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    FOREWORD 
 
    Chances are that you are not reading these stories in the order I’m writing them in. That’s more than OK, and I’m almost envious of folks that get to see all of Tanis’s growth in chronological order. 
 
    As I’m writing the Origins of Destiny series, I’m also writing the Orion War series, which features a much older Tanis, who is dealing with a whole other set of problems than her younger self.  
 
    I’m especially enjoying the ability this gives me to keep her many stages of personal development in mind, and contrast them appropriately.  
 
    One thing I often think regarding Tanis is the old curse, “May you lead an interesting life.” That certainly applies to her.  
 
    Even in childhood, Tanis was special. Born with mental L1 abilities, she was selected at a young age for post-adolescent L2 enhancements. She received the Link at the earliest age possible, and prior to that, had used ocular overlays to more fully interface with the digital world around her. 
 
    Growing up knowing she was about as engineered as a person could be, she has always striven to stay ‘real’, not losing herself in virtual sims, or give herself over to fruitless endeavors.  
 
    Though her father wanted her to enter the business world, Tanis felt that she didn’t want to be a pawn in the corporate world. Partially because she wanted to make a positive impact, and partially to spite her father, she joined the military. 
 
    That one act of rebellion on the part of a willful young woman will be instrumental in shaping humanity’s future.  
 
    But big things don’t start big. They start small and gain mass, momentum, purpose.  
 
    I hope you enjoy these stories of Tanis’s youth, and the unacknowledged work she did in keeping the Sol System from tearing itself apart in the 41st century, I know I am. 
 
    Not only do we get to see Tanis when she’s younger and more vulnerable, we get to take a tour through the Sol System at the height of its golden age and imagine wonders unlike any we’ve ever conceived before.  
 
    Welcome to Sol, circa 4085. 
 
      
 
    Michael Cooper
Danvers, 2018 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    PREVIOUSLY IN ORIGINS OF DESTINY… 
 
      
 
    Aeon 14 is a portrayal of the future I hope our race will occupy. It’s not a perfect place—because we are not perfect—but it is a future where humanity (and our creation, the AIs) has managed to learn well enough how to survive, expanding out into the far reaches of the Sol System, and even to other stars.  
 
    At the time this story takes place, it is just over two thousand years from now. Lives are measured in centuries, and trillions of humans fill the Sol System. 
 
    Mega-structures have been built, such as the Mars 1 Ring and High Terra, which encircle entire worlds. Humans have terraformed many planets, and even changed the orbits of some.  
 
    The Sol System (what you know as the ‘Solar System’) is divided into a few major political bodies, all under the umbrella of the Sol Space Federation.  
 
    InnerSol (everything up to and including the asteroid belt) is under the umbrella of The Terran Hegemony—with the notable exception of the Marsian Protectorate.  
 
    OuterSol (Which includes Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus, and Neptune) falls generally under the Jovian Combine. Beyond Neptune’s orbit is the Scattered Worlds Alliance, a loose conglomeration of the hundreds of small planetoids which fill the outer reaches of the Sol System (NASA currently estimates that there are over two hundred dwarf planets out there, and very likely at least one large major planet, which is named Nibiru in Aeon 14). 
 
    Our story follows Tanis Richards, a commander in the Terran Space Force (For the military folks, that makes her an O-3). Tanis is an enhanced human with an augmented mind (L2 status) and a highly modified body.  
 
    Having been born and raised on Mars’s low gravity, she’s tall and willowy, but her bones and muscles have been enhanced to give her a strength that few 21st century humans have.  
 
    She shares her mind with Darla, and is one of the first L2 humans to receive an AI—all of which is classified by the military.  
 
    Moreover, Tanis has two masters. As captain of the Kirby Jones, she reports up to the 121st Fleet command, but she’s also an operative for Division 99, the Terran Space Force’s military intelligence and counterinsurgency division. With the acronym MICI, people in Tanis’s work are often called Mickies.  
 
    In the previous book, someone tried to kill Tanis and replace her with an Infiltrator Chameleon—a machine made to mimic a given human and usually do something bad. In this case, that “something bad” was kill the Jovian Oligarch while wearing Tanis’s face. 
 
    Tanis worked to stop the Infiltrator Chameleon and was aided by Harm (her handler in Division 99) and Connie, her Chief of Boat on the Kirby Jones.  
 
    Ultimately, they saved Oligarch Alden’s life, and Tanis was able to reclaim her own place on the Kirby Jones. 
 
    Rogue elements in the Scattered Worlds Space Force are suspected of being behind the attempt on the oligarch’s life, and Tanis is now tasked with gathering evidence in OuterSol that will point toward who is behind the problems that have begun to plague the Sol System.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    MAPS 
 
    Find full-size maps at www.aeon14.com/maps. 
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    CREW OF THE KIRBY JONES 
 
      
 
    Note: This book takes place during the years of the TSF’s military division unification process. This explains why you see some odd ranks, such as Connie being a Technical Sergeant and an E7, while not a Chief Petty Officer. You’ll see some other odd ranks mixed together, and the absence of a rank of Captain. 
 
      
 
    Flight Crew 
 
    Ship’s Captain - Commander Tanis Richards (O-3) 
 
    Ship’s AI – Lovell  
 
    Helm Officer - Lieutenant Jeannie (O-1) 
 
    Weapons and Scan – Lieutenant James Smythe (O-2) 
 
    Chief Engineer – Technical Sergeant Connie (E-7) 
 
    Engineer – Spaceman Seamus (E-3) 
 
    Engineer – Spaceman Liam (E-3) 
 
      
 
    Breach Crew 
 
    Team Leader – Corporal Marian (E-4) 
 
    Team Member – Private Second Class Yves (E-2) 
 
    Team Member – Private First Class Susan (E-3) 
 
    Team Member – Private First Class Lukas (E-3) 
 
      
 
      
 
    Other Returning Characters 
 
      
 
    Harm Ellis – Tanis’s contact in Division 99 and her handler. Harm is also undercover with Enfield. 
 
      
 
    Admiral Kocsis – Commander of the 814th and 121st Fleets, and Colonel Higgs’ commander.  
 
      
 
    Alden – Oligarch of the Jovian Combine. Head of the JC government.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    ACRONYMS, NAMES, AND COLLOQUIALISMS 
 
      
 
    Combine – Alternative name for the Jovian Combine. 
 
    Disker – A citizen of the Scattered Worlds Alliance 
 
    JC – Jovian Combine. This is the region of the Sol System that extends from 4AU to roughly 40AU from Sol. 
 
    Jovian – A citizen of the Jovian Combine. 
 
    JSF – Jovian Space Force 
 
    Marsian – A citizen of the Marsian Protectorate. 
 
    Marsian Protectorate – The region of space that stretches one light minute to either side of Mars’ orbit. The Protectorate is a sovereign state in the SSF. 
 
    NSAI – Non-sentient AI 
 
    SAI – Sentient AI 
 
    SDA – Sometimes the SWA is referred to as the SDA (Scattered Disk Alliance). 
 
    SSF – Sol Space Federation. The governing body that oversees the entire Sol System. 
 
    SWSF – Scattered Worlds Space Force 
 
    SWA – Scattered Worlds Alliance. This is the region of the Sol System that extends from just beyond Neptune’s orbit to the edge of the Sol System. 
 
    Terra – Earth and its nearspace objects. This includes Earth, High Terra (the artificial ring around Earth) and Luna. 
 
    Terran – A citizen of the Terran Hegemony. 
 
    Terran Hegemony – The dominant state in the Sol System. Excepting the Marsian Protectorate, it extends from The Sun to the 4AU boundary with OuterSol. Major worlds are Venus, Terra, and Ceres. 
 
    TSF – Terran Space Force. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    OURANOS 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 02.17.4085 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: TSS Kirby Jones, en route to Crantor 
 
    REGION: Ouranos nearspace, Jovian Combine, OuterSol 
 
      
 
    Six months after the events at Europa… 
 
      
 
    “Hoooooolleeee shit,” Smythe whispered as Tanis switched the main holodisplay on the Kirby Jones’s bridge to show the mass transfer operations around Ouranos. 
 
    “Something to see up close, isn’t it?” Tanis asked as she leant forward in her seat. 
 
    “Not only that, but look at the size of the Jovian fleet protecting the work site! There have to be at least ten thousand ships out there.” 
 
    <Add a hundred and thirty nine and you’ll be on the money,> Lovell said as Tanis focused in on the main planetary mass-lifting operation.  
 
    “One thing’s for sure,” Tanis added. “When the Jovians set their mind to something, they really set their minds to it.” 
 
    Jeannie shook her head, a scowl on her brow. “All those Jovians, and the TSF is still running picket operations to help keep the site secure. All because those SSS fools keep threatening to blow it up.” 
 
    “I really wonder how you preserve the ‘Sanctity of the Sol System’ by threatening to destroy a planet?” Smythe asked. “Not that I think they could actually pull it off.” 
 
    Tanis felt the same way about the SSS. For people who wanted to protect the Sol System, they were one of the most destructive forces around. 
 
    Well, barring these rogue elements in our militaries and governments that seem to be aiding the Diskers in…what? Starting a civil war? 
 
    Worrying about ecoterrorists wasn’t something Tanis had a lot of mental capacity for. Hunting down whoever had set things in motion with the attempted assassination of Oligarch Alden was consuming all of her time and brain space. 
 
    “Or why we need to be in the mix,” Jeannie muttered, adding onto Smythe’s statement.  
 
    “Don’t worry, we’re not going to stay long out here,” Tanis said, hoping she could assuage Jeannie’s worries without having to give her pilot any classified information. 
 
    Jeannie glanced over her shoulder at Tanis, a look of relief on her face. “Glad to hear you actually say that, Commander. You’ve been tight-lipped lately. I was worried it was because we were getting assigned to the boonies out here.” 
 
    Tanis laughed and shook her head. “No, no assignments in the boonies. This is really just a glorified courier run. The downside of having Admiral Kocsis’s trust; we get these milk runs.” 
 
    <Well done,> Darla commented privately. <Would be kinda nice if these really were just milk runs.> 
 
    <Liar,> Tanis gave Darla’s avatar a judging look in her mind. <You like the action. That’s why you left your indolent life of wealth and luxury for the military.> 
 
    <I still have an indolent life of luxury. It’s very cushy inside your brain.> 
 
    Lieutenant Smythe let out a long sigh. “If you’d asked me last year—after we hit the Norse Wind—I would have told you that I was more than ready for some milk runs. But I’m really starting to itch for some action.” 
 
    “Never know,” Tanis replied with a shrug. “After we slingshot around Ouranos, it’ll be just a few days to Crantor, and that place has a bit of a reputation.” 
 
    Smythe craned his head around to give Tanis a measuring look. “Really? You that much of a company woman, Commander? I don’t care how often the Jovians say that planet’s named ‘Ouranos’—where I come from, we call it ‘Yer-anus’.” 
 
    Tanis almost laughed at the twang Smythe added to the word, but managed to keep a straight face and then raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “It’s a JC planet, and they officially renamed it from Uranus to Ouranos. I always thought it was a good move. It’s the only planet named after a Greek god…. It’s fitting that it should have the Greek name, not the Latin one.” 
 
    <Especially when the Latin one has made this blue ball of gas the butt of a million jokes,> Darla added with a laugh. 
 
    Smythe snorted, Jeannie giggled, and even Tanis couldn’t help but crack a smile. 
 
    “ ‘Gas’, ‘Butt’?” Smythe asked with a chuckle. “I knew I liked you, Darla. Lovell here is such a fuddy-duddy.” 
 
    <I’ll remember that next time you need a favor.> The AI’s tone was dry. <Like how I recently—> 
 
    “Oh, hey, no need to go talking about that, Lovell,” Smythe said, hunching over his console.  
 
    “Your ears are turning red,” Jeannie said, her tone entirely casual as she made the observation. 
 
    Smythe didn’t reply, and Tanis gave the pair of lieutenants a measuring look before she resumed watching the scene around Ouranos.  
 
    The most obvious feature on the planet was the presence of a ring that wrapped around it—not the natural one, that was long gone. This one was artificial and sat only a thousand kilometers above the cloudtops. Unlike the orbital rings wrapping around planets such as Mars and Earth, Ouranos’s ring did not exist to create more habitable space for humanity.  
 
