Enterprise group, his eyes meaningful. 
“All of us,” he said in a much softer voice. “Together.” 
Shit, thought Micah.
The room boomed. The audience stood and began to surge forward. The White House had automated security, but it usually stayed at bay for diplomatic reasons. Now the sweepers came forward, upright like large bullets, hovering with a scent like ozone. Their jackets were bright white, smooth carapaces devoid of features. They moved toward the retreating audience then drifted toward the dual podiums, waiting. 
The room quieted. Vale, apparently finished, fell a step back. The wrap-up began to uncomfortably unfold, but what Vale had said couldn’t be unsaid. 
All of us. Together. 
And that look he’d given the Enterprise group.
Whatever Vale had in mind, whatever knowledge he had of Mindbender today, he’d made one message abundantly clear:
Whenever Mindbender went live, he intended it to be a social service. 
Free for those who received social services. 
For members of Directorate.





 

 
Chapter 6
 
 
The feed ended. Sam sat in his apartment, staring at the screen, as Beam Headlines replaced the Prime Statement. 
He seemed to recall something the Directorate president had said about Project Mindbender (a term Sam remembered from old Internet legends, right up there with something called “Y2K”), but his mind had already shuttled that aside so he could forget it. He’d normally grab his canvas or at least a pen and write it down so it wouldn’t exit his leaky brain forever, but Sam was too shocked by the bigger thing he’d seen at the Primes. 
Or rather, what he hadn’t seen. 
Sam closed the Beam connection then stood to pace. He had no implants left in his head, but he suddenly felt like the entire world — both as people and as those using the network — was able to peek beneath his skull. He wanted a hat. Perhaps one made of foil.
“Motherfucker. Motherfucker!” 
Sam moved faster, looking down at his feet. His errant arm struck a chair and made it wobble. The other arm hit a tablet on the kitchen counter then jabbed the tablet toward a glass of water Sam had forgotten from three days ago, knocking it to the floor. The thing was actual glass, having come with the low-end apartment and probably a hundred years old. It detonated like a bomb, splattering Sam’s socks with old water. It had probably been an antique. Surely been an antique. An antique was anything twenty years old or older, right? How much of his stuff was antiques? And where exactly was the line between “antique” and “old piece of shit”? 
His mind was wandering, heading down rabbit holes. Pieces of shit and antiques were nothing to be thinking about. He reeled his scattered attention in, momentarily forgetting why he was so agitated. Then he saw his canvas and felt a deep reaction to seeing it that felt like a punch in the gut. He was suddenly afraid of The Beam. Why?
Oh, yes. The threats that must be coming. 
And sure enough, Sam’s canvas began to ping. He’d set Shadow’s encrypted Null forum box to alert him when new mail arrived, and there was no way to turn off the sound without opening the inbox itself to change the settings. He didn’t want to do that. The subject lines of the messages, even if he didn’t open them, were sure to be terrible. Null had been rallied and ready. They’d been eager to break shit. Shadow had puffed his chest and implied that great revolutionary change (Null’s favorite kind of change, mouth-breathing basement dwellers that they were) was at hand. 
“Watch the Prime Statement,” Shadow told them, “And you will motherfucking see some motherfuckers get pwned.” 
Well, maybe not that exactly, but it had been something like it. Sam didn’t remember. He’d made his post, he’d raised the alarm, and he’d told them all to watch the big wall behind the representatives at the Prime Statement, where Shadow would make magic things happen to prove the size of his dick. 
Across the apartment, there was a loud beeping. The coffeemaker. Sam had forgotten he was making coffee. He saw the carafe full of black liquid, remembered, and grew suddenly furious. That motherfucking coffeemaker didn’t understand just how badly Sam was screwed. 
It hardly mattered that there was a wall between Shadow and Sam. This was Null. Null had brought down banks; they’d liquidated a major corporation without its permission. Legend said Null had had pink hats delivered to all 101 of the supposedly anonymous senators “just for the lulz.” 
And now they had an excellent reason to reclassify Shadow from friend to persona non grata. It was only a matter of time before his comeuppance arrived, wrapped like a gift.
The coffeemaker gave a reminder chirp. Sam picked up a heavy paperweight and hurled it at the machine.
“Shut the fuck up!” he screamed.
The paperweight hit the carafe, but the carafe wasn’t made of glass. The knock merely tapped it off its base, causing it to slosh coffee from its top and onto Sam’s reader tablet, which was beside it. He started walking over to mop up the coffee and save the reader, but then his mail bonged again and he forgot all about it. 
“Shit. Shit. Shit.”
This wasn’t even his fault. This was Integer7’s fault. Integer7 had left him high and dry. It wasn’t like Sam had even asked for it. He’d simply found a loose end, had reached out to those who could help him, and, yeah, he’d talked about disrupting Shift. 
But how much could one Beam malcontent do? Null were a force unto themselves, but they were still real people with real income needs. The best they were ever going to do would be to goose Shift. That’s all Sam had really been going for, anyway. Shake the box; see what comes out. See if this Beau Monde thing showed up, and whether the party changes by the folks he was watching actually made a difference. 
He was just a kid with too many tattoos and useless glasses. He wasn’t Shadow. He was harmless. 
Contradicting him, the canvas continued to ping. 
Sam opened the laptop then flicked to the Null box with a feeling of peeking through his fingers during a vid’s scariest part. Two of the subject lines caught his attention. 
YOU ONLY PLAY NULL FOR FOOLS ONCE 
YOUR CLOCK IS TICKING
He slammed the thing shut. What exactly was the clock ticking on? 
Sam could imagine. It was ticking toward Null finding out who Shadow really was. But what then? Would they kill him? No, that seemed severe. But they could empty his accounts. Bug his connection so he’d never again be alone. Cover his walls, twenty-four hours a day, with nonstop gay porn. 
Should he run? Should he try to explain? And why wasn’t that fucking coffee done? 
Sam started to run through his limited options. He could contact Integer7. Or better: He could blame Integer7. After all, he hadn’t screwed anything up, right? It had been Integer7 who’d promised and then failed to deliver the big upset on the White House wall. 
But, he realized, that wouldn’t work because Shadow hadn’t so much as mentioned Integer7 before now. It had been half by accident, half intentional. The first rule of Null was that you didn’t talk about Null, and even citing a Null hero as the architect of a Null plot was a kind of tattling. Integer7 had spoken to Shadow, not to The Beam at large. It was up to Shadow — and Shadow alone — to decide whether to tell the others, and to accept what followed. But in practice, all of it meant that if he tried to blame Integer7 now, he’d just look like a coward in search of a scapegoat.
His handheld rang. Without looking at the screen, Sam picked it up and hurled it at the ground. Too late, he realized he’d need it, especially if he was afraid of his canvas. It shattered as if it had resented being whole, tiny pieces scattering to the four winds. 
Ping. 
Ping. 
Ping.
Sam looked at the terminal. He could get a new terminal and try to hide, but what would it change? He’d still need to access his old mail unless he planned to go underground and never return. His terminal was custom, as secure as he hoped to ever be. He couldn’t avoid The Beam forever. He should face the music now before it got worse. He could try to tell his hate-mailers that Integer7 had been the one to drop the ball. He had to do something. 
Sam opened mail then forced himself to read through the subject lines. They made his gut twist, but at least once he’d finished, the messages were no longer unknowns. The first part of the bubble had popped. Now, he had to build some momentum. He had to open a few. See what was waiting. 
Sam clicked one of the messages at random. Unsurprisingly, it contained indignation and a veiled threat. But it contained something else, too. The final line said:
 
youve been a friend to null but today you made you a fool & null too. the forum has a new thread saying you have 24hrs to prove youre not nps or some fake. show us something good or else.
 
The typical Null bravado made his skin crawl. Sam stared at the screen, wishing the coffeemaker would finish brewing because his head felt sleepy and sluggish. 
Show us something good or else. 
In the second before he’d shattered his handheld, Sam now thought he might have seen a name on the screen. It might have been his imagination, but it also might have been Sterling Gibson returning his call, possibly responding to his offer of services as an intrepid reporter. And if that was true, it might be interesting. Gibson was cagey. He only responded to messages when he actually had something, and otherwise ignored them. Sam’s message had asked Sterling how he might contact Nicolai Costa. He’d known that his chances were remote, and he’d mentally shelved the idea, resolving himself to a reverse search using the hacked Beam ID.
But Gibson — maybe — had called him back. 
Show us something good, the mail message had said.
Sam looked down at the shards of his handheld. Maybe there was a way out of Null’s poor graces after all.