    This ring’s purpose was to remake the planet.  
 
    Once, Ouranos had been roughly four and a half times Earth’s diameter and just over fourteen times its mass. Now it was both larger and less massive.  
 
    All around the inside of the ring, electrostatic scoops drew atmosphere off the planet, separating out the constituent gases for use in manufacturing, fuel—though both were less in demand now that Jupiter’s equatorial particle accelerator was functional—and to build new Miniature Black Holes.  
 
    Tanis had to admit that it was a bit saddening to know that in a hundred years—or less, if GE kept to its timetables—the nearly featureless light blue orb of Ouranos would be no more. 
 
    Eventually the lighter layers of hydrogen and helium would be gone, and then the ammonia, water, and other resources would be harvested.  
 
    The goal was to pull off the gases until there was roughly only three Earth masses of rock, carbon, and ice left: the planet’s core. While the GE’s MBHs would be used all over the Sol System to increase spin and gravity on dwarf planets, and to make a few new ones out of bits of flotsam and jetsam, the primary goal of the Ouranos project was to make a rosette of either three planets with masses similar to that of Venus, or five with Mars-like mass. 
 
    Many pundits decried the idea, saying that while Ouranos’s placement between Saturn and Neptune made it a good candidate for rework, the fact that it had the most eccentric orbit of any major planet made the execution of a rosette far too complex. 
 
    GE’s Orbital Dynamics group disagreed, and said that with the correct orbital speed, the gravitational resonance would in fact stabilize the rosette. 
 
    Though Tanis felt sad that Ouranos’s nearly five billion years swinging around Sol were coming to an end, she was excited by the prospect of five new terraformed worlds in the system.  
 
    Despite the fact that humanity had terraformed dozens of smaller worldlets out in the scattered disk and set fusion suns around them, most were dimly lit and highly dependent on a constant supply of hydrogen and helium from the OuterSol worlds to remain habitable.  
 
    The Ouranos Quintet, as it was often called, would be close enough to Sol that, with thick atmospheres and minimal aid from a single fusion sun, they would be much easier to maintain in the long run. 
 
    <We’re getting a call from the JSF fleet’s nearspace STC,> Lovell announced.  
 
    “The Jovian Space Force?” Tanis asked. “I thought we were linked up with Titania’s Tower.” 
 
    <We are…. You want full holo, or audio only?> Lovell replied, annoyance evident in his voice. 
 
    <Think this is a contact?> Darla asked.  
 
    <Could be,> Tanis answered as she rose and stood before the bridge’s holotank. Then she replied to Lovell. “Give me full. JSF types are a lot less likely to give you a hard time when they have to look you in the eyes.” 
 
    <You got it.>  
 
    The holotank flared to life, and a tall woman stood before Tanis. A colonel’s birds adorned the Jovian officer’s lapels, and she stared down at Tanis with an imperious glare. 
 
    “Commander Tanis Richards, I was alerted to your ship’s passage through Ouranos’s nearspace by the civilian STC on Titania….” 
 
    She left the phrase hanging, as though Tanis should have some answer as to why the moon’s space traffic control tower had alerted the JSF military to the Kirby Jones’s passage. 
 
    A name appeared on the holo next to the colonel just as Tanis was working up a reply, and she passed a mental thanks to Darla for sourcing the information.  
 
    “Colonel Leona, I’m uncertain as to why Titania’s tower would have alerted you to our presence. I’m sure you have more important things to attend to—” 
 
    “Commander. They alerted me because your ship has deviated from its patrol path for this slingshot maneuver. As you know, Ouranos’s nearspace is an MOA restricted to all but authorized craft.” 
 
    <I thought we had authorization,> Darla commented. <Did I miss something?> 
 
    <Oh, we do, this is just some JSF blowhard trying to flex her muscle and push around the Terran Space Force. Or it’s a contact.> 
 
    <I bet it’s both. The Jovians always tout their efficiency.> 
 
    “I’m certainly well aware of that,” Tanis said with a sweet smile. “I think we’ve passed at least fifteen beacons announcing the flight restrictions on our way through. Those relays directed us to log our flight path with Titania’s STC, and so we have.” 
 
    “Commander, do not be obtuse. I don’t care about who you’ve logged your flight path with. It’s taking you within a light second of GE’s MBH storage array, and that requires special authorization.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. I understand your desire not to have ships flitting by those black holes and I appreciate your vigilance,” Tanis replied with a smile. “I have orders from Admiral Kocsis directing me to take this flight path. It has all the correct approvals attached and logged acknowledgement from the JSF High Command at Ganymede.” 
 
    The JSF colonel’s face fell. “You what? How come you didn’t provide those to Titania’s STC?” 
 
    “They never asked,” Tanis said with a slight shrug. “While it’s SOP to share flight paths with civilian STCs, I’m not aware of a need for me to provide them with a copy of my orders. We even queried Titania’s tower, asking if we needed to sync with the JSF’s 1837th Fleet, but they said they would handle the coordination.” As she spoke, Tanis could see Colonel Leona’s expression darken further. “Was the tower incorrect about that?” 
 
    “That’s not proper procedure,” the colonel muttered as she glowered at Tanis. “You’re required to coordinate directly with us.” 
 
    “Happy to,” Tanis smiled sweetly again. “I’ve passed the High Command’s acknowledgement of our flight path to you. We can shift now and take a more circuitous route to Crantor, but we’re not carrying enough fuel to do that and will need to dock at a nearby station first.” Here, Tanis let a look of concern and confusion furrow her brow. “Problem is, I’m not authorized for a refuel before Crantor and I’ll have to put in a request with procurement for a top-off. I might be stuck there for a while, and then I’ll have Admiral Kocsis breathing down my neck. Should I direct him to your office when he asks why we’re delayed?” 
 
    A scraping sound came through the holoprojection, and Tanis realized it was the colonel grinding her teeth. “I don’t like people playing games with me, Commander,” Colonel Leona said. “Your orders seem to be in order. Next time file them properly.” 
 
    “I will,” Tanis replied equably. “So long as your relays and civilian STCs don’t mislead me about what I need to do to comply with your ridiculous rules.” 
 
    “Comma—”  
 
    The woman’s voice was cut off as Tanis killed the holoprojection and turned to sit back in her seat. 
 
    “Whoa,” Smythe whistled. “Gutsy, Commander. What if she retaliates? I’ve heard the JSF likes to detain and board TSF ships with even the slightest provocation.” 
 
    A soft chuckle slipped past Tanis’s lips. “Well, I have to do something for entertainment around here. It’s either that or listen to you and Darla crack ‘Uranus’ jokes.” 
 
    <Crack? Uranus? Well played, Tanis.> 
 
    “Darla…” she muttered, shaking her head. 
 
    “Uh, Commander?” Smythe asked, a worried note in his voice. “I just got an update from Titania’s STC that they’ve transferred us to the JSF fleet’s STC, and the Js are giving us a new path to cease burn and pull into a polar orbit around Uranus.” 
 
    Tanis couldn’t help but laugh. “What an ass that colonel’s turned out to be. Jeannie, get us on their assigned vector. This should be fun.” 
 
    <Stage one, complete,> Darla said privately. <Let’s just hope the handoff is smoother than last time.> 
 
    <At Traverna? That snafu was a fluke. This’ll be a breeze.>


 
   
 
  



 
 
    RESIGNATION 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 02.17.4085 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: JSS Teremity, 1837th Fleet 
 
    REGION: Ouranos, Jovian Combine, OuterSol  
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t like this one bit,” Colonel Leona muttered as she pulled on her light armor. “We should be imprisoning Tanis Richards, not hiring her.” 
 
    Gage chuckled. Not a nice laugh, or a happy one. It didn’t sound rueful, either. Leona imagined that it was the sort of sound a vulture might make as it settled down in front of a recently deceased animal in the desert. Better yet, one still gasping out its last breaths.  
 
    “Well, from her point of view, it’s certainly going to feel a lot more like we’re imprisoning than hiring.” He glanced at her, his black eyes narrowed. “How would you feel if you were in her position?” 
 
    “Me?” Leona snorted. “I would never be in her position.” 
 
    “Too smart for that?” Gage gave the same chuckle, and Leona began to wonder if it was the only one he had. 
 
    “I’m not smart.” Leona gave Gage her own narrow-eyed glare. “I’m prepared.” 
 
    <That’s not what you’re always telling me,> Chelsea said in Leona’s mind, her avatar giving a goading wink. 
 
    <I don’t think I’ve ever said, ‘I’m smart’.> 
 
    <Do you want me to give you the replays?> 
 
    <Shut up, Chelsea.> 
 
    <Yes, your highness.> 
 
    Leona kept a smile from showing on her lips as she turned to see four of her Spectres enter the ready room, each geared up for heavy combat.  
 
    “Remember. Stay out of view unless you get the signal,” she advised them. “We don’t want to spook the Terrans.” 
 
    “We’ll be tucked behind the thruster shields on the cradle,” Forrest replied with his thick grey brows knitted together. “Gotta say, Colonel, I don’t like you going in there solo. Makes my teeth itch.” 
 
    “Relax, Forrest,” Pearl said as she clapped a hand on his shoulder. “Think the colonel needs you to wipe her ass after she hits the san, too?” 
 
    Leona grimaced and shot a glance at Gage, who was wearing the grin that went along with his chuckle. Her Spectres usually operated on the fringe of the military, and gained habits that made their behavior a bit unsuitable for civilized company. She’d have to remind them—again—that so long as they were protecting the oligarch, they needed to keep their mouths shut. 
 
    “Not worried about her,” Forrest replied, giving Gage a sidelong look. 
 
    “This is a walk in the park,” Leona said with a smile, trying to get her team to relax. “Just a conversation. We’ll be back before you know it.” 
 
    “We’d better,” a new voice said from behind her fireteam. “My afternoon is stacked.”


 
   
 
  



 
 
    BOARDING PARTY 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 02.17.4085 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: TSS Kirby Jones 
 
    REGION: Ouranos nearspace, Jovian Combine, OuterSol  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Vector matched. Easing into their cradle,” Jeannie announced over the ship’s 1MC.  
 
    <Acknowledged,> Tanis replied from where she stood outside the port-side airlock. <Opening the outer airlock doors.> 
 
    A peculiarity of the Jovians was that they wouldn’t latch an umbilical onto a foreign vessel without a ship’s outer airlock doors being open. Their reasoning was that they wanted to be sure no surprises were waiting for them in the airlock. 
 
    The rationale was silly, because there was no reason that a hostile force—or whatever it was they feared—couldn’t also be waiting behind the inner airlock door. 
 
    Once, back on Mars 1, Tanis had gotten into an argument with a Jovian officer who explained that a crew was less likely to have a bomb in an inner passageway than an airlock, so it decreased risk for boarders. 
 
    Her counter was that it created complacency in boarding teams if they really believed that such a requirement made them any safer. Putting a ship at a risk of depressurization during boarding made them resentful, and less likely to take steps to ease an inspection.  
 
    Not to mention that a crew up to no good could be in armor and EV gear and have their whole ship vented. In that case, they’d be perfectly willing to set a shape charge in an inner passage to greet the boarders, as it would cause minimal damage to the ship and likely toss a boarding party out into the void. 
 
    The Jovian she’d been arguing with dismissed that out of hand and proceeded to explain how it was safer for the target ship. His logic was asinine, and she’d shut that line of reasoning down by citing the ninety-two boardings she’d undertaken and asking the JSF officer how many he’d participated in. 
 
    Unsurprisingly, his answer had been zero. 
 
    Still, winning that argument didn’t change the fact that when in Jovian space, docking with a Jovian cruiser, she had to abide by their rules. 
 
    Well, I don’t have to. Legally they’re just a state military, and TSF is federal. But it doesn’t hurt to play nice…a little bit, at least. 
 
    A shudder ran through the ship as the Kirby Jones settled against the JSF cruiser’s external cradle. 
 
    “We have solid grapple,” Jeannie announced. “Killing all thrust. We’re a barnacle on the JSS Temerity. The jerks.” 
 
    Tanis held back a laugh as the Temerity’s umbilical stretched out toward the Kirby Jones. It made a positive seal against the airlock, and then began to pressurize to match the interior of the Jones. 
 
    She could only imagine how unnerving such an event must feel, a civilian ship being boarded by the Jovians. Nearly every inner airlock door in existence had a visual inspection port set in it. One shot from the other side of the umbilical, and whoever was standing in front of that window would experience the very worst explosive that decompression had to offer.  
 
    Not that Tanis was worried. The Jones had interior ES barriers. The last thing she expected the Jovians to do was take a shot at her, but just in case, she had the ES shields up. 
 
    <So, who do you think the handoff will be with?> Darla asked, as the JSF ship’s airlock opened and three figures in light armor began to pull themselves through the ten-meter umbilical. 
 
    <Beats me, they didn’t even say why they’re boarding us,> Tanis replied as she watched the three figures’ slow progress. <Usually they give some sort of excuse for the books. I guess this time it’s just ‘She pissed off the colonel’.> 
 
    <Well, I wish they didn’t require all this physical contact stuff.> Darla didn’t bother trying to hide the derision in her mental voice. <This would all go a lot faster if we didn’t have to fly around and exchange intel by hand.> 
 
    <They’re just twitchy because one of the people they thought they could trust implicitly tried to kill the oligarch—plus we have a leak in the Division. You’d be twitchy too, if you were Oligarch Alden.> 
 
    <I’d’ve been smarter than him in the first place,> Darla countered. <After what happened on Ceres, he should never have gone on vacation in Europa.> 
 
    <Maybe people trying to kill him is just another day at the office.> 
 
    Darla gave a coarse laugh. <Probably. We do know that he’s an asshole who’s mean to dolphins.> 
 
    <Well, he’s playing nice now. They drove a hard bargain, made him back down on everything and grant them full immunity and autonomy for Europa.> 
 
    <That’s gotta stick in his craw,> Darla said as the three Jovian figures reached the airlock, waiting while pressure reached equilibrium before the inner door opened. <Right in the heart of the Jovian Combine, little ol’ Europa is now a sovereign member of the Sol Space Federation.>  
 
    Tanis nodded as she stared through the airlock’s window at the opaque faceshields of the three jovians on the other side. <I’ll admit. If it wasn’t for the fact that we’re all so certain the Diskers were behind the whole thing, I’d almost think the dolphins had orchestrated it—they just steamrolled their way on through.> 
 
    <Well, they had the ancient treaties on their side…and leverage.> 
 
    <Sure did.> 
 
    Tanis loosened her feet in the deck straps as the inner airlock finally opened, and the three members of the JSF boarding party stepped through.  
 
    They hooked their feet into deck straps, but didn’t offer greeting until the airlock door closed behind them. Then the two on either side pulled off their helmets. 
 
    She was surprised to see that one was Colonel Leona. The other was a man she’d never seen before, though he didn’t have the look of a JSF officer.  
 
    Then the third person pulled off their helmet, and Tanis nearly exclaimed in surprise. 
 
    <Shit! What is the Jovian oligarch doing here?!>


 
   
 
  



 
 
    THANKS BUT NO THANKS 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 02.17.4085 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: TSS Kirby Jones 
 
    REGION: Ouranos nearspace, Jovian Combine, OuterSol 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tanis sat in the Kirby Jones’s galley, directly across from one of the most powerful people in the Sol System.  
 
    Someone who had to want something from her, to secretly board her little ship. 
 
    Though the Jovian Combine was a democracy of sorts, their oligarchy sat above the elected representatives, modifying laws and statutes to suit their needs as often as not.  
 
    The Terrans had a strong dislike for the way the JC was run, but as a Marsian, Tanis appreciated it a bit more. Maintaining a strong government that could stand up to the Terrans in the SSF’s general assembly was important, and the Jovians used their oligarchy’s power to ensure they could react decisively to political and economic threats.  
 
    But none of that really mattered now. All Tanis wanted to know was why this man was aboard the Kirby Jones, and what he was going to do to screw up her day, or month, or worse. 
 
    “I’m sure you’re all but bursting to know what I’m doing here,” Oligarch Alden said as he glanced around the galley—the only room on the ship with enough room for four people to sit comfortably, other than the bridge or engineering bay. 
 
    “Yes, sir, just a bit,” Tanis replied with a note of humor in her voice that earned her a narrow-eyed gaze from Colonel Leona, though not so much as a twitch from the other, as yet unnamed man.  
 
    <Huh. I wonder if Leona is actually just a bitch all the time,> Darla commented. <I would have thought it was just a show.> 
 
    <She’s probably still pissed that I cut the connection on the holo. Commanders don’t normally do that sort of thing to colonels—not without seeing some sort of disciplinary action. I had to sell it, though.> 
 
    The oligarch placed his hands on the table. “Well, firstly, the Jovian Combine would like to say thank you.” 
 
    “Thank you?” Tanis asked, careful to keep her tone from betraying anything other than genuine curiosity. “For what, sir?” 
 
    “Saving my life comes to mind.” 
 
    A frown creased Tanis’s brow. “I don’t understand, sir. We’ve never met before.” 
 
    “No? I suppose that’s true. We never did meet…Silversquid.” 
 
    If Tanis hadn’t already been in tight control of her heart rate and blood flow, she would have flushed furiously at the reference.  
 
    “That name rings a bell…wait, that was a performer at your Blue Lagoon casino. She was thought to have been implicated in the assassination attempt…though I thought the whole thing ended up being orchestrated by that orca faction who held you captive.” 
 
    The oligarch frowned as Tanis spoke, but then he let out soft laugh. “Well, I won’t fault you for not acknowledging something that’s supposed to be a secret—though I imagine you understand I’m more than a little annoyed that it all led to the Europan Treaty and their separation from the Combine.” 
 
    “I can see how that would be frustrating, sir,” Tanis allowed. “I hope you know that I had nothing to do with that.” 
 
    Oligarch Alden leant back in his chair. “Yes, I’ve read the reports—such as have been passed on to me. Your name isn’t in them, but it didn’t take long to put two and two together. You’re Division 99, Commander Richards.” 
 
    “M-I-C-I?” Tanis spelled out the letters. “I sure wish that was the case. I bet I’d get a better assignment than random patrol runs across Sol. I kinda feel like I’ve been punished lately.” 
 
    Alden snorted. “I’m sure. I’m also sure that you would not be surprised to know that my investigators have been spending a lot of time going over everything that happened around the events at Europa with a fine-tooth comb. You left after the decoy was killed during Silversquid’s performance, yet no one ever questioned you.” 
 
    <Decoy,> Darla snorted. <I love that the JC played it like the Infiltrator Chameleon was something they were using to draw out the assassin, not something slipped in under their noses by Harm and Connie.> 
 
    <I give them some credit,> Tanis replied. <They spun it all pretty well. We all know the Scattered Worlds is behind this. But without solid evidence pointing fingers at them, we’d just stir the pot and not solve anything.>  
 
    <Still, if Alden hadn’t walked into that restroom and run into Harm and Connie, he’d be fish food right now.> 
 
    <Truth.> Aloud, she replied equably, “I gave my statement to the TSF attaché’s office. I expected to get called in for another interview, but no summons came, and I got orders, so…” 
 
     “Funny how you were at Ceres…and then at Europa,” Alden said in a bemused tone. “Both places where attempts on my life were to occur, but were thwarted.” 
 
    Tanis let a grin slip onto her lips. “I guess we have similar tastes. Who would have thought?” 
 
    “No one, I’m sure,” Colonel Leona said with a snort. 
 
    Alden shot the colonel a quelling look and then leant forward and placed his hands on the table.  
 
    “OK, Commander, sparring with you has been fun, but I’m on a tight schedule—made tighter by the fact that I’m not even here right now. Here’s what we know. Firstly, you’re MICI. Have been ever since you knocked that Admiral Deering woman off her perch. You were following an Infiltrator Chameleon across Sol, trying to figure out what it was going to do after it had tried to kill you—” 
 
    Tanis opened her mouth to respond, but Alden held up a hand to forestall her.  
 
    “Let me finish. You see, we have a lot of eyes out there. And though you and your AIs Lovell and Darla are quite good, when the entire Jovian intelligence community takes an interest in you…well, we overturn a few stones.” 
 
    He paused, and Tanis only pursed her lips, waiting for him to carry on. It had occurred to her that much of what he was saying was only suspicion. Suspicion that she would turn into confirmed fact if she said the wrong thing. 
 
    “So, let’s see. During that short time, you were Claire, Bella, Sasha, and Silversquid—though I suppose Silversquid really was Claire. I’m not sure who it was that knocked me out and turned me over to the orcas, but I suspect more of your crew was involved in that little coup. You had a lot of fun, from what I saw, and you’re one hell of a singer, too. 
 
    “Either way, all the evidence points to you and your crew singlehandedly stopping a plot to kill me—one that would have seen you dead, as well.” 
 
    “If that were true, I suppose it’s understandable,” Tanis replied. “I’d certainly want to stop my premature death.” 
 
    “Stars, you are one obstinate woman,” Alden muttered. “Fine, you don’t have to admit to any of this, but if it weren’t for you, I’d’ve died on Ceres, and that would have made a hell of a mess.” 
 
    “I can imagine.” She nodded. “I’m glad you didn’t—though I’m sure you saw that my checkout time was always before you were scheduled to arrive.” 
 
    Alden pursed his lips, looking like he was going to say something in anger, but then he stopped himself. “I can see why Colonel Higgs has made some of the notes he has about you in your record.” 
 
    Tanis grimaced. “Colonel Higgs and I have butted heads a few times. I’ve learned that his skull is very hard.” 
 
    “Well, you’re about to get another lesson in who not to go up against.” Alden’s tone was calm and measured despite his words. “Our intelligence services, both civilian and military, have been coordinating with the Terrans on this investigation, and it’s pretty obvious that you’re operating as a covert courier for some of the intel that’s being shared—hence your little pissing match with Colonel Leona, here.” 
 
    <You know.> Darla drew out the words. <Men never seem to realize that women can’t have pissing matches…you’re not biologically set up for it.> 
 
    <I don’t think it’s meant to be taken literally.> 
 
    <Still.> 
 
    “I can see how you’d think that,” Tanis replied with a slow nod. “Admiral Kocsis has been using us to run a few missions in OuterSol. But I think a part of that is because he’s had to take over for Deering. She was heavily involved in trans-Jovian TSF operations, and he needs people out here he can trust while he cleans house. Given how Deering was operating with impunity in the TSF, he’s being a bit cautious of late.” 
 
    Alden snorted and shook his head. “I can see why. We’re all feeling a bit nervous about the SWSF right now. I got the reports about what those parts you confiscated from the Norse Wind were for. The idea that the Disker Space Force is rebuilding their fleet out in the Oort Cloud is more than a little concerning, which brings us to the part of this where we all admit that they were the ones who tried to assassinate me.” 
 
    “I’d heard rumors,” Tanis said, widening her eyes. “I didn’t realize things were so certain.” 
 
    “Well, unless we find an SWSF officer holding a gun, nothing’s certain—even then….” Alden’s voice trailed off, and Tanis waited for him to begin speaking once more. When he did, she detected a note of sincerity in his voice that had not been present before.  “I admire your dedication to your people, Commander Richards. Were you to have been involved in saving my life, I would extend you my very effusive thanks.” 
 
    “If I helped in any way, though I don’t know what that could be, I would accept your thanks very graciously. I hope you understand that since I wasn’t involved, I can’t accept any gratitude.” 
 
    Alden smiled, ducking his head in a quick nod. “Of course, Commander.” 
 
    “However,” Tanis continued. “Even if I had been involved, I’m certain that it wouldn’t earn me a personal visit and effusive gratitude such as this.” 
 
    Alden steepled his fingers and gazed over them into her eyes before glancing at Colonel Leona on his left and then the unnamed man on his right.   
 
    “No, it likely wouldn’t. It’s hard enough for me to take a vacation without someone trying to kill me these days, let alone duck out from meetings with GE’s board to chat with someone such as yourself.” 
 
    “And yet here we are, sitting in my galley, talking about things that most certainly didn’t happen.” Tanis smiled and spread her hands wide. “So what is it that I can help you with, Oligarch Alden?” 
 