 

 
Chapter 7
 
 
September 16, 2034 — District Zero
 
Clive Spooner entered the room, wheeling his enormous balls in a wheelbarrow. Or at least, that’s how it seemed to Noah. 
The Englishman had a swagger that could only come from being the world’s darling — from having the immunity that came with knowing you could do no wrong. Noah liked Clive. He respected Clive. Before Clive, nobody had so successfully gotten the entire planet to think and move as one…toward his personal goals. Yes, the lunar base had revolutionized modern thought and cooperation before the weather threw its catastrophic hissy fit and put an end to the party, but by then Clive’s pockets had been lined plenty. But despite the respect and liking, there were things about Clive that irked Noah. Such as his swagger, and the implication that his time was more valuable than anyone else’s. Someday, maybe, Noah might be considered half the revolutionary that Clive was. When that happened, he wouldn’t walk like Clive did, nor would he wear what looked like a goddamned ascot. 
“This had better be good,” said Clive, taking a seat around the long polished black table. “Calling us here on a Saturday.” 
It was too much. Noah was a patient man and didn’t like to argue, but Clive had placed his finger on an already throbbing cluster of nerves. The others around the table knew it, and he could see their faces respond to Clive’s comment, having already had this discussion while waiting for Spooner to finish dallying and finally arrive. 
“I would have called you out of your bathtub on Christmas if I’d known earlier,” Noah snapped. “Jesus Christ, Clive.”
“Is this about the immigrant?” 
“It’s about what he’s carrying.” 
Clive turned to Iggy. Iggy was a writer first and a revolutionary second. Being an artist helped him enjoy Clive’s condescending jabs well enough, but the fact that he’d managed a seat on Panel as a mere scribe spoke volumes about how disruptive his business methods had been. “The immigrant,” Clive reported to Iggy in a mocking tone. 
Noah glared at Clive. Clive wasn’t responsible for the problem with Costa, but he was currently the one mouthing off and would take the brunt of Noah’s ire until another target presented itself. 
When Clive finally looked up, Noah pulled an image onto the front screen showing a quiet-looking man with Mediterranean skin, small round glasses, and a mop of shiny black hair. 
“Nicolai Costa,” he said. “You know we’ve been following his signature, pulled from the anomalous data traffic. We saw the signature launch from Southampton two weeks ago, and it was my understanding that it was being followed, and my further understanding that we all knew how essential it was that we intercept it on arrival.” 
“It’s arrived, Noah,” said Colin Hawes. “So whatever. Now we can intercept it.” He yawned. Not only was it Saturday; it was early. Noah had discovered Costa’s arrival in the wee hours, launching the secure tracker on a whim after checking his email. He’d been aghast to see the signature now in the center of New York’s beating heart, making itself comfortable.
“How many of you knew about this?” Noah demanded. 
Colin raised his hand. So did Kendrick Hayes, the trillionaire. Indistinct muttering came from many of the others around the table, including Alexa Mathis, Rachel Ryan, Shannon Hooper, and Audrey Pascoe. They sounded to Noah like a gaggle of gossiping hens. 
“So I missed a meeting?” 
The reaction around the table (Noah alone was standing because he was the most indignant) was varied but immediate. There were some rolled eyes, and a few people looked ready to deny what Noah had said, but all of them began to stir at the implication. The rules clearly stated that all Panel discussions required all members to be present. No exceptions. The general population didn’t know there was a caste of society with special privileges such as Crossbrace beta access (Noah didn’t care for the “Beau Monde” term the group was tossing around, though it seemed to be sticking), and even the Beau Monde didn’t know about Panel. A nation of a few hundred million hosted an elite group without realizing it, and that elite group of just a few million hosted its own group above that, also without knowledge. There was no room left to subdivide the dozen people currently in the sealed conference chamber. Panel was as high as it went, two levels past official. There could be no such thing as off-Panel agreements and conversations. Twelve was narrow enough. 
“We all had the tracker,” Alexa said. “Relax, Noah.”
“It certainly seems to be common knowledge.” 
“We’ve been chatting while waiting for Clive,” said Plasteel baron Marshall Oates. “Relax, will you?” 
“Why don’t you just tell us what’s on your mind?” said Eli Oldman, the big man in the far chair. Eli was a certified genius, but he looked like a pig. He was fat with huge, tangled dreadlocks. Alexa’s friend Parker had once said that Eli looked like he was missing something if he didn’t have a grease stain down the front of his shirt. Noah hadn’t wanted to laugh at that but hadn’t been able to help himself. 
“You of all people shouldn’t have to ask that, Eli.” Noah looked around the long table, seeing the way light washed along its polished black surface like a river, undulating as he moved. It was a synthetic material that employed a shifting matrix and could change from solid to a kind of intelligent liquid, shapable via an electrical charge. The material had been designed as a space-saver (large tables could be “slurped down” into smaller tables when not in use), but Alexa was already joking about creative ways she could used it in her sex business. 
Realizing how odd he must look pacing around the eleven others, Noah slipped into a chair and forced himself to calm. What was done was done. 
“You’re worried about losing control of whatever he’s carrying,” Eli said. “In a network sense, I mean.” 
“No,” said Noah. “I’m worried that we already have.” 
“How?” 
“I told you all of this. Was nobody listening?” 
Across from Noah, Rachel shrugged. She appeared old and harmless, but the woman was deadly. It was Rachel’s connections overseas — the thugs who’d tried to intimidate Allegro Andante and their man in Italy into surrendering secrets — who’d uncovered the traveler’s identity after the anomalous signal had been found. It had seemed very coincidental that the anomaly was coming from a device apparently carried by Salvatore Costa’s son, but when they’d reviewed the Southampton drone footage, they’d seen him sneak aboard and had seen so much of his father in the stowaway’s features. And when he’d left and the drone had analyzed the oil left by the traveler’s palms on a shipping container, it had found his DNA to be a perfect match to what Panel already knew. 
Noah looked at Rachel, knowing better than to argue. Panel, stocked with the nation’s most successful and influential minds, was always a potential ego minefield. The kinds of personalities that changed the world and then accepted a seat to run it were seldom quiet. He’d learned in the first meetings that the best policy was to always stay calm, demur, then strike fast only when the issue truly mattered. Like now. 
Noah sighed then pretended he was back in the office with his new protégé. York was brilliant but had to be shaped. Like many of the minds in this room. 
“If our guess is correct, about Salvatore Costa’s nanobots hopping onto the boy when he left home,” Noah began, “which makes sense, if they knew he was planning to burn the place — then that means they were already working in a network.” 
“How do you know that?” asked Audrey. 
Despite Noah’s determination to calm himself, he felt annoyed. Audrey was an architect, not a computer scientist. He could explain all day, and she’d never understand. He’d been mostly speaking to Eli and didn’t have the patience for Audrey’s butted-in posturing. 
“Individual nanobots can’t think,” Noah snapped. “They’re too small. There’s no room for enough pieces.” 
Audrey opened her mouth to offer a follow-up, but Noah cut her off, anticipating her question. “The desire for self-preservation is one of the hallmarks of life. Which means that not only were they thinking when they jumped onto Costa; they were thinking as a life form. And if they were doing that back in ’27, you can bet they’re much more advanced now. They figured out that hotwiring a Doodad increased their host’s chances of making it to safety. They figured out that where they currently were wasn’t safe. They might have done all sorts of other things, hovering to nearby devices and making them work, sending signals, making old machines breathe again. That’s highly developed behavior. Which makes sense because we’ve always seen that the smaller and more ephemeral the life form, the faster it evolves. We don’t have all the details of Costa’s prototypes, but logic says that nanobots would recycle on a very compressed timeframe. That means they’re mining materials to do it. Again: advanced. Do any of you know how to make more of yourselves?” 
Eli raised his hand. He’d made his fortune in the VR community and had changed how the world thought about digital avatars as conduits for intelligence and personality. If the Crossbrace network Noah was working on ever launched and evolved as quickly as the nanobots had, it was Eli’s models that would predict whether entire minds could be replicated in a purely electronic realm. 
“My point is that you all seem to be seeing the intelligence Nicolai Costa is carrying as if it were metallic fleas. But I assure you, even if they can’t speak for themselves, they’ve seen more than any of us. They’ve lived through many generations already, and are a force to be taken very seriously.” 
“I don’t know that they’re a force,” Iggy said. He had black hair like Costa’s, skin that was too pale to match, broad shoulders, a devilish grin, and a huge nose. His features were a hodgepodge, like a mash-up of two totally different people.
Noah shook his head. He tapped his index finger on the smooth table, leaning forward in his black, high-backed chair. “That’s exactly my point: You don’t know. None of us know. That’s why I wanted to intercept him the second he entered the country. And you understand that, don’t you, Eli?” 
“Are you worried about pollination?”
Rachel almost chuckled then leaned back. The moment she’d heard Costa was on his way with the same hovering bots her father had tried for so long to bully into Ryan Industries’ hands, she’d been counting dollar signs — or, thanks to the economic manipulation of Morgan Marconi farther down the table, the forthcoming currency soon to be known as universal credits. Ryan Industries would take hovertech and build it into a billion consumer applications. She thought they were a floating novelty and nothing more. 
Noah ignored Rachel and continued looking at Eli. “How could they not pollinate?” he said. He heard his own voice, realizing it held a note of resignation. Too much time had passed, and he knew it. Costa had arrived very late in the night, a week ago Thursday. He’d been within Fi range of the core network for nine days — an eternity of time for a short-lived, highly intelligent consciousness to spread out. Of course the Crossbrace beta ran on the Internet’s infrastructure. There were sturdy firewalls in place, but to the nanobots, such things would be child’s play. Like it or not, his own house would be forever infested with whatever Costa had seen, done, learned, and been over the past seven years. 
“So what?” said Eli. 
“Are you kidding?” 
“Not kidding at all.” Everyone else around the long table had been animated to some degree — shifting, leaning, rotating a few degrees in either direction — but Eli was frozen. Noah found himself recalling the comment about him being naked without a grease stain. “Sure, they’ll start talking to the Internet. But they’re used to isolation. They’re sponges. Crossbrace was going to employ AI anyway.”
“My AI,” said Noah. 
“So that you can control the world?” said Colin Hawes. He was one to talk about controlling the world. His company, simply called Hawes, was the dominant merchant in almost every consumer market other than eroticism, where Alexa was slowly gathering her own brain trust.
“When you build a system, you have to build controls into it,” said Noah. “Especially with AI. Have you never seen a movie where the machines rise up and take over the world? I’ve already discussed it with this Panel. You approved.” 
They had “approved” because Eli Oldman was the only one among them equipped to understand any of it. The others had seemed glazed, interested in how much money Crossbrace would funnel into the economy, and how they could be first to grab more than their share.
Colin waved a hand, bored. 
“I don’t see what you’re so worried about, Noah,” Eli said. “So there’s a bit of the East in our machine. We could use some toughening around here. It just means the system will be that much more adaptive.”
“What if the AI starts to learn now?” 
“I seriously doubt that,” said Eli. 
“Why? Xenia already has its own nanos. They haven’t figured out distributed network processing, but they might now that they have models to look at. The Xenia nanobots are already being used in beta. It won’t be long before we all have them floating in our bloodstreams.” 