    “The Jovian Combine has need of your services.” 
 
    <Oh ho! And there it is,> Darla said, her voice containing nearly as much surprise as Tanis felt. 
 
    <All wrapped up in a little treason tortilla.> 
 
    Tanis gave a nonchalant laugh—which was the furthest from how she felt—and gestured at the galley around them.  
 
    “You might have noticed that I’m currently employed. I’m not looking to transfer to the JSF—something I think the TSF would not encourage…or allow, should I try.” 
 
    “The JSF doesn’t need another patrol boat captain,” Alden scoffed. “We need intelligence officers such as yourself. We also need them to remain just where they are.” 
 
    <The Jovian Oligarch does not come onto a ship like the Kirby Jones to recruit people like me into their secret service,> Tanis said to Darla. <What the hell is really going on here?> 
 
    <My guess? It’s personal.> 
 
    “I’m no traitor.” Tanis put the word out there where it sat like a weight between them. “Even if that’s not what you’re thinking, you know the TSF won’t see it any other way. I’m sorry, but whatever you’re asking for, I can’t help you.” 
 
    “Commander Richards.” Oligarch Alden said her name as though she were a great disappointment and then blew out a long sigh. “I respect that, and I expected that sort of response. A dedicated officer such as yourself is not the sort of person to turn on your own people. Of course, the Terrans aren’t your people. You’re Marsian.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” she replied, folding her arms across her chest and glaring at the oligarch. “I think it’s time you got off my ship, sir.” 
 
    The expression on the oligarch’s face made it clear that she might have been the first person in decades to speak to him that way.  
 
    A deep furrow formed between Alden’s brows, and he seemed uncertain as to whether or not he should lean forward and threaten her, or laugh and do as she asked. 
 
    “You haven’t heard our offer yet.” The man to next to Alden spoke for the first time. “It’s very convincing.” 
 
    “Not interested.” Tanis began to rise, but Leona drew a pistol and aimed it at Tanis’s head. 
 
    <Well that escalated quickly,> Darla commented drolly.  
 
    “If you kill me, you’ll die on this ship.” Tanis’s voice dripped with menace. “My breach team is armored up and in the hall outside this door. Want to find out what it’s actually like to die at my hand, Oligarch? You’re about to.” 
 
    “The Temerity will blow your ship out of the black,” Colonel Leona growled.  
 
    “Not while they think the oligarch may still be alive onboard.” Rage built in Tanis’s voice. To think that she’d saved this man only to have him threaten her life. “You think you can fuck with me? I hold all the cards here.” 
 
    “Not all the cards,” Alden said quietly. “You see, despite the fact that we know you were working behind the scenes to stop my assassination, we also have a lot of evidence that points to a certain ‘Tanis Richards’ being at two locations where I was going to be killed. That evidence will certainly come out if things turn sour here. You’ll be charged and prosecuted in Jovian courts, Miss Richards, and the TSF and Marsians won’t be able to stop us.” 
 
    The oligarch placed both hands flat on the table. “So you see, you really don’t hold anything at all.” 
 
    Tanis shrugged and settled back in her seat. “Except a full-sensory recording of this conversation.” 
 
    “It’ll be your word against mine.” 
 
    While she evaluated the fastest way to disarm Leona while she called in Marion, Darla spoke quietly into her mind. 
 
    <He has a point. If he puts this into play, he can railroad you. Best case? He just destroys your career.>  
 
    <I’m no traitor, Darla. I don’t care how hard he pushes me, I’m not rolling over for him.> 
 
    <So appear to roll over for him. Buy time. He wouldn’t have bought it if you gave in too easily, anyway. You’ve dug in your heels, now see if you can find compromise.> 
 
    Tanis knew that was her best way out of this. Though her words hadn’t been bluster; Marion and her team stood not five meters away, in the corridor. Even so, bringing them in and attempting to arrest the Jovian oligarch would certainly not go well in the long run.  
 
    “What do you want?” She chewed out the words one by one, not bothering to hide how angry she was.  
 
    “Simple.” The oligarch was all smiles once more. “I want Admiral Mikayla.” 
 
    Due to her seething anger, Tanis blurted out the first thing that came to mind. “Did she reject your advances? I’m no matchmaker.” 
 
    A look of horror crossed Colonel Leona’s face, and even the as-yet unnamed man appeared surprised.  
 
    The oligarch only snorted a laugh. “Ah, Miss Richards, you have no idea how long it’s been since someone has been real with me. It’s refreshing. Stupid, but refreshing.”   
 
    “I get punchy when I’m being blackmailed. Besides, you went to great lengths to meet with me personally; I figure I have a bit of capital to spend.” 
 
    “Are you sure this is how you want to spend it?”  
 
    “Sure. Why not. Tells me how much you want me to get you this Admiral Mikayla.” 
 
    <Looks like she’s the SWA’s chief military advisor to their senatorial delegation on High Terra.> 
 
    <A revenge play for the assassination attempt?> Tanis wondered.  
 
    While Tanis and Darla had spoken, the nameless man slid a hyfilm dossier across the table. “We have reason to believe that Admiral Mikayla orchestrated the attempt on the oligarch’s life. Which means she’s the one who chose to use you as a pawn—fully intending to kill you in the process.” 
 
    Tanis touched a finger to the hyfilm, feeding breach nano into it, checking for anything untoward. 
 
    “Should have opened with that,” she muttered, turning her attention to Alden. “Still, why me? I’m sure Mister Dark and Mysterious over here runs wetwork ops all the time.” 
 
    Alden glanced at his companion. “He does. Problem is, Admiral Mikayla has proven…tricky to get to. There’s a chance that our op may be uncovered, and as you just might be beginning to understand, things are tense between the Jovian Combine and the Scattered Worlds Alliance right now.” 
 
    “I heard that they’re not too happy with what you did with Pluto,” Tanis said. 
 
    The oligarch shrugged. “That and other things. It’s all just an elaborate dance. Mikayla wanted to punch my ticket, but she failed. Now I’m going to punch hers.” 
 
    “I won’t kill her,” Tanis shook her head. “You can threaten me all you want, I won’t do that.” 
 
    “Honestly,” Alden said with what seemed like a heartfelt sigh, “I don’t want to see her die. What I want from her are answers and a public confession. You just need to get her to the table.” 
 
    “And whereabouts is this table?” Tanis asked. 
 
    “We’ll let you know when the time is right,” Nameless Man said. “First you have to get to High Terra and capture her. Once that happens, we’ll take care of the rest.” 
 
    “And I suppose you’re to be my contact?” Tanis asked the man, to which he nodded. “Then we have a problem.” She looked back at Alden. “Because I want Colonel Leona to be my contact.” 
 
    “Pardon?” the Jovian colonel sputtered.  
 
    <Yeah, pardon?> 
 
    “Your buddy boy there is so slimy that slugs steer clear.” Tanis couldn’t help but sneer at the man. “But the colonel here, despite having the worst case of resting bitch face I’ve ever seen, is at least authentic.” 
 
    Both Nameless Man and the colonel opened their mouths to speak, but Alden placed his hands on the table and nodded. “Done. You have fifty days to get Mikayla. Leona will provide you with contact protocols.” 
 
    “I’m not done.” Tanis shook her head. 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “If I’m going to risk throwing away my life for this, I expect to be paid.” 
 
    The oligarch glanced at Nameless Man. “Told you. Everyone has a price.” 
 
    Alden’s companion only narrowed his eyes as he reached into his pocket and placed a small datapod on the table. “Fifty million credits now. Fifty million on completion.” 
 
    <Holy shit, Tanis. That’s close to my net worth!> 
 
    Tanis shook her head. “Two hundred million now, and three hundred million when I turn her over.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Colonel Leona sputtered before turning to the oligarch. “Sir, I have a team that can do this. We’ll be in and out, no problem.” 
 
    Alden shook his head. “No. Miss Richards here is the ideal operative. Since Admiral Mikayla effectively ordered her death, she has a score to settle. If she’s caught, then the story ends there, and no one looks any further.” The oligarch glanced at Leona. “If a JSF spec-ops team is caught…well, that won’t help things at all.” 
 
    Leona subsided, but Tanis could see fire raging behind her eyes. 
 
    “Do we have a deal?” Tanis asked.  
 
    The oligarch nodded, and Nameless Man reached into his jacket and drew out another datapod. He set it on the table and then retrieved the first one. 
 
    <I’d really like to verify that,> Darla said, and Tanis stretched out a finger and touched the pod. <OK, give me a second.> 
 
    “You don’t trust us?” Alden asked with a sickly sweet smile. 
 
    Tanis tilted her head to meet Alden’s eyes. “Trust is earned.” 
 
    <Shit, yeah…this is legitimate. Two hundred million, spread across hundreds of accounts and holdings. It’ll take a bit to verify it all, but there’s ten million in an account on Titania, and that checks out.> 
 
    “I believe we have a deal, Mister Alden.” 
 
    “Olig—” Leona began to correct, but the man put a hand on her arm. “She’s earned that one. I goaded her into it.” He turned his gaze to Tanis. “Careful not to be so predictable when you grab the admiral.” 
 
    He rose and put his helmet back on, as did Leona and Nameless Man. Tanis signaled Marion and her team to fall back out of sight, and when the Jovians reached the door, the hall was empty. 
 
    “We know the way,” Alden said as they turned down the passage.  
 
    “I’m sure you do,” Tanis muttered.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CONFESSIONS 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 02.17.4085 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: TSS Kirby Jones 
 
    REGION: Ouranos nearspace, Jovian Combine, OuterSol 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tanis buried her face into her hands as Connie stared at her in disbelief.  
 
    “Seriously?” Connie asked after a full minute of silence. 
 
    “Mmmhhmmph.” 
 
    “We save his life…twice…and his repayment is blackmail?” 
 
    “Mmmhmmmph.” 
 
    <Well, plus half a billion credits,> Darla added. 
 
    “I hope you know not to touch a single one of those,” Connie cautioned.  
 
    <Connie. Really. I’m not an idiot.> 
 
    “I was really mean to the oligarch of the Jovian Combine,” Tanis muttered into her hands. “I said things that no sane person should have said.” 
 
    <Yeah, you must have taken leave of your senses a bit. I mean, he deserved every word of it, but when Leona pulled a gun—> 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, what?” Connie exclaimed. “A gun.” 
 
    <Yeah, we were probably a few ill-considered words away from either killing the oligarch, or causing him to enjoy his second hostage situation in a year.> 
 
    “Well, shit.” Connie pressed her hands against her temples. “That’s almost getting to be a habit for us.” 
 
    Tanis lifted her head and looked into her cup of coffee, finding it empty. “Dammit.” 
 
    “Here.” Connie held out her hand. “I’ll grab you a refill. You look like you could use another pot…or two.” 
 
    “Thanks, Connie.” Tanis passed her chief engineer the cup. “I need to talk to Harm…and probably Admiral Kocsis. Problem is, I still don’t really trust the backchannels Harm set up for us. He’s not found out who in the Division faked those orders that came to me on Mars…and you on Vesta, for that matter.” 
 
    “Right,” Connie said from the counter, where she was pouring the last of the pot into Tanis’s cup. “What mood you in?” 
 
    “Cream and sugar. Give me all the drugs. Actually…put some liquor in there, too.” 
 
    “Irish crème. Now you’re talking my language.” 
 
    “You know we’re not supposed to have that aboard,” Tanis said as she watched Connie reach into the back of the chiller and pull out a bottle labeled ‘Sriracha’. 
 
    “This crew spends months and months in the black, Tanis,” Connie replied equably as she poured in a liberal amount of the liquor. “You won’t let ‘em fuck, so you sure as hell better let them have booze.” 
 
    She walked to the galley table and handed Tanis her cup, then returned to the counter to make a fresh pot of coffee. 
 
    “I just say that so if it ever comes up, I have plausible deniability. Not like I’m going to confiscate it.” 
 
    “Plus, you drink most of it,” Connie said with a soft laugh, then set down the canister of coffee and turned to her friend. “Seriously, though, Tanis. What are we going to do?” 
 
    Tanis stared into her cup, swirling the liquid around as she thought through their options. “Too bad we don’t have one of those Infiltrator Chameleons handy. I’d let it have another go at Alden.” 
 
    “Commander!” 
 
    “I’m kidding, Connie…mostly.” Tanis upended the cup and poured the contents down her throat before continuing. “OK, no matter what, we have to let Harm and Admiral Kocsis know what’s going on. Otherwise our best-case scenario is me in front of a tribunal for treason.” 
 
    “Hey, whoa!” the chief said. “Does that mean you’ll really go through with it? Abduct Admiral Mikayla?” 
 
    “Well, if Alden’s right and she’s behind the hit on him—and I have two hundred million credits that says he’s pretty convinced of that—then I’d like to have a chat with the dear admiral as well. That shit with Deering never really came to much of a resolution. We know that the Scattered Worlds Space Force wants to rebuild—or at least some of them do—and we know they have their hooks in the TSF, and in Alden’s people too. Lastly, we know that they’re more than willing to hang me from a noose to achieve their ends.” 
 
    <So how do we get to High Terra?> Darla asked. <We’re supposed to refuel at Crantor and then head to Saturn to meet with that TSF officer on Titan’s Beard.> 
 
    “That’s the dumbest name for a station ever,” Tanis muttered. 
 
    “Really?” Connie raised an eyebrow. “I always thought it was cool.” 
 
    “You would,” Tanis laughed, then cleared her throat. “OK, so even though we got ambushed by his extreme wretchedness, we still have a pickup to make at Crantor, plus we actually do need to get fuel there. I’ll send Harm an update when we get there and add in the ‘we need to meet’ signal.” 
 
    “You think he’ll be able to get to Earth? His cover with Enfield took a beating, with him running off with us to Europa.” 
 
    “That’s if he approves us going to Earth,” Tanis qualified. 
 
    Darla chuckled in their minds. <He’s resourceful. I bet he’s got a few tricks in his ample hips.> 
 
    “I still think he was born a girl,” Connie said as she crossed her arms and leant against the counter. “He really seemed to like pink and sashaying his tush all over.” 
 
    “That’s how covers work,” Tanis replied as she rose from her chair and carried her cup to the sink. “You have to give yourself over to it completely. Otherwise it doesn’t work.” 
 
    Darla snorted. <You say that like you think you’ve mastered the skill.> 
 
    “Hey, I picked the Golist outfit and spent a whole day in it—even after my legs had cramped so bad I was wondering how I’d ever walk again.” 
 
    <OK, credit where credit is due. By the end, you were a very convincing ‘Claire’.> 
 
    “Stars, I wish there was video of all this,” Connie muttered.  
 
    <Oh there is, I—> 
 
    “Darla,” Tanis growled.  
 
    <Oh seriously, she saw you as Silversquid. ‘Haute Roller’ is nothing on that.> 
 
    “Pardon?” Connie asked, standing up straight. “ ‘Hot’ as in temperature, or ‘haute’ as in fashion?” 
 
    <Oh ‘haute’ all the way.> Darla drew out the word with a mischievous snicker. <Underneath what I imagine to be at least four or five layers of TSF uniforms, our Tanis here is really quite the fashionista.> 
 
    “Tanis!” Connie laughed, taking her hand. “We simply must go shopping! I bet you know where all the most exquisite boutiques are!” She added in an over-the-top giggle for good measure. 
 
    “You know…” Tanis muttered, “I’m starting to look forward to my impending tribunal.”


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CRANTOR 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 02.20.4085 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Crantor Station 
 
    REGION: 0.5AU beyond Ouranos, Jovian Combine, OuterSol 
 
      
 
      
 
    <This place has no class,> Darla complained as Tanis slipped into a dockworker’s uniform. <Though it also has almost no security. You’re all set up as Monica, a supervisor down on the E-Docks. This is her day off, and she posted on her feeds that she’s staying at home and taking it easy.> 
 
    Tanis nodded as she triggered her facial modifications to match Monica’s. <I have to admit, while it’s a lot easier to just pull on a shipsuit and do a quick face change for a cover, I do like making my own personas. Stealing other people’s feels dirty.> 
 
    <Plus, that shipsuit’s shade of green is terrible. It looks like someone vomited up pea soup.> 
 
    Ignoring Darla’s comment, Tanis walked out of the darkened corridor where she’d changed from Commander Richards of the Kirby Jones to Monica of E-Dock. 
 
    As she walked down a passageway that would lead her to a lift bank, Tanis worked on deliberately shifting her perception of the station.   
 
    Instead of Crantor being just another station she was visiting and just passing through, she tried to see the dark and somewhat dingy corridors as her home. That rather strange brown and green fungus growing in the rock all around? Perfectly normal. Probably not toxic at all.  
 
    She nodded to people whose eyes met hers, and made sure to have her walk match what she saw in the vid of Monica that Darla had found earlier. 
 
    <Shoot! That’s one of Monica’s friends up ahead, the one with the spiky, black hair.> 
 
    <I see her,> Tanis replied and took a right turn into a store.  
 
    Once inside, she saw that they sold ‘Unique and Fascinating’ ice crystals that had begun to surface in Ouranos’s clouds as a result of the planet-stripping project.  
 
    She moved to the back of the small shop, studying the crystals floating in their cooling cylinders, finding herself rather impressed by their structure, but not letting that distract her from keeping an eye on the entrance.  
 
    With her head lowered and Monica’s dark blue hair obscuring her eyes, Tanis watched her cover’s spiky-haired friend walk by, not even glancing into the shop.  
 
    <Crisis averted.> Darla’s relieved tone almost made Tanis laugh. 
 
    <I could have talked my way out of it, anyway.> 
 
    <Sure, but we’re on the clock. You need to get down to that bar in fifteen minutes. We got held up too long after docking with the Temerity.>  
 
    Tanis nodded absently as she exited the shop, glancing at the retreating form of Monica’s friend before turning and striding purposefully down the corridor to the lift bank.  
 
    Despite Darla’s warnings, she knew her JSF contact would wait if she wasn’t there exactly on time. Half the time when she met with agents for these handoffs, they were late.  
 
    She supposed that was in their nature. They’d likely case the joint, wait to see if the target got antsy, see who came and went, then make an approach. Her approach was still too military: show up on time, ready to go. 
 
    Maybe I should be the one who strolls in an hour afterward this time.  
 
    As she waited for the lift, Tanis couldn’t help but be annoyed that the Jovians had made her make this pickup. Chances were that whatever intel she was about to be given was already known by the nameless man who’d been in her galley three days prior.  
 
    The lift arrived, and she got on, considering that if she hadn’t threatened to kill them, they may have actually delivered it at the time.  
 
    Perhaps this is their punishment. 
 
    The lift ride was quick, and it let out onto a wide passageway that was made of plas and steel—a section of station not hewn directly into Crantor Station itself. That also meant it had a touch more gravity, being outside the rotating asteroid itself. 
 
    The bounce in her step told Tanis that it was just under 0.3g at present. 
 
    Her route to the bar where the meet was to be had would take her half a kilometer down the concourse, and then another few hundred meters through a rather convoluted warren of passageways.   
 
    At the end of that, she’d come to The Boar’s Oars. 
 
    <Why do I end up in so many piggish named bars?> Tanis asked as she walked casually down the corridor. 
 
    <I told you, I think the pig is your spirit animal.> 
 
    <You don’t believe in spirits or spirituality,> she countered.  
 
    <Oh yeah?> Darla said defensively. <What makes you think that?>  
 
    Tanis considered the AI’s response for a moment. <Well…I suppose because I don’t think I’ve ever met an AI who did.> 
 
    <There’s a lot about AIs you don’t know.> 
 
    <Such as?> Tanis pressed. <That you believe in an afterlife?> 
 
    <Ummm…well, no.> 
 
    <Do any AIs believe in an afterlife?> 
 
    Darla groaned in Tanis’s mind. <I don’t know. I’ve not talked to them all. None that I’ve met. But we do have our own form of heaven.> 
 
    <Oh? I’m—> 
 
    “Hey, Monica!” a woman’s voice called out from behind Tanis, interrupting her conversation with Darla. Even before she turned, the probes Tanis had deployed around her singled out the speaker and fed her a visual. 
 
    The woman was tall, nearly two and a half meters. Long white hair cascaded over her shoulders and down her back. Her face was nearly as pale as her hair, and from the neck down, a black, floor-length cloak shrouded her figure.  
 
    Her Link ident came up as ‘The Raven’. 
 
    <Really? ‘The Raven’? Monica, Monica, Monica, what have you gotten yourself into,> Tanis muttered to Darla before ducking down a side passage.  
 
    “Monica!” The Raven called out again, but Tanis picked up the pace, working to get away from the major corridors before the inevitable confrontation that was sure to follow.  
 
    <Seems like you’re about to save Monica a beating,> Darla said, while providing a route to a dead-end passageway that appeared to have no functional monitoring.  
 
    <Or get her a bigger one later. I’ll try to make an impression.> 
 
    <That’ll be a bit out of character,> Darla cautioned. 
 
    When Tanis finally reached it, she turned to and squared her shoulders as The Raven rounded the corner. <I’ll do a lot of things for a cover, Darla, but I won’t get my ass kicked.> 
 
    <Just remember, you’re not quite one hundred percent after having your limbs reattached.> 
 
    <Ninety will have to do.> 
 
    “Why you running, Monica?” 
 
    “Umm…’cause you’re super tall and scary?” Tanis answered, doing her best to mimic what little of Monica’s speech patterns she’d observed.  
 
    The Raven snorted out a laugh. “Glad you noticed. I do my best to cultivate an imposing appearance.” 
 
    “Mission accomplished. What do you want?” 
 
    “Monica, Monica, Monica.” The tall woman took a series of languid steps toward Tanis. “What am I going to do with you. You don’t answer me on the Link, you hole up in your apartment when you’re not working…. You’ve made it very hard to collect.” 
 
    <Money, how typical,> Darla groaned. <We should just pay her off. You’re rich now.> 
 
    <You’ve been rich all along.> 
 
    <Yeah, but it’s time for you to start pulling your financial weight in this relationship. Speaking of Link, by the way, it’s conveniently out in this section of the station. I suspect this particular corridor sees a lot of illegal activity. 
 
    <Great,> Tanis replied. <Though I guess it will be nice not to be interrupted.> 
 
    Tanis gave the tall woman a worried look, and said, “I…uh…have the money now.”  
 
    “Money?” The Raven burst out laughing. “Monica. You fucked my wives. Money can’t buy that off—I’m going to kill you for it.” 
 
    <Wives? As in plural?> Tanis asked. <OK, Darla, you really missed some key information when you picked this woman’s face to borrow for the day.> 
 
    <There’s nothing about this anywhere…she seems almost drab on the feeds.> 
 
    “Well…any chance you’re willing to take money?” Tanis asked. “I just came into some. I could give you ten thousand?” 
 
    The woman began to advance, red-gloved hands sliding out of her sleeves. “Ten thousand isn’t even worth getting out of bed for.” 
 
    “Fifty?” 
 
    “No way you have fifty, Monica. Say your prayers, you’re gonna meet your maker.” 
 
    Tanis slid her left foot back, widening her stance. She could feel the comfortable weight of her lightwand against her right thigh, but didn’t draw it.  
 
    That was the ‘pull in case of emergency’ option. 
 
    <So what’s your tactical plan here?> Darla asked.  
 
    <Try to make it look like Monica got lucky.> 
 
    The AI barked a laugh in Tanis’s mind. <Isn’t getting lucky what got her in this situation in the first place?> 
 
    Tanis didn’t have time to reply as The Raven swung a fist, and she dodged to the side, avoiding the strike with ease, though trying to make it look as though it was a close miss. 
 
    Closer than I would have liked, actually. Looks like this woman has some skill.  
 
    Tanis jabbed the white-haired giant in the kidneys, only to have her hand hit unyielding steel.  
 
    “You think I’d wander around down here unarmored?” The Raven laughed as she took a step back. “Thought you had a chance? Stupid girl.” 
 
    “Wishful, I guess,” Tanis said with a half-smile.  
 
    <That cloak must have some good dampening tech, I didn’t pick up her armor’s EM,> Darla commented.  
 
    Tanis was about to see if she could goad The Raven into showing her what lay under her cloak, when the woman did it on her own.  
 