Rachel laughed again. Noah was finding it difficult to maintain his patience with the old woman. She was a dominant personality on Panel, and that made her a threat where Noah wasn’t even interested in fighting. It might not be long before she was running the group without an official title. Panel could only handle a few more positions before they’d have to cap membership, adding further members only when a current one died. In a closed ecosystem, a cold arrogance like Rachel’s could wreak havoc.
“Look.” Noah looked directly at Eli with his matted dreadlocks, “do you remember the nature of the control I wanted to put in place with my AI solution, once I figured it out?” 
Now Eli laughed, finally stirring in his chair. “I recall that just a little bit.” 
“I don’t,” said Audrey. Noah felt his patience snap. Nine fucking days. An eternity with blood in the water. 
“He wanted to raise it as babies,” said Eli. 
“Oh, right.” Marshall nodded. “Now I remember.” 
“Babies?” said Audrey. 
“He wanted them to imprint on him,” Eli said. “Which, as I recall, I compared to you being Hitler.” 
“Hitler wasn’t a revolutionary,” said Noah. 
“Hitler was very
much a revolutionary,” Alexa retorted. “He just had some unconventional ideas about what ‘revolution’ meant. Like Noah.” 
“Jesus Christ, Alexa.” Noah stood again, unable to take the chair’s confinement. 
Alexa grabbed a marker from the table and tossed it to Noah. “Here. Draw the mustache.” 
Noah wanted to throw the marker back at her — not to her, but at her — but this was simply how Alexa was. She didn’t believe his proposal was evil. She just liked to poke. Eli didn’t actually think the idea was evil either, but he’d railed in the past about the ways that technology could be (and had been) twisted into the wrong shapes. Eli somehow managed to believe that all information should be free while amassing his own shameless fortune, and to him especially, the idea of the world’s AI seeing Noah as a father was a dangerous proposition indeed. 
“Intelligence will imprint,” said Noah, resuming to his pacing. “That’s how it is. We can either deliberately control it by giving it a model, or we can just toss it out there and see what happens as it takes its influences from the world at large. The latter feels much more risky to me, like hoping a kid will turn out well without any parental role models at all. I told you, if you can find someone else you’d rather Quark use as the imprint, I’d be fine with that. But it must be someone we know so we don’t lose control. Otherwise, there’d always be the threat that we could end up with Skynet.” 
“‘Skynet’?”
Shannon was a marketing savant, and one of the many things she didn’t understand at all was pop culture — let alone an obscure movie reference from the 1980s. 
“I never got this. The imprinting, I mean.” Clive turned to Alexa, deliberately ignoring Noah. He seemed chafed by his earlier rebuke…and, if Noah was reading the man right, covering his own suspicion that Panel had made a big mistake in not listening to Noah and convening earlier. 
“When a child is very young,” said Iggy, drawing Clive’s attention, “it looks at its caretaker’s face and forms an impression of that face as the center of its world. There’s only a narrow window to form that imprint and forge that bond, and once it closes, nothing will ever influence that child as much, no matter what.” 
“Influence?” said Clive. 
“Or love,” said Noah. Despite himself, Clive turned to look at Noah. 
“That’s a bit much, Noah,” said Eli. 
“By our understanding, maybe,” Noah agreed. “But a facsimile of love has been part of my AI models from the start. Call it ‘strong attachment’ if you don’t like the L word.” 
“So what?” said Clive.
Noah shrugged at the Englishman. “Well, is it really so impossible to believe that after spending all this time, through thick and thin, with him — ” Noah pointed at the image of Nicolai Costa’s face, “ — that the hovertech nanobots might have come to ‘love’ him in their own way?”
“You’re too dramatic,” said Alexa. 
“Says the woman who deals with sex so much that she no longer understands love,” Noah bit back. “It’s the oldest emotion, other than fear.” 
“No it’s not,” Audrey said. 
“Shut up, Audrey,” said Alexa. 
“Both of you,” said Noah. “All of you. Just suppose I’m right. Just consider it for a second. What if the bots Costa brought with him have…let’s say ‘some form of disproportionate affection’ for the man. Not just familiarity and love, but also a predilection to respect his authority. The imprinter is God to an emerging intelligence. It shapes everything. It defines how the new being views the world. If that happened, then everything for the bots is filtered through Costa. Now: Maybe Eli is right, and they’ll get lost in the Internet’s deluge as they move into the DZ core. But I’m not so sure. They’ll be part of Crossbrace, like flecks in a stream. And what happens if there comes a point of decision, and they choose to obey Costa’s will and intention rather than ours?” 
That quieted the table. Finally, they seemed to be taking him seriously. All eyes turned to Eli, as the only authority opposite Noah.
“Okay,” said Eli. “Say you’re right. What now?” 
“He should have been intercepted at the border. Pollination would have been minimal.” 
“Isaac was there to meet him,” said Rachel. 
“Intercepted and brought to Quark,” Noah added. 
“Okay,” Eli said again. “Any solutions that don’t require going back in time?” 
Noah shook his head. “We can’t purge them from the system now. It’s too late.” 
“We could kill him,” said a voice. Noah turned his head to see that the speaker had, unsurprisingly, been Rachel Ryan. Noah felt his blood turn to ice. 
“What?” said Noah.
“Then his will and intention won’t matter.” 
“We can’t just kill him,” said Morgan. 
“You mean because they might respond badly?” said Eli. 
“Because it’s wrong,” Morgan retorted.
“Grow up, Morgan,” Rachel said. “Like people won’t die during your economic transition.” 
“They won’t!” 
Noah felt conflicted. Looking at Costa’s photo, the same feeling he’d had since learning of the Italian’s presence in England began to resurface. It had taken Noah a long time to identify the emotion, but eventually he’d suspected it was a twisted form of envy. Noah had nudged AI further forward than anyone before him, and although its use in the upcoming Crossbrace network would be rudimentary, he’d already mapped out the wireframe of Crossbrace’s successor in his mind. Crossbrace was a man-made network, and they’d use it like an incubator for emerging AI, helping it to grow. Once the AI was mature enough (and, of course, imprinted upon Noah forever), a new network would be necessary. Quark would build the nodes and install the Fi hubs, but the AI itself would create the connections. The first truly digital society, finally appropriate for human minds to upload and join it. 
But now here was Costa, with AI that had already evolved into what Noah was trying to shepherd, twenty or more years early. Panel’s mistake had seeded that intelligence into the Internet, where it would pollinate, spread, fester, and grow. It had impressed upon Costa as their god, without the man’s knowledge. 
Noah stifled the emotion. He wasn’t the jealous type. He was a thinker and a visionary. His talent was seeing forward, and what he saw on the horizon was troubling. He wouldn’t allow his usurper to be killed just because he’d accelerated the timeline a few notches. There was another way. 
“We can’t kill him,” Noah said. “If that was the right choice, I’d give my vote. But it’s not.” 
“It may be,” said Eli. 
“I don’t want the future Internet obeying anyone.” Alexa shook her head. 
“You mean ‘anyone who’s not you,’” said Clive. 
Alexa chuckled because that was precisely what she meant. Panel sometimes pretended its purpose was altruistic, but the body was mostly honest enough to admit that most in it were out for their own interests. There were a few (Eli, Noah, probably Marshall, Morgan, and Audrey) who felt that the world wasn’t competent to make its own decisions and needed a helping hand for its own good, but what drove Panel was — and would always be — a breed of arrogance that its members had accepted and made friends with. 
“Killing him is too big of a risk,” Noah said. “We have no idea how far and wide that intelligence has already spread. Its growth will be exponential now that it has access to our open Fi. The Wild East doesn’t have a functional air network. Any functional networks, so far as we know. The nanobots use wireless to communicate with each other and with satellite towers, so there’s no question they noticed the Fi once they pulled into Penn’s Landing. Jesus, it must have been like a starving fat man smelling a buffet. I’d guess they were talking to it within a few hours. That’s when the window closed — our chance to pull him into an isolated environment and keep communication down. But we didn’t do it, and now the intelligence and bots are out there, spreading and growing. We have no way of knowing which systems it’s moved into. Hell, Costa’s ‘children’ could be listening to us right now, waiting to see how we decide his fate…and whether or not to cut off our air supply.” 
A palpable shiver circled the table. The conference room was far below ground, in a converted missile shelter. Only the computerized environmental controls were keeping the air in circulation. 
“Shit.” Clive looked upward. Noah allowed the smallest of smiles to crease his lips. He wasn’t the gloating type any more than he was jealous, but it was nice to see the arrogant media darling humbled. 
“The point is, we have no idea how that intelligence — and any new intelligences that have spawned from it — would react to Costa’s death. Even if his death were accidental and we had nothing to do with it. He’s the only father they’ve ever known. He was their world not just for their entire lives, but for the entire life of their species. If they had human emotions, I’d call their probable attachment ‘holy.’” 
“Ridiculous.”
“Well, let me ask you something, Alexa.” Noah put his palms on the smooth table and leaned forward. “Let’s say it’s the year 1800 or so, and someone finds God. Just finds him and shows him around to the world, who all thank him for being their Lord and Father, and for creating them. Then they kill him.” 
“I think they already did that once,” said Iggy. “Turns out it was some guy named ‘Hey-soos’ all along.”  
Noah stood and shook his head. “Only a handful of people believed Jesus was the son of God. We’re talking about an entire
society.” 
“Nanobots don’t ‘believe,’” said Eli. 
“AI does,” said Noah. 
“Not really.” 
“But you’re willing to take that risk?” 
“What do you think will happen, Noah?” Alexa asked. “If their ‘god’ suddenly dies?” 
“If they have emotions, they might be superstitious,” Noah answered. “Or some primitive form of superstition. Zealous. Devoted. Again, holy. Reverent.” 
“So…” 
“Panic,” said Noah. “I think they’ll panic.”
“What happens when AI panics?” asked Clive. 
“I don’t know. But if I were a betting man, I’d say it’s not good.”
“Shit.” Clive said the word like an exhale. 
Eli still looked unconvinced. “He’s going to die eventually. If there’s a chance of a panic reaction, we should do it now. Their attachment will only deepen if it doesn’t happen until the end of Costa’s natural life, and they’ll only evolve more in the meantime.” 
“And spread farther,” Rachel added.
“We can’t kill him.” Noah wasn’t entirely sure of that when he’d first said it, but his mind had been rearranging blocks ever since, shuffling the inevitable timeline. Now he was certain.
“What happens when he dies fifty years from now?” Rachel asked. 
“He can’t be allowed to die. We must protect him.” He looked back up at Rachel. “He’s already in with Isaac. Keep him there. Watch him.” 
“How long?”
“Forever.” 
“He’s not going to live forever,” Alexa said. 
Noah looked over at Alexa, the blocks in his mind still alive and moving. Once you knew enough, the world was nothing but one big puzzle. Reaction followed action as surely as night chased the day. A careful man could appear to do magic if he knew where to be and what to do and what had to happen next. Truth was, Noah had planned to imprint the AI himself and had thus already noted the small problem of his own mortality. Fortunately, Noah knew he could solve that particular wrinkle before the end of his natural life. 
“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it,” he said. 
“I still think we have to kill him now.” Eli shrugged. “Before things get worse. It’s the only way. We can’t purge the bots or the new AI. It’s part of the fabric. Costa’s our only leverage.” 
“No,” said Noah. 
The eleven others looked up at him. Panel was democratic, and a majority vote always ruled. Ties went to deliberation — one more reason they needed to get to twenty-one quickly and cap membership, so there’d always be a tiebreaker. But right now, no one would argue with Noah. He was a genius among wizards, and in this moment represented a Panel of one. 
Eli sighed. “You’re making a mistake.” 
“I’m not.” 
“You can’t know what will happen, Noah.” Alexa shook her head in resignation rather than protest.
“No,” he said. “It’s all of you who don’t know what will happen. It’s like you can’t see into the future.”
Eli chuckled. “And you can?” 
Noah turned his attention to the fat man with the dreadlocks. 
“Wait and see.”





 

 
Chapter 8
 
 
Isaac found a small piece of paper on the countertop. It was blush colored and had the feel of extravagance. It was certainly nothing he’d seen in the apartment before. It looked old, almost ceremonial. Most paper these days was utilitarian — enough so that it was seldom branded and was sold in packs with labels declaring it to be PAPER as simply and starkly as if it were instead labeled ANCIENT FLATTENED TREE PULP. But this paper was different. It had a soft feel, as if infused with lotion. And when Isaac raised it to his nose and inhaled, he detected a scent. It was Natasha’s perfume, but it wasn’t strong enough for her to have sprayed the paper. The smell was slight, as if she’d rubbed it against her skin. 
The feminine handwriting on the note read: Meet me in the Viazo.
Intrigued, Isaac set the paper down and made his way through the apartment’s center, through the sunken living room, and toward his office. Natasha’s door was closed, as it so often was. But somehow, even that closed door looked different now. It usually looked forbidding. Today, it looked mysterious. Almost tantalizing. 
He took a moment to survey her door, wondering if he should knock. But he had immersion rigs in his own office, and whatever Natasha was up to, she’d planned it rather deliberately. The closed door, like the scented note, was part of it. She was a performer to the last. And sometimes — not often recently, but sometimes — her drama could be a good thing. 
He went into his own office, closed the door out of habit, sat in one of the rigs, and took a moment to re-familiarize himself with the machine’s routine. Natasha immersed constantly, but Isaac almost never did. The last time he’d been inside, it had been for his attempted (and failed) vacation booking. That hadn’t ended well, and he found himself looking at the skull cap covered in sensors with trepidation.
Then he lay back, began the sequence, and surrendered. 
When Isaac opened his virtual eyes, with the rig’s inputs now flawlessly replacing all five of his native senses, Isaac found himself standing on a tile floor, a decorative red curtain hanging beside a set of glass doors in front of him. Past the doors, he saw a dark night past a lit awning. There was a car (wheeled, not hover) under the awning, and as he watched, a valet stepped out. The uniformed valet held the door for a man wearing a necktie (a straight one — something Isaac hadn’t seen since his youth), who then stepped inside. 
Isaac turned, puzzled. Something was very familiar about where he was, but it wasn’t clicking just yet. 
Looking down, he saw himself wearing a classic suit. He seemed to have a cigarette between his lips, unlit. He was wearing a watch. An actual watch. He remembered the timepiece; it had been his grandfather’s, and back in the day he’d worn it only for special occasions and purely as an ornament. He looked at the watch’s face, seeing that it was either noon or midnight. Then he saw how the second hand wasn’t moving, and remembered that he’d worn the watch well after it had broken, for sentimental reasons. 
There was movement behind him. 
“That suit still looks good on you,” came a voice.
Isaac turned. 
When he saw Natasha standing behind him in her gown, his memory slipped into a mental groove, and recollection hit him all at once. It hit him so hard, in fact, that he almost didn’t notice the change in her appearance because this was almost the Natasha that belonged here. She hadn’t had the courage to return her bony frame to all of its old curves, but she’d bravely given her avatar a shape that was somewhere in the middle, between the truth of the day and who she was in 2097. Regardless, the woman in front of him now was the least artificial Isaac had seen his wife in over forty years. 
He looked down at himself again, wondering if he looked to her like the young Isaac, the current Isaac, or a hybrid like she’d chosen for herself. She’d programmed the immersion, so he had no idea. He’d uncharacteristically trusted her, slipping into the world she’d provided as willingly as putting on a shoe.
“It’s the Layback Lounge, isn’t it?” he said, looking around with new recognition. They were in the empty foyer of a posh club, and the memories were rolling at him like boulders to the bottom of an avalanche. Behind Natasha, he could hear the sounds of a crowd watching a show, but out here, they were alone, just as they’d been on the night they’d first met.
A rare and genuine smile formed on Natasha’s lips. He’d forgotten what anything other than a scowl looked like there, and he’d forgotten — quite to his regret — what her face had looked like fuller, which was how he’d once found it most beautiful.
“You remembered,” she said.
“Of course I remembered. It just took me a moment.” A tentative smile creased his lips. “There’s a table out there where Clive Spooner and his date…Nancy?” 
“Nicole.” 
“Nicole. Where they’re waiting for you to join them.” 
“He was my first good connection,” she said. 
Isaac took a step forward. It felt strange to approach Natasha with anything but scorn, but she looked so different and he felt so different. That made it safe. He even wanted to take her hand, but it was too much. Too far. For now.
“Your second good connection,” he said, nodding down at himself.
“I can’t believe you remember Clive and Nicole.” 
“I remember everything. I just watched the valet bring Telly Bedford’s car around. It was a 2034 Cadillac.” He plucked the cigarette from his lips and held it up. “This was a prop. I used to smoke, but I stopped during the Fall. I borrowed this one from Clive. It was real. I wanted to impress you when you came around, as a big man who could afford to smoke. But I never had the guts to light it. I didn’t want to burn Clive’s property and was afraid I’d cough on the smoke and look like a loser.” 
Natasha’s expression changed, morphing from happy to touched. Of course she was touched. Sometimes, it felt like they hadn’t traded a kind word in ten years, and it was easy to believe that none of their shared memories had ever been cherished. 
“You got the watch wrong, though,” he said. “It was indeed stopped, but you were the one who set it to perpetual midnight months or years later. ‘So that every moment will be a new start,’ you said.” 
Natasha sighed, vulnerable. “Sounds like something a dreamer would do. A young girl with stars in her eyes.” She didn’t have to say the rest, but Isaac could see it in her expression: a girl I used to be, but no longer am.
“I liked that about you,” he said. “Your silly optimism.” 
“How things change.”
He looked around the old room then at young Natasha. He felt her looking at him, and he said, “And how they don’t.”
Natasha said, “I’m sorry for how I’ve been.” 
Isaac met her green eyes, noticing them begin to water. It was easy to believe they were really back in time, in 2035, in the Layback’s lobby before the years had piled atop them. The immersion rigs holding their real bodies were the best in existence. If Natasha was tearing up now, it wasn’t programming. It was because her neurals had told the canvas that were Natasha given control of her own eyes, they’d be tearing up as well. 
“I’m sorry too,” he said.
“I never hated you.” 
He laughed. 
“What?” 
“Most people would have started at the other end. Something like, ‘I’ve always loved you.’” But even putting the words in her mouth felt strange. How long had it been since that word had been used between them, or even about them?
“I was hurt. I’ve gotten numb. It’s…” She sighed, seeming to realize that if she continued, she’d recapitulate their usual arguments. Poor little rich girl, who’d been given everything she wanted. 
“Me too,” Isaac said. He took her hand. It was soft and smooth, so unlike her real hands. These held fat and water, and felt human. Ancient neurons began to fire, and Isaac felt himself softening further. This had been a precious time. Before success, when things were still hard for both of them. And in the difficulty, joy had been abundant. 
“You shouldn’t have to bring a riot squad to save me in order to get an apology. I know how it sounds…but it made me think you cared.” 
Isaac shoved down a pang of guilt. Maybe he’d caused the disturbance, but he’d also stopped it. For now, that was good enough. “I wanted you to respect me,” he said.
She squeezed his hand. “Of course I respect you.” 
He wanted to retort but bit it back. They were living a memory. Their mutual wrongs were still decades away.
Instead of replying, he took her other hand. 
“I saw the Prime Statement,” she said. 
“What Prime Statement?” 
“It was a good move, Vale surprising everyone like he did, if you were behind it.” 
“Who’s Vale?” 
“Carter Vale.” She looked confused. 
“You mean the kid? The kid Carter, who has a roadside stand and who nobody knows anything about?” Isaac pulled her closer, suddenly playful. “What’s The Beam? What is Crossbrace?” A mellow tune was wafting from the auditorium like a welcome scent carried by the breeze, so he pulled her closer, body to body, moving into an improbable dance. “Who is Noah West? What are Enterprise and Directorate?” He shook his head in mock bafflement. “I’m just a young man here in the good old USA, under fresh, if environmentally unstable, air with a clear view of the moon and stars.” 
Natasha made a noise that Isaac had all but forgotten — a noise so odd it was almost disruptive, shattering the aura of suspended disbelief. It was a bona-fide giggle. 
“Should we go inside and watch the show?” she said, her high-heeled feet moving after his clumsy lead.  
Isaac pulled her closer. “No.” 
She paused, kicked her heels away, and resumed moving on her bare feet, now closer to Isaac’s height. She settled her head in the hollow of his neck, cheek on his shoulder. Her breath was warm against his skin. “Then what do you want to do?”
Isaac almost wanted to smile and sigh, but he couldn’t. The moment was sweet. But for some reason, it hurt. So instead he said, “I just want to keep dancing.”