    “I guess it’s not fair to hide how screwed you are,” she sneered while unfastening her dark cloak and tossing it to the side of the passageway.  
 
    <Not bad,> Tanis commented as she took in the armor. It had a red underlayer for absorbing any pulse shots, beam heat, and small caliber projectile fire. Over that were plates that appeared to be made of burnished bronze—though Tanis knew they were likely much stronger.  
 
    <You gonna resort to the lightwand?> Darla asked. 
 
    <Do you see armor on her head?> 
 
    <No, and I also see a bit of a gap under her breastplate.> 
 
    Tanis nodded as she waited for The Raven to press the attack once more; she’d seen it, too. 
 
    “You seem a bit calmer than I expected, Monica. Usually at this point, people are begging, screaming, or trying to get away.” 
 
    Tanis shrugged, not bothering to put on much of the Monica persona. She wished that using nano to suppress the woman’s armor was an option, but that would be a dead giveaway that she was not a simple dockworker. That meant her best course of action was beating the woman about the head until she stopped moving. 
 
    Probably forever. 
 
    When no reply came to her goading statement, The Raven launched another attack. The fight progressed in earnest, and most of the woman in red’s strikes were made with her fists, blows directed at Tanis’s upper body—which made sense, given her attacker’s height. 
 
    Tanis continued to avoid most of the hits, though she took the few that gave her the opportunity to land a blow on the woman’s face. 
 
    The Raven was getting frustrated. She hadn’t taken any serious hits, but neither had she delivered any. Tanis suspected that most of the woman’s fights didn’t last more than a minute or two, and she didn’t seem to know how to break the stalemate. 
 
    “When’d you get so good at fighting?” she asked at one point. “You just watch loaders all day to make sure they don’t fuck up.” 
 
    “Everyone has to have a hobby,” Tanis replied with a grin. “If you weren’t armored, you’d be on the deck by now, you know.” 
 
    “Think so?” The Raven shot back as she swung a right hook at Tanis’s head. 
 
    “Want to take it all off and try?” 
 
    “You’re a funny woman.” 
 
    Suddenly, The Ravens’ fighting style shifted. While previously she’d only been using her arms and relying on her reach—back-corridor, thug type combat—she suddenly adopted a fighting stance close to Tanis’s own, loosening her fists and staying light on her feet.  
 
    Shoot, maybe she does know how to break this stalemate. 
 
    “If at first you don’t succeed?” Tanis asked. 
 
    “Well, it’s better for me if killings like this look like ones any tough would have delivered. But if you want to make it more challenging, I’m willing to play along.” 
 
    The combat intensified. The white-haired-woman used her legs now, and her kicks were fast. Tanis avoided several, but then one connected with her side, tossing her against the bulkhead.  
 
    She shook off the shock from the collision in time to avoid a blow to the head. She was beginning to suspect that The Raven may actually be a better fighter than her—at least while in armor with mild power boosts.  
 
    <Time to go whole hog,> Tanis informed Darla as she leveraged the full speed her L2 mods granted her.  
 
    Sliding inside one of The Raven’s strikes, she punched the towering woman in the throat.  
 
    The blow carried enough force that—in the station’s gravity—it lifted the massive woman off her feet, stunning The Raven enough that Tanis was able to slide her fingers under the armor’s breastplate and pull it halfway off the underlayer’s mounts.  
 
    She drew a fist back to strike at her opponent’s heart, but The Raven recovered from the throat-punch enough to swing her arms around and wrap Tanis in a bear-hug. 
 
    At least, that’s what she tried to do.  
 
    Tanis dropped to a crouch, pivoted, and rose up, driving her shoulder into the other woman’s crotch. 
 
    The strike hurt Tanis more than The Raven, given the other woman’s armor. But once again, the low-g aided Tanis, and she slammed the tall woman’s head into the pipes hanging above.  
 
    With a straining grunt, she heaved her attacker’s body over her head, and then pulled down, slamming The Raven face-first into the deck.  
 
    Tanis was on her in an instant, knee on the back of her attacker’s neck, and when The Raven tried to reach for her, Tanis grabbed her arm and pulled it up behind her back. 
 
    “Looks like your armor doesn’t protect against shoulder dislocation. You should get a model that makes sure this doesn’t happen.” She wrenched The Raven’s arm up so far, the tall woman’s hand was on the back of her own head.  
 
    She was impressed that the white-haired woman only whimpered and moaned. Most people would have screamed their head off.  
 
    Either through sheer willpower, or raw stupidity, The Raven reached behind her back with her other hand to grab for Tanis, but Tanis grabbed hold of her arm.  
 
    “I was going to say you had two arms, so ruining one wasn’t a big deal, but if you want me to pull them both out of their sockets, I’m more than happy to.” 
 
    “OK, OK…” The Raven gasped. “You win, you skanky whore.” 
 
    “Now, now, your wives didn’t pay me for sex, so I can’t be a whore. You know, you should think about why they wanted to bang me and not you. Maybe if you laid off on being the big thuggish bitch for a bit, and showed them that you really cared, they wouldn’t go looking for other people to satisfy their needs.” 
 
    <You playing psychiatrist now?> Darla asked.  
 
    <Trying to make it so that The Raven here doesn’t build her courage—or rage—back up and kill Monica next week.> 
 
    <You know…if that happens, it was probably going to happen anyway. You didn’t make Monica do something so astoundingly stupid as sleep with this hulk’s wives.> 
 
    <Doesn’t matter,> Tanis shook her head and then tugged on The Raven’s other arm as the big woman began to struggle again. She pulled it up to the point of no return. 
 
    “How far do you want me to go?” she asked. “Up to you.” 
 
    “Fuck you, bitch. I’ll get you eventually.” 
 
    <So much for Doctor Tanis.> 
 
    Tanis let out a long groan as she slid a hand down to her thigh. “You know how stupid it is to goad me? I have you at my mercy here, and you just told me that I need to look over my shoulder for the rest of my life? Bad plan, Miss Raven. Because I don’t want to do that, so now I’m going to have to kill you.” 
 
    “What?” the woman shrieked, struggling for a moment before laughing and saying, “What am I worried about? You don’t have it in you.” 
 
    Tanis drew out her lightwand—her civilian one, not the TSF-issue equipment—and held it in front of The Raven’s face. 
 
    “You sure about that?” 
 
    “Shit…OK…I won’t hurt you, I swear!” 
 
    “Too late,” Tanis said as she activated the blade and brought it to The Raven’s neck. 
 
    “Nooooooo!” 
 
    Tanis brought the blade around to the nape of the woman’s neck and slowly drew the blade along the right side of her back, cutting through the armor’s plates and base layer, but not her skin—though it was being burned by the heat and radiation. When Tanis reached The Raven’s ass, she stopped and repeated the action down the left side of the woman’s back.  
 
    The white-haired woman was whimpering, and the smell of burned skin filled the corridor while Tanis sliced through the armor as quickly as she could, moving to The Raven’s legs and then arms once both cuts down her back were complete.  
 
    At one point, the woman began to shift as though she were preparing to throw Tanis off.  
 
    “Try it,” Tanis said, pushing the lightwand into The Raven’s left thigh. 
 
    A moan slipped from white-hair’s lips, but she managed to keep still. A few seconds later, Tanis had completed her cuts. She then grasped the armor’s neckline and tore the back of it free from her attacker’s body. 
 
    As The Raven shrieked between gasps for breath, Tanis examined her armor and realized it had already been self-healing, as well as trying to heal its wearer.  
 
    Because of Tanis’s action, The Raven’s wounds had been torn open further.  
 
    With little concern for the woman’s well-being, Tanis pushed her enemy onto her back, grabbed the armor by the front of the collar, and tore it completely off the woman’s body.  
 
    “Faaaaaaaawk,” The Raven screamed, now lying naked on the deck. She rolled onto her side, trying to protect her wounds and keep them off the hard plas.  
 
    <Think this will work?> Darla asked. <Maybe you should carve some message into her body.> 
 
    <Ew, Darla, that’s gross.> 
 
    <It was sarcasm. I’m judging you and pronouncing you scary.> 
 
    <Funny. I think she’s gotten it loud and clear. Besides, it already reeks in here. Do you have any idea how bad burned skin smells?> 
 
    <I’m an AI…so no.> 
 
    Tanis knelt beside the whimpering woman’s head and leant over to whisper in her ear. Normally such a move would have been stupid and risky, but with the lightwand humming near the Raven’s throat, the now-naked thug was surprisingly still.  
 
    “We’ll keep this between you and I,” Tanis said. “A little reminder for you that people are not always what they seem. Don’t think you can catch me unawares; I’ll be watching for you. Maybe I’ll even catch you in a dark corridor someday when you’re least expecting it.” 
 
    <You’re really late for your meet now. Just so you know.> 
 
    <I have a clock on my HUD,> Tanis said as she rose, then she nudged The Raven with her foot. “No one hears about this. You were attacked by a masked assailant. Say it was several assailants, if you want.” 
 
    The woman at Tanis’s feet only nodded and whimpered in response.  
 
    Tanis grabbed the red and bronze armor from the deck and looked it over. <Was kinda nice…’til I destroyed it.> 
 
    <You pretty much used all the charge on your lightwand, too.> 
 
    She nodded absently, picking up the discarded cloak, and then walked out of the dead-end corridor, looking for a place to stash The Raven’s armor. 
 
    <There, above that conduit run.> Darla noted a series of exposed pipes further down the passage. <I assume your goal is more to get The Raven to walk out of there naked than to hide her armor long-term.> 
 
    <Bang on,> Tanis replied as she leapt up to the pipes and grabbed hold with her left arm while she stuffed the red armor and cloak between the plas tubes and the overhead. <Not perfect, but it’ll do for now.> 
 
    <OK, now chop-chop, Tanis. Let’s get moving.>


 
   
 
  



 
 
    A DRINK WITH NO ONE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 02.20.4085 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Crantor Station 
 
    REGION: 0.5AU beyond Ouranos, Jovian Combine, OuterSol 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Tanis entered the bar, the first thing she noticed was Colonel Leona sitting in a far corner, nursing a beer.  
 
    <Dammit…when I said I wanted her as my contact, it wasn’t because I wanted her to show up and get in the way, it was because she wouldn’t be as smooth as Mr. Nameless.> 
 
    <Well, backfire. If you had asked me, I would have told you it was a dumb plan. You know Mr. Nameless is still out there. Now you just have Miss Grumpy Pants in the mix as well.> 
 
    Tanis ignored Colonel Leona as she walked to the bar and sat on one of the stools. <I guess at least she’ll telegraph any mistakes they make.> 
 
    <Or Nameless will use her to fake you out.> 
 
    “I’ll have a Plasma Burn,” Tanis directed the bartender, a rather decrepit looking servitor that seemed to have trouble moving in a straight line. 
 
    <That’s so easy to fix!> Darla groused. <It’s like they want their servitor to move around like it’s drunk.> 
 
    <Darla, don’t ‘fix’ the bar’s servitor. Remember when you ‘corrected’ that follow-bot’s personality on Insi, and then the company that owned it sent Claire a bill for ‘Modifying the Software of a Private Robot’?> 
 
    <I paid the bill,> Darla said in an injured tone. <And then got a friend to hack their entire fleet and reset all their personalities.> 
 
    Tanis groaned inwardly. <You know that’s illegal, right? We’re supposed to be the good people, here.> 
 
    <You just beat some woman to a pulp in an alley, finishing the job by cutting her armor off and leaving her naked and burned on the deck plate.> 
 
    <She was a bad person. Going to kill poor Monica over who was sleeping with who,> Tanis retorted, trying not to sound defensive. 
 
    <You could have called the cops.> 
 
    <You’re the one who kept telling me we had a deadline.> 
 
    <Don’t pull that on me, Tanis. You enjoyed beating the crap out of her.> 
 
    Tanis knew she couldn’t deny the accusation. There was something that came over her in a fight. The thrill of testing her abilities in a life-and-death struggle…. It made her feel more alive than almost anything else. 
 