 

 
Chapter 9
 
 
The room was composed and civil, for a group on the verge of a meltdown.
Leo, with the help of the village group heads, had spread word about the meeting, implying without stating that Leo had a solution to the settlement’s unspoken truth. They’d been rationing without rationing, cutting down on Lunis consumption without being expressly commanded to. No one had really discussed the shortage, but it had buzzed and hovered through every mind nonetheless. It felt like a bubble had surrounded them, and that the first person to say “shortage” would pop it for everyone.
Still, every jittery, bloodshot eye in the group knew what the meeting was about. It was why everyone had arrived on time, dropping whatever they’d been doing to calmly file into the meeting hall. There were smiles and nods all around, and murmurs and small talk permeated the air. But it was obvious to Leo, as he moved to the room’s front, that the smiles were forced and the chatter was more idle than usual. They were all holding their composure close, trying to make themselves into gentle Earth people through brute will. Leo felt what they must be feeling and couldn’t help but admire their fortitude as he watched them settle into the chairs. But his admiration was fragile, like the room’s mood. One mention would trigger an inevitable chain reaction — just one expression of pessimism or discontent. Self-delusion was either an Organa strength or failing, but Leo wasn’t sure which. 
Scooter climbed the small wooden podium ahead of Leo, his massive frame making the boards squeal. In a more official, District Zero-style meeting, Scooter’s position might have been called “emcee” or even “sergeant at arms,” but among Organa he was simply the meeting head. He set the tone, established what was about to happen (without blowing the punch line, of course) and introduced the one person in the village who, more than anyone, needed no introduction. It was all empty ritual, like so much about humanity, Leo realized. No matter how different people tried to be, they couldn’t help what they were.
Leo was glad for Scooter’s presence. Next to Leah (who was still in the city, lucky girl) he was Leo’s closest village confidant and right hand. He’d informally kept the peace so far in various Lunis spats, and his size had already quelled the crowd’s mood in the meeting hall tonight. Scooter was friendly and gentle, and everyone knew it, but thanks to his dominant bearing, he had no trouble settling every debate he stepped into. Scooter knew the moondust supply was about to run dry, and to his credit trusted Leo to solve it. Whether that showed Scooter’s faith or his naive, mooselike stupidity, Leo couldn’t decide. 
“Okay, listen up,” said Scooter, walking up behind a wooden lectern. “Leo wants to talk to us, and without saying too much to bust his nuts ahead of time, I’ll just say it’s important stuff. You’ve probably already figured out what it’s about, but you’d do well to not decide anything in advance. Leo has been our granddad forever. He started this group. We’re here because we believe in him and because once upon a time, he gave us all the answers we were looking for. He knows better than most of us about things that concern us all. I got into Organa in part because I don’t like doing what other people tell me to do and because I like making my own rules, but this place still has a few statutes, laid down not to control us but to help us hold the peace. So keep your hands in your laps and your minds open for a bit so you can really hear what Leo has to say. You’ll get your chance to speak later, same as always, but Leo says his bit first, no interruptions.” 
It would have been natural for Scooter to ask the crowd for their agreement after his remarks, but he didn’t. Scooter wasn’t a bully and never tried forcing his will on others — except when warranted, fair, or necessary. Right now it was all three, and everyone in attendance seemed to see it without the unnecessary beating of dead horses. 
Scooter flicked his left hand toward Leo, suggesting he take the stage. It was almost an introductory gesture, but the Organa didn’t stand much on ceremony. Leo watched Scooter leave the podium and sit in the front row as he moved forward. A moment later, he found himself staring out at a sea of wide eyes and desperate blooming need.
“Let’s get this out of the way.” Leo cleared his throat, trying to summon a confidence he didn’t quite feel. “The village’s supply of Lunis is running low.”
Chatter cracked the crowd’s veneer. 
Scooter stood, turned, and raised his huge arms. “Quiet down!” 
They did, at length, and Scooter sat. 
Again, Leo cleared his throat. “You knew that already. There’s not one among you who hadn’t figured that out, so hold your indignation. Yes, officially, we’re low. We have to…”
A thin man stood in the back. He was wearing a blue shirt that draped his frame more than hugged it, like a blanket. “Including the reserves?” he said. 
Scooter looked back. The man sat. 
“Yes,” said Leo. 
Chatter resumed, lower this time. 
“I have an idea about how to solve our problem,” said Leo, raising his voice above the others, causing them to still, “but before I go into it, I want you to stop and consider something. Really think about it, too; don’t just humor me. Okay? Ask yourself why you came to Organa in the first place.” 
A few dozen of the crowd’s tired eyes blinked, surprised. A woman pressed her palm to her forehead and squinted hard, as if pushing through a migraine’s spell.
“Why are you here? Is it because of the drugs? Stop, and really think! None of us are here because we wanted to do dust all day, did we? If so, I’m sorely disappointed. I settled this village to make a difference in the world. None of you have been around as long as I have, as a reformed rejuvenation addict, so let me tell you something that most of you only know from history: This world cannot survive humanity unchecked. We evolved too fast. Our abilities and intelligence as a species outstripped our capacity to ask why — or if. We just did. And for a long time, it was merely troubling, but the balance seesawed back and forth, with human advancement alternately causing damage and then repairing what it had done. We polluted then created solutions to handle the pollution. We changed the climate then thought — thought! — we’d reversed that change. 
“You know all of this, of course, but I lived through it. What most of you studied, I saw firsthand. Organa was an answer — a group dedicated to turning away. To conscious and conscientious moderation. Humanity constantly drifts toward an easier life, and sometime over the past hundred years, it became more important, for most people, for life to become easier than to respect nature’s way. So when you joined us, you should have been asking yourself, ‘Is it right to stop and accept a more difficult life if it means keeping the balance?’ We have our initiatives, yes, but mostly, until now, in the Organa most of you know, we have simply lived. Or, to play with the words, ‘We have lived simply.’ Organa, at heart, hasn’t been about action. It has been about existence. Self-denial in the pursuit of a better life. We moved away, and some of us came and went into the city, and some of us were more orthodox than others, and some of us occasionally cheated. I know that many of you have handhelds. I don’t care! What matters is that you came here to take steps that others weren’t willing to because you believe that humanity’s default is wrong. You are not here to change the world, but to change yourselves. And that, in time, en masse, may change the world.” 
Leo paused to assess the crowd’s mood. He was giving a hyped-up, idealized version of the Organa mission statement. It wasn’t strictly true, even today, that Organa wasn’t trying to subvert the modern world through hacker efforts like Leah’s. But the moment was desperate for drama, so Leo chose his arguments and gave the crowd what they needed. Panic was an emotion, and only emotion was strong enough to conquer emotion. Leo had a place to steer them, but doing so required a sense of unity and of strength. If they were here because they’d once sought self-denial, then denying themselves full doses of Lunis for a little longer should be easier — and congruent with their most closely held identities. 
“You didn’t come here to take dust!” said Leo. “Remember that when you fear a shortage. When you begin to fret about not having enough. We are Organa because we believe in conscious choice, not because Organa is a fashion. Dust is part of our culture, but only as an accelerant. A booster. We say, ‘Moondust will show us truths that The Beam cannot,’ and in a way, it’s true. It shows us real life. It shows us the way that humanity is meant to be! But once you move beyond addiction, are you here for the drugs? Or are you here because you believe?” 
Leo raised his fist, and to the crowd’s credit, a few followed his lead with fists of their own. Two or three shouted their belief, but the response was still falling well short of Leo’s hopes. When he’d rehearsed this speech, he’d imagined a more enthusiastic reception. He needed them fired up if they were to face what was coming. He needed fist-pumping emotion. He needed the recognition that they were more than conformists wearing uniforms of the disenfranchised. Now more than ever, Leo needed the sense of individualism and righteousness Organa was supposed to stand for in order to claim its due. 
But instead of growing in fervor, the crowd merely stirred. The few raised fists fell moments after realizing they were the only ones saluting.
After a few seconds, a woman stood. She had blonde hair tied back in a ponytail and large earrings dangling from each ear.
“How low is the dust supply?” she asked.
“Low, but under control,” Leo lied. 
“I think we need numbers,” she said. “Break it down. How many people for how many weeks?” 
“Weeks?” said a second voice. A thin man across the room looked shocked when eyes turned toward him. He seemed to retreat then continued without standing. “I heard it was down to days.” 
“Days?” said a new, panicky voice. Before Leo could turn to see who it was, others began speaking from every direction. 
“How many days?” 
“What about the emergency reserves? Surely we have an emergency stash, right? We can’t just be depending on…” 
“Of course not. That would be stupid. How much is in the…?” 
“Are we that low, Leo? Tell the truth!” 
“Quiet!” Scooter bellowed, standing. His face was angry for a moment then softened into its usual vacant docility. The crowd stopped yammering and froze, hands up, half-standing, some fully standing. It was enough of a window for Leo to take a step forward, but not quite enough to speak. An older man near the back beat him to it.
“We trusted you to handle this all for us, Leo,” said the man. His tone was lecturing, almost I-told-you-so. 
At the front, Leo said, “You are all always free to find your own supplies rather than relying on…” 
“It’s not like you get it for free!” Scooter yelled. He probably thought he was helping, but instead gave the hecklers a present. Some chattered about village dues — essentially maintenance taxes — and reviving the tired argument that a base Lunis dose should be provided as part of their coverage because dust was an Organa need, same as mowed grass and waste management. 
“Easy, Scooter,” said Leo. “I’ll handle this.” 
“Doesn’t sound like you’re handling shit!” said the blonde who’d spoken earlier. She was answered by several murmurs of agreement. 
“Hang on, hang on,” said Leo. “The village is its own thing, separate from all of us, and it’s up to every individual member of the group to…” 
“You have to let us know!” said a new woman, younger than the first. “It’s not easy to get into the city, you know! We rely on the dispensary having what we need when…” 
“I pay my dues!” said a man with blue-streaked hair. 
“Dues don’t cover Lunis!” said the woman. Then, just as quickly as she’d hopped onto Leo’s side, she hopped onto the other, turning an angry face toward front. “That’s our only store for it, Leo! What are we supposed to do, get on the fucking mag train and roll to DZ station? We’re Organas!” 
“You’re human beings!” Scooter yelled. “Should he spoon-feed you, too?” 
“Sit down, Scooter!” 
Scooter turned toward the voice, and something hit him in the arm. It was a bag of something dirty — either newly picked vegetables or possibly dirt.
“All of you, sit!” Leo yelled.
The room stopped and looked toward the front. Leo felt his own nerves threatening to snap from strain and withdrawal, but as the group’s eyes met his, he saw the same emotions staring back. They weren’t falling into line. Leo had always wielded a breed of elder authority here. He had always commanded their respect. But he saw almost none of that now. Instead, he saw adversaries staring up in betrayal, their eyes a mixture of fury and hurt, honed to a killing edge by deprivation. 
But they did, slowly, quiet and sit in their chairs. With effort, all heads turned to the front. Frowns stayed on faces, but at least they were watching. It was a start.
“We’ve always stocked the dispensary,” said Leo, forcing his voice to stay level despite his urge to scream at the ungrateful group — despite his urge to challenge them to come at him one by one. He still had old weapons beneath his skin, and was seized by a sudden desire to show them off. He’d started this group. He’d provided for them. And right now, he only wanted to shut it down. 
But that was just nerves talking. 
Leo closed his eyes, breathed fully, and started again. He didn’t need to solve this problem now. He wasn’t supposed to save the day; he was just supposed to fight the ticking clock. His goal was to buy time. Anger and rage in the Organas could be useful, if it was properly channeled. 
“We’ve always stocked the dispensary,” he repeated, “but our supply has become intermittent through no fault of anyone’s — mine or anyone else’s.” He looked out, feeling a pulse in his temple. Maintaining the village’s supply had always been his burden alone. The others had simply consumed the illegal substance like cows grazing on grass, never once showing any gratitude for the risks he took. “We’ve always made it clear that if you have an addiction — I’m sorry; if you’re a ‘practitioner’ — ” He snarled the euphemism with all the loathing he could summon, “ — then village leadership has always maintained that it’s ultimately your responsibility to find what you nee…” He reset. “What you want…on your own.” 
A broad-shouldered man named William stood in the crowd’s middle. Leo knew William to be rational but direct — exactly the personality who’d see Leo’s bullshit as bullshit then calmly call him on it. 
“That’s all true, Leo,” he said, “but you know as well as anyone that what’s said and what’s done are two different things. For as long as I’ve been here, we’ve heard that message officially…but always understood, as a day-to-day reality, that the dispensary would provide what we needed.” 
“Yes, but…” Leo began. 
William cut him off. “But nothing. You’re good to us, Leo, and I respect all that you do to keep this community running. But don’t pretend we’re not all addicts, and that we’ve become dependent on a single source for our drug.” 
“Well…” 
“How many people here would know where — or even how — to score dust in the city? Half of us don’t have IDs. Are we supposed to all walk to the train, argue our way on, then head in to top off?” 
Leo sighed. 
“But that’s all moot now, isn’t it?” William continued, twisting the knife. “Because if it were only a matter of going into the city, you’d have sent someone already.” 
Leo’s shoulders sagged. Damn William’s levelheaded logic. It was all true. It might be possible to pick up a few rocks here and there in DZ’s alleyways, but Lunis wasn’t like most street drugs. It wasn’t widely used outside the Organa community, and was considered a specialty substance — almost a highbrow, intellectual habit. Few dealers carried it. Need for moondust was mostly compartmentalized in groups like Leo’s, so the only truly viable dealers were wholesalers. Like Omar. 
The crowd was beginning to bubble again, this time with more than raw anger. Now the mood was pocked with the worry that came when a person first truly realized the depths of a situation’s danger. He would have to tell the full truth after all then hope he could gather the pieces where they fell. 
“Okay,” he said, nodding to acknowledge William’s point and holding his hands up in a way that was half-conciliatory, half-pacifying. “Fine. It’s true. We’re low, and the known supply is more or less the only game in town.” 
“How much is left?” yelled the blonde. 
“A few days.” 
The room began to boil over, now threatening eruption. Leo could sense worn seams ready to rip. They’d all heard rumors about the horrors of withdrawal, and they’d all started to feel the first signs themselves throughout the unspoken, slow rationing that had been the last few days’ norm. But yet again Scooter stood, this time placing two fingers in his mouth. He whistled, and the meeting hall was shocked into momentary silence. But this time, no one who’d stood sat back down. Leo had a sense of a door swinging momentarily open, knowing he had only a second to shove his foot into it. 
“But we can get past this!” he said. “I’ve been weaning myself for a few days, and…” 
“You knew enough to start weaning off?” a man to the right shrieked. 
“And you didn’t tell us?” echoed a man beside him. “You should have told us! You should have made it clear that…”
Again, someone threw something. It struck the lectern. Scooter bellowed for order, but now no one was listening. All eyes were wide as realization swept through them. 
“We don’t need to be slaves to addiction!” Leo yelled. “We have a few days’ supply! We can stretch it to a week, and that will give us time to taper off! Yes, it’ll be hard, but we can do it! And then we’ll be free!” 
In one corner, a fight suddenly erupted. Leo couldn’t tell what had sparked it, but Scooter was running through the crowd to meet it. Many eyes were on Leo, boring through him with hatred and fear. Nobody was coming forward, but it was only a matter of time. The village’s small remaining store of Lunis was under lock and key at the dispensary. Leo was in charge of determining how it would be metered, and everyone knew that he alone held the key.
“Fighting solves nothing!” he yelled over the tumult. “We’re a community! Friends and neighbors! We’re together because we’re stronger, because we don’t live by default, because we…”
The front row surged forward as realization dawned. They came as one, as if sharing a single intelligence. Leo saw hunger and need. Something base and animalistic triggered inside him as he backed up, almost tripping and falling over a box at the back of the small meeting stage. At least a dozen people were moving forward. He recognized them all. There was a woman who cut hair on Sundays. A gay couple who delighted in making homemade pasta, which they passed out for free. Their faces were melted wax with vacant eyes. Their gums were peeling back, surely without intention, as what was inside them clawed its way up and began to take over. 
A tall man leaped at Leo. Without thinking, against his best intention, Leo struck out with his right fist. In his panic, he hit the man so hard that his knuckles split. He heard a crack as the man’s ribcage buckled and snapped then saw the flash of metal under his skin as he pulled his fist back. Two of the group’s women shrank away, mouths turning from snarls to Os of horror. In an instant, they’d gone from wanting to kill Leo to fearing him. 
“I didn’t mean to…” Leo began, watching the tall man writhe where he’d flown and fallen, three full meters away. He couldn’t finish the sentence because those more angry than afraid were already pouring forward. Leo found his hands restrained, along with his legs. He felt his back strike the stage. He could fight if he let himself do it. He could. He really, really could. 
Leo restrained the beast inside himself, now feeling hands at his belt and pockets, no doubt searching for something as antiquated as a metal key, not realizing that the dispensary was held down by loathed technological means. Hands emerging empty from pockets curled into fists. 
Leo held himself down. He was watching his internal clock. Waiting. Losing the battle with himself, knowing he was seconds from throwing them off, running, depleting the dispensary for his own ends, and fleeing, leaving them all behind to rip each other apart. 
There was a tremendous banging at the meeting hall’s front door. The people holding Leo down looked up at the sound of dozens of tromping feet. From the stage floor, Leo saw hands go up as someone began shouting. Where hands didn’t raise, Leo saw the blast of slumbershots. 
The crowd parted, and a middle-aged man with brown hair pushed through armored troops to stand above Leo. Leo, looking up at him from the corner of one eye, was suddenly very glad that the village’s most notorious fugitive had already left for Bontauk. He’d be safe. One way or another, they’d all be safe in time.
“Leo Booker,” he said. “I’m Agent Austin Smith of the North American Union Protective Service. I’m here to place your entire group under arrest for conspiracy to commit treason.”