    <OK…I’ll admit that we live in a morally grey area—one of the things I hate the most about this spy shit. But the fight with The Raven was related to the job. Hacking that company’s fleet of follow-bots was not.> 
 
    <You familiar with the Phobos Accords?> Darla’s voice dripped with sarcasm. <You know, that stuff I was telling you about making non-sentient machines behave like they’re sentient, and how it affects SAIs’ personhood negatively? It’s spelled out in the accords.> 
 
    <I’m aware that the accords establish rules whose purpose is to draw a clear line between sentients and non-sentients,> Tanis replied. <All in the name of avoiding another sentience war. But that doesn’t mean you get to be judge, jury, and executioner.> 
 
    <No one was executed.> 
 
    Tanis didn’t reply. She knew from experience that arguments like this with Darla could go on for some time. The AI loved to skirt around the edges of a moral debate, poking at Tanis until she gave up.  
 
    The problem was, she was beginning to have trouble telling what was acceptable and what was unacceptable behavior in her current role. She’d grown up with clear ethics about right and wrong. Then the military had stretched that by adding ‘sometimes it’s OK to kill people’, but all of her engagements had been out in the black, where an enemy did something illegal, and then she had authorization to respond with force. 
 
    Now that she was in Division 99, nothing was clear-cut. Everything was permissible, if the situation demanded it.  
 
    She felt ungrounded.  
 
    Thank stars I have the Kirby Jones and my crew. I don’t know how other operatives do this…totally out in the wind. It must feel like nothing’s real after a while. 
 
    The wobbly servitor placed Tanis’s drink on the bartop, and she set down a few credits’ worth of hard chits. She tested the contents with a filament of nano. Once she was certain it was—mostly—safe, she took a sip, lowered the drink, and paused a minute, then raised the glass and took a longer sip. Once the liquid had burned its way down her throat, she set the cup down, finally giving it a quarter turn.  
 
    <And the signal has been given. If Leona comes over here, I’m going to punch her in the nose and see if I can start an old-fashioned barfight.> 
 
    Darla let out a laugh, then a groan as Leona rose from her seat. <Aw shit, you’ve just got fighting in your blood today.> 
 
    However, in a surprise twist, Leona skirted the tables near the door, and then left the establishment. 
 
    Well that’s weird. Tanis wondered if that meant the place was about to explode, or if Leona had just wanted to be certain Tanis would show.  
 
    The proscribed seven minutes after she’d given the signal, the servitor approached and set another drink down. 
 
    <Huh…think this is it?> she asked Darla. 
 
    <Nothing on the glass that I can see. Touch it and let’s see what we can find out.> 
 
    Tanis followed Darla’s directions and released a passel of nano onto the glass, letting the AI control the probes, but following along.  
 
    <Glass is just that…but the drink…oh, the drink is filled with nano.> 
 
    <I hate it when the Jovians pass intel like that. Like I’m going to swallow a cup full of the-black-knows-what.> 
 
    <I’ll just extract the intel out of the nano while it’s in the glass,> Darla replied. <No need to put it in your delicate body.> 
 
    Nano tech was so pervasive in populated areas that you were always swallowing or breathing someone else’s nano. Most nanotech that could operate autonomously was proximity-limited, and all nano was time-limited.  
 
    The idea of nanoscopic robots just surviving forever and getting into everything, executing their programming for eternity, was enough to ensure that everyone stuck to the max-life time limits. 
 
    Luckily, keeping nano powered for any significant length of time precluded rampant swarms eating everything in sight. 
 
    Which wasn’t to say it hadn’t happened in the past.  
 
    Even so, standard mednano in everyone’s bloodstream kept the flotsam and jetsam from causing problems, and breach defense nano protected people from unpleasant things, such as nanoprobes sent into your body with orders to dissolve your brainstem, or something equally terrible.  
 
    What Tanis feared was a concentrated dose of something that could overwhelm her defenses and render her vulnerable to attack. Normal tech she would encounter on a station like Crantor was very unlikely to succeed at such a task, but the Jovian intelligence agencies? Well, they were a whole different threat level.  
 
    <OK, it’s the intel we expected, more or less. Nothing going on here. Hmmm…there’s a TSF officer at Saturn that they want us to check out, and then a lead on Earth. Just stuff to keep us in line with our new double agent status,> Darla announced. 
 
    <Guh…don’t say that aloud. I hate it.> 
 
    Darla didn’t respond immediately, instead making a hmmming sound. <Oh, those bastards.> 
 
    <Yeah?>  
 
    <There’s a secondary load in here. It would have attacked the subcutaneous Link antenna running down your back. Our new friends would have had a handy tap into you.> 
 
    Tanis pushed the drink back to the servitor. <I didn’t order this.> 
 
    The bot cocked its head, then reached out and took the drink back. 
 
    <This’ll be good,> Darla said with a snicker. 
 
    <Oh?>  
 
    <Those Jovian clowns don’t know who they’re messing with. I left my own surprise on the glass. That bot is going to start wandering around Crantor tonight, broadcasting ‘Free the Bots’ propaganda until it is either stopped or dives out an airlock.> 
 
    Tanis covered up a smile. <I didn’t know there was a ‘Free the Bots’ movement.> 
 
    <There’s not…yet. Could be fun, though.> 
 
    Tanis was about to ask Darla what value that could have for their operation—though she suspected there wasn’t one—when a voice called out. 
 
    “I wasn’t finished, Monica.” 
 
    “Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me,” Tanis muttered as she turned to see The Raven standing in the bar’s entrance. She was wearing black light armor that looked a bit too small, along with a very angry scowl.  
 
    <Your lightwand is almost drained,> Darla informed Tanis. 
 
    <I know. She’s still not wearing a helmet. What’s wrong with her?> 
 
    <And you have no other weapons.>  
 
    Tanis gave Darla an inward smile. <Also aware of that.> 
 
    <May I suggest running?> 
 
    The thought had crossed her mind, but Tanis was feeling rather put-out after the Jovian’s attempt to hack her Link antenna, and was feeling the urge to take that out on someone.  
 
    I seem to be rather easily pissed off lately…I wonder if this is because of how Alden is trying to use me. 
 
    “Sure, ‘The Raven’,” Tanis snickered as she said the name. “Let’s go for round—” 
 
    Her words cut off as four other toughs entered the bar behind the white-haired woman.  
 
    <Please run, Tanis. Pretty please?> 
 
    Tanis slid off her stool and considered her odds at single-handedly taking on four armed and armored opponents with nothing more than an almost-dead lightwand and her bare hands.  
 
    Slowly placing one hand on the stool next to her, Tanis grinned at the toughs. “Sure. Let’s dance.” 
 
    A predatory smile spread across The Raven’s lips, and she took a step forward just as Tanis flung the stool at her head.  
 
    Half a second later, Tanis was over the bar, pushing through the door to the back of the establishment. She pushed past the cooking servitors and out the rear exit into a service corridor.  
 
    The sounds of crashing from behind told Tanis she’d best not slow down, as she turned left and took off at her top speed. 
 
    <Oh thank the great expanses’ substrate,> Darla said in a breathless voice. <I thought your stubbornness was going to get us killed there.> 
 
    <I’m not stubborn!> Tanis shot back as she swung around a cleaning drone and then turned onto a busier thoroughfare.  
 
    She hoped that the crowds would keep The Raven from doing anything stupid, but seconds later, a shot rang out, and a round ricocheted off the overhead nearby. 
 
    Cries of alarm came from all around, with half the crowd rushing for the bulkheads, while the other half looked around, wondering what was going on.  
 
    Tanis was the only one who took off at full speed.  
 
    <Right! Here!> Darla ordered, and Tanis didn’t ask questions, complying with her AI’s directions.  
 
    They took a few quick turns until they were on a wide thoroughfare. Glancing over her shoulder, Tanis was surprised to see The Raven and her gang still hot on her tail. 
 
    <Turn left here!> Darla suddenly barked, and Tanis complied, angling into a smaller passageway.  
 
    She almost collided with Marion and the rest of the Kirby Jones’s breach team, strolling through the station. 
 
    “Ho! Whoa there,” Marion said as she put a hand on Tanis’s shoulder. “You OK?” 
 
    “No!” Tanis gasped. “Can you help me, ma’am? There’s a group of muggers chasing me…please!” 
 
    Marion pushed Tanis behind her, and the soldiers formed up in the corridor, moving toward its junction with the larger thoroughfare just as The Raven and her crew rounded the bend. 
 
    The four veterans stood shoulder to shoulder, blocking the narrow passage, and the group of toughs pulled up short. Though the white-haired woman was taller than Marion, the soldier had at least forty kilos on her. From Tanis’s view, it looked like a reed trying to intimidate a boulder.  
 
    “Move it,” The Raven grunted, catching sight of Tanis over Marion’s shoulders. “Monica there is mine. No concern of the TSF’s.” 
 
    Marion shook her head. “You got a grievance with this woman? You should take it up legally. Do you really want to do this?” 
 
    “Yeah, I do!” The Raven growled and launched herself at Marion.  
 
    Her accomplices looked less sure of themselves, but after a moment’s hesitation, joined in the fight.  
 
    Unlike Tanis, the four soldiers of her breach team weren’t trying to blend in. They wore kinetic base layers underneath their semi-dress casuals, but more importantly, they all carried pulse pistols. 
 
    Seconds later, a series of concussive shots sent a pressure wave through the air, and three of the attackers fell. The Raven’s armor protected her enough that she kept coming, but Marion casually raised her weapon and fired at the tall woman’s face.  
 
    <You should go,> Darla advised, and Tanis nodded, slipping away as a few more shots thudded in the small space. 
 
    <I just wanted to make sure they had it well in hand.> 
 
    Ten minutes later, Tanis was back where she had first swapped her identity to that of Monica. She changed back into her uniform and altered her face and hair back to their natural shapes and colors.  
 
    She tucked Monica’s shipsuit into a pack she’d brought with her from the Kirby Jones earlier in the day, and then began to retrace her steps back to the docks.  
 
    <Commander Tanis Richards?> a message came into her mind from Crantor Station Security.  
 
    <That’s me,> Tanis said, knowing what the call would be about. <How can I help you?> 
 
    <Well, my name is Sergeant Norma, and I have four of your crew here who say they were attacked by a few members of a local gang. Seems as though they were in the right, and there were no…serious injuries. We’re collecting statements from them, but we need you to come down to the local station and put your tokens on some paperwork before we can send them back to your ship.> 
 
    Tanis couldn’t help but chuckle. <What about the gang members?> 
 
    <Well, the gang assaulted TSF personnel while trying to attack some poor station resident. We’ve sent officers to her apartment where she seems to have fled. Needless to say, the gang members are going to find themselves before a judge before the day’s out.> 
 
    <OK,> Tanis said with a note of grim satisfaction in her voice. <I’ll be there in a few minutes.> 
 
    <Thank you, Commander.> The sergeant closed the connection. 
 
    <I’ve already sent a message to Monica telling her that she has a fairy godmother, and to just go along with it and tell the cops The Raven was chasing her and she was saved by some TSF soldiers.> 
 
    Tanis chuckled. <Sure hope she’s a good liar.> 
 
    <Even if she screws the pooch, she’s just a witness. The Raven and her fools assaulted federal armed forces personnel. She’s going down for that.> 
 
    <You know, Darla,> Tanis said as she turned down a passage that would take her to a lift bank and then the local security office. <Even with the Jovians trying to railroad me and hack my Link through a drink, this is turning out to be a pretty decent day.> 
 
    <You just can’t help being awesome,> Darla said with a derisive snort.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    DEFERRED 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 02.20.4085 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: TSS Kirby Jones, Crantor 
 
    REGION: 0.5AU beyond Ouranos’s orbit, Jovian Combine, OuterSol 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m really sorry about that mess, Commander,” Marion said as she stood at attention on the other side of Tanis’s desk. “We were just looking for a good watering hole, then that woman just plowed right into us.” 
 
    “At ease, Corporal,” Tanis said. “So far as I can tell, you did the right thing—nothing different than I would have done.” 
 
    Marion lifted an eyebrow. “No disrespect meant, ma’am, but I’d hope you’d’ve hightailed it out of there. If we hadn’t been armed, armored, and ready, the four of us would have been in for a good fight. Just you on your own—well.…” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Marion. I promise. I would have hightailed it out of there.” 
 
    Darla let out a long laugh in Tanis’s mind. <Maybe.> 
 
    “Why is it you had pulse pistols with you?” Tanis asked.  
 