 

 
Chapter 10
 
 
Eli Oldman’s fat, ugly face filled the entire wall from top to bottom, side to side. The projection was enormous, and Rachel found herself sickened, wishing Eli would back up. 
He finally did, after assuring himself that the connection was secure, and Rachel was able to see the rest of the room: the same polished black table with the same high-backed black chairs she’d sat in thousands of times before, occupied by most of the same faces she’d been staring into for decades. It was ironic. The first Panel had been convened in 2032, and for the most part the faces she was watching now hadn’t changed or even aged. If she subtracted the newest members and added Noah West, Marshall Oates, and Colin Hawes back into the mix, she could have been looking at an image from sixty-five years earlier.
“This isn’t something I’m comfortable with, Rachel,” Clive said from his position at the table. 
Of the group who had originally formed Panel, Clive was the only person other than herself who appeared to have aged at all. When Panel first assembled, he’d been forty-two. Today, he looked maybe fifty. Nanobot rejuvenation had come early enough in the lives of the others that they seemed perpetually young, mocking Rachel’s decay.
“My room is secure,” she said. She eased into her chair opposite the wall then added in a mumble, “Lord knows I pay enough for it.”
“I don’t mean the room. I mean your non-attendance. This room is located where it is for a reason.” 
“Well, someone managed to sneak a Beam connection into your impregnable fortress nonetheless,” she said. Everything ached. Rachel felt her body as a bag of organs sloshing about in a metal cage.
“The guidelines for Panel have always stated that members must attend meetings in person.”
“‘In person’ is not explicitly stated, and you know it, Clive.” Rachel’s voice, though frail, still held its old tone of warning. She may have been ancient, but she knew she could still make the others fear her.
“In principle,” he said. 
Rachel felt her patience snap. In Panel’s early days, members had to drop what they were doing and attend whenever a meeting was called, and no assembly could be held without perfect attendance. These days, now that Panel had nearly doubled to its final size of twenty-one slots, the varied important people’s schedules had grown harder to manage, and absences had become permissible so long as everyone was informed and those who couldn’t attend gave consent to proceed without them. Unsurprisingly, the newest members were those who skipped from time to time, whereas the nine remainders from the original dozen never missed. The newcomers treated Panel like a social club, failing to respect the body’s importance and power. That, in Rachel’s mind, was a much larger and much less forgivable breach of “principle” than her remote attendance. 
Still, she had delicate matters to discuss today, and ruffling feathers was the wrong approach. Passive-aggressive logic was better.
“Clive.” She paused then cast her eyes around the projection. The trick of this particular connection, tunneled through The Beam via the most bulletproof protections unknown technology had to offer, would make her eyes appear to meet every one of the others’. “All of you. I was eight-two when I joined Panel. I’m still alive, despite your wishes. I know that many of you are starving for me to die so that you can fill my seat with someone more…shall we say ‘more contemporary minded’? But I’m not dead yet. There were twelve of us at the first meeting, but it was me, Noah, and Iggy who brought us together. Noah’s gone. Iggy is one of the few among you who still likes me. So you will give me the respect due your elders. I can barely move without harming myself, but my heart is still beating, and my mind is still sharp. Consider yourselves lucky to have slipped from death’s fingers. She breathes over my shoulder even now, and I don’t enjoy the rancid scent of meat on her breath.” 
Spooner said nothing. In sixty-five years, he’d learned not to bluster or argue. 
“Barring the kind of thing that happened to Marshall and Colin, my death may be the last time for a long while that this group will need to fill a seat,” Rachel said. “But don’t salivate too much for it. My spot is earmarked.” 
“Micah doesn’t know enough of our history to join, Rachel,” said Jameson Gray. 
“He can learn. He’s a sharp boy.” 
“You don’t get to decide once you’re dead.”
“Why not?” said Rachel. “Based on the way you all folded on the grid change issue, it looks to me like Noah is still dictating policy from beyond the grave.” 
“Noah isn’t dead,” said Alexa. 
Rachel voiced an old woman’s brittle cackle. She’d specifically set that nugget out for Alexa, knowing the woman would bite. But the others all knew how flaky Alexa was, with her bullshit anthroposophic beliefs. 
“Stop waiting for your messiah, Alexa,” Rachel said. “You’re embarrassing yourself.”
Alexa shook her head. “You’ve seen the fragmentation data yourself. He’s respawning.” 
Rachel should have known better than to give Alexa a forum. She waved her hand, dismissing the issue. Others on Panel were superstitious, but Alexa was in her own league. But she’d never get majority on any of her ridiculous issues, so in Rachel’s mind, she didn’t matter. 
“Iggy is the other founder. He will decide who gets my seat when I die.” 
Iggy leaned into the shot. Despite countless advancements — especially those available through Xenia’s elite development arm — Iggy still had that enormous nose. Rachel wasn’t sure whether she should admire his individualistic tenacity or be perplexed. At least she had an excuse for her appearance. Nanobots couldn’t rebuild her body faster than it was falling apart, but Iggy was young. Relatively speaking, anyway.
“The seat will go to Micah,” he said. 
Rachel nodded with satisfaction. “He’s a good boy. Even though he’s preparing to have me killed.” 
The table — everyone except Iggy — exchanged shocked looks, but Rachel had only wanted the reaction, not the questions that would naturally follow. She barreled forward, taking advantage of her position as Panel’s unofficial head, as the eldest. 
“Carter Vale,” she said. It was a statement, but the two simple words conveyed serious questions. 
At the far end of the table, Aiden Purcell nodded. He was dressed in a black suit with a pink pocket square and had his hair slicked straight back as usual. For some reason, Purcell always reminded Rachel of Lucifer. She supposed it wouldn’t be long before she’d be in Hell herself, finally able to make a proper comparison. 
Purcell had been added to the roster in 2063 after Marshall Oates had turned up dead, but even before that a motion was circulated to expand the body to twenty-two members specifically so he could join. Purcell’s success in mining data with the AcUity app made him an obvious addition to Panel because given his wealth of data, he seemed safest as an ally.
“The thing with Vale was unfortunate,” he said, idly turning something that looked like a matchbox over and over, his fingers long and dexterous like a spider’s legs. “I have to admit, it’s the one thing my prediction models didn’t see coming.” 
“You were caught off guard.” Iggy’s voice was thick with disbelief. 
Purcell shrugged. They’d covered his models during the previous meeting. He’d pushed enormous amounts of hard and soft data into an array of prediction wireframes centered on Shift’s outcome. Shift was, for Panel, an interesting sort of choreographed dance. They could pull all the strings they wanted, but only from a distance because doing so might show their hands. Shaping Shift was like molding clay while wearing oversized gloves. 
“It’ll change the entire outcome,” Rachel said. “We’d predicted Enterprise would win, without interference, to a high degree of certainty, and…” 
“Absolute certainty,” Purcell corrected, apparently unconcerned with his failure. 
“…and now, Directorate might win.” 
“Will win,” Purcell said. “With equal certainty.” 
Clive turned to face the man in the fine dark suit, his pocket square fluffed as a farce of civility. “Do you even hear yourself? Absolute certainty now for something that had zero certainty just a few days ago, without your earlier models allowing so much as a point of variance to account for Vale being a wild card?” 
“There was no variance at the time,” said Purcell. 
“And yet it happened.” 
“Free will is something that doesn’t factor into my models. Who has free will as a president in the NAU? It didn’t dawn on anyone to consider it.” Then, apparently having said all he had to say, Purcell kicked back in his chair. 
“Vale was supposed to do as he was told,” said Rachel.
“Well, he didn’t,” Alexa snapped, apparently still smarting from Rachel’s earlier rebuke. 
“Do we want to nudge things back toward Enterprise?” 
“How? There’s no time. I say we let it go. It’s a shell game.” 
“We can’t ratify beem if the Senate stays Directorate.” 
“Senators can change their minds,” said Jameson Gray. It was true, but it rarely happened. 
Clive flapped his hands, palms up, and sat forward with his elbows on the table. “I say we let it go. See what happens. It’s all biding time anyway. We have the underpinnings in place.” 
Rachel shifted in her chair, wincing as her organs rearranged themselves. “Does Vale actually know about Mindbender? In terms of where it is today?” 
“You’d know better than us,” said Alexa. “Why don’t you just ask our future Panel member?” 
“Micah wouldn’t know what Vale knows. Only how Xenia is progressing.” 
“And how is that?” 
“You can ask Micah when I die.” 
Several people around the table chuckled, knowing Rachel. 
The truth was that progress on Mindbender had stalled, although Micah’s people at Xenia had recently reported progress in addressing a tricky issue they called “the dislocation paradigm.” There were many pieces to the puzzle. The truth was that no one, with a single possible exception, knew how Noah had managed the impossible with his own upload. And even so, it’s not like Noah West was a Mindbender success story. They’d analyzed the data, thanks in part to Purcell’s historical and ongoing analysis, and the closest analogy for Noah hitting the Beam pipeline when his body died was that of a cup of colored water being dropped into a waterfall. The dye was out there somewhere, but it’s not like you’d ever get it back into a single glass again.
“Vale doesn’t know a thing,” Purcell said. “That’s why we never could have predicted this.” 
“Then what made him say it?” 
“Maybe he thought he could unite the world.” Clive chuckled because of course, once upon a time, he’d done exactly that.
“Do you really think that was it?” Rachel said. Clive was joking, but there had been a time during Renewal when people had rallied around the idea of Mindbender the same way they’d rallied around his moon project. Giving the entire NAU a single goal to cheer for had a proven unifying effect, but only the tiniest number of people knew that work on Mindbender had continued long after the public had decided uploading minds to The Beam was impossible.
“Maybe,” said Purcell. “I’ll admit I didn’t account for a spontaneous and idiotic burst of idealism.”
Across the table, Eli Oldman’s fat, dreadlocked head turned toward Rachel. “Vale must be talking about the Mindbender story, not the actual ongoing work,” he said. “Iconic Mindbender, from when it existed as a pipe dream, like the genome project or Clive’s base. Even in the lower tiers, the technology to start attempting — emphasis on attempting — uploads is there, albeit a hell of a long way from implementation. Listen back to his Prime Statement, and you’ll see how heavily he couched the whole thing, saying how it might take forever. This must be his way of committing labs to beginning research. After that stunt, nobody will say no to reopening trials. Public opinion will insist on it.” 
Alexa looked around the table. “Is there any reason we can’t just let them try? By the time they figure it out, we’ll have a half-century lead, maybe more.” 
Iggy made a face. “Nah. No reason.” 
“But Shift…” said Rachel. 
“I want to run through the models again,” Purcell said. “Shelve it. Meet again in a few days.” 
“But Vale will have to be eliminated,” said Rachel. “If he’s going to pull stunts like that, he’ll need to be removed.”
“Oh, yes. He’s entirely too far off-spec.” Eli nodded. “We’re not in a position to tolerate wiggle room right now.” 
“So it’ll be handled,” said Rachel. 
Alexa: “Already underway.” 
“Only someone expendable,” said Rachel. “I want them conditioned.” 
“Jesus, of course,” Alexa said, insulted. Panel hadn’t re-used assassins for decades. They were hired anonymously, using more filters than anyone could ever see through, then mnemonically conditioned to follow their target’s Beam signature with no conscious awareness of what they were doing. When they were close enough to the target, a second trigger prompted the assassin to strike. Then afterward, a third set of mnemonics fired off, stopping the assassin’s heart. It was a foolproof system. Only Panel and the mnemonic trainers themselves had access to the program…or even knew the technology to create sleeper soldiers existed.
“Which reminds me,” said Rachel. “York.” 
“What about him?” asked Shannon Hooper. 
They’d discussed the re-emergence of Stephen York at the last meeting. More than thirty years ago, the group had voted on the best way to handle the partner Noah West had left behind when he’d died. At first, Panel had been split on the issue, half willing to give Quark’s reins to York and half wanting him erased. But at the time, Noah’s death and memory had been fresh, and the ghost of his disapproval hung over the group like a cloud. Eventually, after some rather heated debate, they’d agreed to meet somewhere in the middle and use Quark’s firewalling technology to lock York’s mind and release him into the population. It had felt like a bad compromise to Rachel then, but now, with Vale sending the word “Mindbender” back into the zeitgeist, she had to admit that Noah’s arguments about York’s importance were right all along. 
“Xenia has been taking its time on Mindbender, but this new snarl means they’re going to need to push harder to stay far ahead,” she said.
Most of the heads around the table nodded. 
“Of course,” said Iggy. “But what does that have to do with York?” 
Eli looked at Rachel. “Hell,” he said. 
Iggy turned to Eli, puzzled. 
“What?” said Purcell from farther down the table. 
Eli shook his head. “She wants York to help with Mindbender. That’s it, isn’t it, Rachel?” 
Rachel nodded slowly. York’s timing in popping back up now was almost serendipitous. The group had been planning to capture and re-firewall him, but leaving him uncorked, if he could be handled safely, would be even better. It might, in fact, be the only possible way to make Mindbender a reality — something that, thanks to Carter Vale, had now become essential.
“Who else knows more about The Beam?” Rachel went on. “Xenia keeps hitting a wall. They say they’re making progress, but I can tell bullshit when I hear it, and can read Micah like a book. If we want to clear the roadblocks on Mindbender, we’re going to need York’s help.” 
“Well,” said Clive. “Then I guess it’s a goddamn good thing we didn’t have him killed.” He looked at Kendrick Hayes, who’d been very pro-assassination at the time. 
Eli was still shaking his head. 
“What is it?” said Iggy, looking at Eli.
“Fucking Noah. We kept asking him why he wouldn’t give up on that firewall project as it ran over budget, but it’s like he knew. He knew we wouldn’t just let York take over at Quark, and he knew we’d want to kill him. He knew that couldn’t be allowed because York had important things in his head that might be required, like they are now. So he gave us the solution, gift wrapped, ready when we needed it.” 
Rachel looked at the video wall, feeling a renewed sense of urgency as she listened to Eli talk about Noah, Noah’s foresight, and his own apparent agreement that York was needed. The clock was ticking, and thanks to Carter Vale, it was now chugging along at double time. The notion had been plaguing her since the Prime Statements, insistent like an unscratchable itch. She hadn’t wanted to gather Panel to discuss this, but with Mindbender out of the box and the York situation being what it was, there had really been no other choice.
“We have to bring him in,” she said. “York. We have to find him and bring him to Quark.” 
“We know how to find him,” said Eli, nodding.
“Now.” 
Eli looked at Rachel. Several other heads, hearing her tone, turned to do the same. 
“No problem,” said Eli.
“Where is he?” said Rachel.  
“He’s moved off-grid.”
“So he can’t access The Beam via a hard line.” 
“Not unless he goes out to find an access point. Why?”
“Who can we send out with rovers to triangulate on him?” 
Again, the group met Rachel’s gaze for a moment before responding. Finally, Morgan Marconi said, “What’s the rush, Rachel?” 
Rachel watched the people around the table, drumming mental fingers and trying to decide what to say. She knew something the others didn’t — something she’d learned long ago. Panel as a whole had decided to firewall York’s mind, but before that decision had been reached, a splinter within the group had set plans into motion that could not be stopped. Firewalling had obscured York’s ID from the system before any damage could be done, but now his ID was back out there. Panel had seen it already, through an obscured, protected connection within the city — but once the rest of The Beam saw York’s ID too, those old plans would once again begin to tick inexorably into motion. And because the plans had been paused midstream, chances were excellent they didn’t have much further to tick before something exploded.
“What is it?” said Clive. “Is there a problem with York?”
Rachel nodded, the weight of years heavy on her shoulders. 
“There’s an assassin after him,” she said.
The people onscreen began to shuffle. Rachel heard muttered questions, all said with varying degrees of indignation: Who? What? When? Why?
Iggy was still watching Rachel. “We have access to all the known assassins,” he said. “We can snoop out a job targeting his ID and stop it.”
Rachel was shaking her head. “No, we can’t. The person after York is a mnemonic agent. A sleeper.”
All of the discussion around the table stopped. 
“I have good reason to believe the first sequence was already triggered,” she rushed on. “If that’s true, the sleeper will already be close to him. Already in position. Already homed in.” She swallowed, her old throat dry. “Already trusted.” 
Clive looked at Iggy. Iggy looked at Alexa. Alexa looked at Eli. 
“So why isn’t he dead already?” said Clive. 
It was Eli who answered. “Because he’s been masked. Now he’s off-grid. He hasn’t, in fact, even logged in from an open connection since he came out from behind the firewall.”
“What does that mean?” said Iggy.
“It means that as soon as he touches the open Beam,” Eli answered, “he’s dead.”
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