    “Darla suggested it. She said Crantor was known for having some issues lately, and we’d be smart to stay armed just in case. You know how sometimes the locals like to mess with TSF out here.” 
 
    Tanis sighed. “That I do. Speaking of the locals, everything’s squared away with them. That ‘The Raven’ woman is going to get some time.” 
 
    “That’s good. She seemed like the sort that liked to just pick fights for the fun of it.” 
 
    “Had the record to back that up, too,” Tanis added. “We’re shipping out for Saturn as soon as Connie reports that fuel’s topped off. We need to courier some datacrystals to the TSF base on Hyperion.” 
 
    “Sure thing, Commander,” Marion said with a crisp nod. She appeared to consider saying something further, then stopped herself.  
 
    “Nothing else you wanted to add?” Tanis prompted.  
 
    “I…well…. When are you are you going tell us what is really going on. Or are you? Before that mess with Admiral Deering, we’d never crossed Jupiter’s orbit. In the last ten months, we’ve flown to more places than the Jones has since its keel was laid a hundred years ago.” 
 
    Tanis sat back and ran a hand through her hair. “We’re sure putting our girl through her paces, aren’t we? After the stuff that went down on Vesta and with Deering, Admiral Kocsis told me that he wanted to use us for some special missions.” 
 
    “Special missions that have to do with figuring out why a Terran admiral was carrying water for the Scattered Worlds?” Marion asked, one eyebrow raised questioningly.  
 
    “I didn’t tell you any of that,” Tanis said. “And I can’t confirm or deny it, either. Do you trust me to always put this crew and the Jones first?” 
 
    “Ma’am, you’ve never shown anything else to be the case.” 
 
    “I promise you that won’t change.” 
 
    Marion pursed her lips and gave a small nod before meeting Tanis’s eyes, her voice carrying a note of compassion. “I’ve been around long enough to know that the brass doesn’t always give people like you and me a lot of choice in how to honor our loyalty….” 
 
    Tanis knew exactly what Marion was getting at.  
 
    “If I find myself in questionable territory, I’ll make sure everyone on the Jones has options, Corporal.” 
 
    Marion didn’t look entirely at ease, but she nodded nonetheless. “I suppose that’s the best we can all hope for.” 
 
    Tanis snorted. “Alternatively, we could all just opt out of this woman’s space force and go grow oats on some station in the backend of nowhere.” 
 
    “Think I’ll get to shoot people on said station?” Marion asked with a wolfish grin. 
 
    “Unlikely, Corporal.” 
 
    “Well, then I’ll stick around. Not like I signed up for crumpets and tea, anyway.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve ever even seen a ‘crumpet’,” Tanis replied with a tired smile. “Is that all, Corporal?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am, it is.” 
 
    Marion saluted, and Tanis returned the gesture before the breach team leader turned and left her office. 
 
    <Not really keeping things well under wraps,> Darla said as the door closed.  
 
    “Well, Harm and Kocsis want results, and I think they also want the SWSF to see us out here, maybe take a shot. Either way, we’ve been playing it a bit fast and loose. I think we should take our time getting to Saturn.” 
 
    <Sounds like a good plan. We burned pretty hard to get out to Ouranos for this intel drop, only to have it turn out to be a front for Alden’s little blackmail routine. Don’t forget, though, you’re down to forty-seven days to get to Earth and nab Admiral Mikayla.> 
 
    Tanis leant back in her chair and folded her hands behind her head. “You know, I don’t think it would hurt to make Alden sweat a bit.” 


 
   
 
  



 
 
    THE MISSIVE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 02.20.4085 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Enfield Corporation Offices, Vesta 
 
    REGION: Main Asteroid Belt, Terran Hegemony, InnerSol 
 
      
 
      
 
    Harm reviewed the update from Tanis Richards three separate times. The first time, he read the message for what it was: she’d gone to the meet location, gathered the intel, and had two new leads to check.  
 
    One lead was at Hyperion, a possible leak in the TSF base there, and the other was on Earth. She’d put in a request to check the lead back at Terra herself—which was unusual, since Tanis’s work was in OuterSol. The Division had plenty of other agents who could follow up on InnerSol intel.  
 
    There was also a note about the JSF boarding that didn’t quite make sense. If the JSF had boarded the Jones at Ouranos, how did she pick up intel at Crantor? Unless there were two groups within the JSF that were running independent investigations. 
 
    For a moment, Harm felt bad for using Tanis as a honeypot. Anyone looking too deeply into the attempted assassinations of Oligarch Alden would flag her as a person of interest. Add to that the fact that trans-Jupiter space was far beyond her ship’s typical patrol zone, and she stuck out even more. 
 
    Of course, that was the point.  
 
    Once Harm was satisfied that he’d successfully gleaned all surface meaning from the message, he reread it, paying attention to the things that Tanis didn’t put into the text. 
 
    She made no mention of her crew or of the Scattered Worlds Alliance. She did mention an issue with crime on Crantor, and he made a note to check with the field office there for any cleanup work that might need to be done.  
 
    Then something caught his eye. Her report mentioned how impressed she was by seeing the largest Jovian fleet in the Sol System massed at Ouranos.  
 
    A quick crosscheck informed him that the fleet at Ouranos was not the most numerous massing of Jovian ships in the Sol System; there were far more JSF vessels stationed at The Cho and Saturn. 
 
    “Shit, what is she getting at?” Harm muttered as he pulled up listings of JSF military leaders at Ouranos. No one stood out—no more than usual, at least, and so he began to look for any notable civilians at the Ouranos Project.  
 
    Little stood out there, barring a GE board meeting and tour of the work. Harm dug deeper into that, wondering if there was anyone meeting with GE’s board that would have piqued Tanis’s interest.  
 
    Nothing stood out.  
 
    Can’t be right. Tanis wouldn’t make a deliberate error like that if it didn’t mean anything.  
 
    He knew there was still a coded message within her missive, but he wanted to solve the information she’d put in plain text first. An operative may not always have the opportunity to set up a datadrop. He had to learn how she thought and follow her nuance. 
 
    Harm dug into the GE board members’ itineraries and flipped through all their meetings and infrastructure tours. There was one meeting listed as ‘board policy review’, but he couldn’t find any minutes logged for it. 
 
    It was entirely possible that those logs had not yet been transmitted back to the GE headquarters on Ceres, or that they hadn’t been logged at all.  
 
    He had allotted an hour to solving this riddle, and the time was coming to an end when he saw a name on a shuttle flight manifest that caught his attention. 
 
    Colonel Leona.  
 
    The import of that name initially eluded him, but Harm knew it belonged to a person he’d noted recently. He constructed a search query to correlate Colonel Leona with recent events, and a match came up almost immediately.  
 
    She had been dispatched with a team to Europa when word got out that the Sargasso Mountain orcas had detained Oligarch Alden. From that point on, there was no record of her unit returning to the station they operated out of. 
 
    A quick review of the woman’s history showed an officer who was known for getting results. Her methods were not always the most graceful, but she rarely missed her mark. If she was connected to Oligarch Alden, and she hadn’t resurfaced since the incident at Europa…. 
 
    Oligarch Alden was at Ouranos—and he met with Tanis! 
 
    “Idiot,” he muttered. “ ‘Biggest JSF fleet’. What’s bigger than Alden?” 
 
    Sure enough, Alden was still listed as ‘recovering at an undisclosed location’. Which was bullshit, since the man had made a number of public appearances. 
 
    Harm supposed it made sense. With someone trying to kill Alden, his security was doing the right thing in keeping his itinerary a secret.  
 
    He’s probably operating from aboard a JSF ship…. Harm mused. 
 
    With a note made to later run a search for ships that Oligarch Alden could be using, he set to ferreting out Tanis’s datadrop code. 
 
    In the end, it turned out to be based on her references to the Sol System’s seventh planet. Sometimes she called it Uranus, sometimes Ouranos. That gave him the key to unlock the datadrop’s location. 
 
    Once he had it, Harm swapped his Link ident to that of a civilian cover he used on Vesta, and accessed the location of the drop. Its contents were a vid that a woman had posted on one of the station’s hook-up groups. She was interested in a ‘friends with benefits relationship’, but she wanted to have several in-person meetings first. At one point, she mentioned that it wasn’t the sort of thing she wanted to hide from the officers, either. 
 
    Harm sat back in his chair and interlaced his fingers behind his neck. 
 
    She wants an in-person meeting, and she wants me to tell Kocsis.  
 
    Then something else in Tanis’s update jumped out at him. She’d made mention of how they’d picked up a load of sweet potatoes at Ouranos. Not Crantor, Ouranos.  
 
    A few months back, he and Tanis had been chatting about the usefulness of double agents. He’s said that they had their place, but that he’d rather have people whose loyalty was unquestioned and that one could never be too sure about a double agent. 
 
    Tanis had laughed and said that they sounded like sweet potatoes. OK if that’s all that was available, but she’d rather have regular potatoes any day.  
 
    In an instant everything clicked. Holy shit. Alden met with Tanis and has turned her into a double agent. He has her doing something she’s not at all comfortable with, and she wants an in-person meeting with me or Kocsis. 
 
    Now her strong desire to work the lead on Earth made ample sense.  
 
    Well, Harm, time to get used to full gravity again; looks like we’re going to Terra.  
 
    He rose from his desk and stretched languidly.  
 
    Right after I brief Admiral Kocsis. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    REPERCUSSIONS 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 02.20.4085 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: JSS Hawk’s Flight, Crantor 
 
    REGION: 0.5AU beyond Ouranos’s orbit, Jovian Combine, OuterSol 
 
      
 
      
 
    Leona met Gage’s glare with one of her own. 
 
    She wasn’t going to flinch no matter how much ire he poured into his steely gaze. The man was far too used to getting his way, just because he had the oligarch’s ear. What he’d soon come to realize is that Leona had more than just Alden’s ear. She had his trust. 
 
    She was certain that no one trusted Gage.  
 
    “Are you going to make a point eventually?” she asked, refusing to break eye contact first. 
 
    “I’m fairly certain I’ve already made it. You’re Tanis Richards’s contact on paper only. You go where I tell you, when I tell you. You don’t pop in to see her when she’s in the middle of a pickup to get ‘eyes on’ her, as you put it.” 
 
    She gave the odious man a dismissive wave. “So far as anyone watching would know, Tanis Richards and I have never met. I just wanted to see how she handles things, how solid her covers are.”  
 
    “You’re absolutely right.” Gage’s tone was laced with condescension. “No one had ever seen the two of you in one place. ‘Had’ being the operative term.” 
 
    Leona leant back on the couch in the ship’s officer’s lounge where they were meeting.  
 
    “I really thought you were smarter than this, Gage. No one but us and her agency—and maybe not even them—knows that Tanis Richards was in that bar. It was just some dockworker named Monica who had a drink—only to get chased out by some local toughs. Seems like Tanis didn’t pick the best cover.” 
 
    “Or she hired them to give her an excuse to beat a hasty retreat,” Gage added. “Either that, or she knew they were after the woman she was using as cover, and let them find her. This woman is clever and conniving. You should do well to remember that.” 
 
    Leona had to admit to herself that she hadn’t considered that angle. To Gage, she only said, “Maybe. She does seem especially adept at network breaching. Nothing in her record shows an indication of that level of skill.” 
 
    Gage shrugged. “Perhaps she has an AI.” 
 
    Leona shook her head at the spook. “She’s an L2. No L2s have AIs.” 
 
    “Are you so sure about that?” he asked her with raised brows. “Did you check them all over? Or were you told that no L2s have AIs, and you’ve blindly accepted it?” 
 
    Leona was ready to deliver a harsh retort, but she paused and considered that she never really had given it any thought beyond accepting what she’d been told.  
 
    Gage saw the hesitation in her eyes and pressed forward. “And don’t forget. She doesn’t need the AI to be in her head and fully paired. We’ve seen how accepting she is of extreme body mods; her AI could be tucked in next to her heart, for all we know.” 
 
    <What do you think about that?> Leona asked Chelsea privately. 
 
    <It’s possible,> Chelsea drew the word out. <Though not a lot of AIs are interested in that sort of pairing. You don’t get to use it as time spent ‘with’ a human, so it doesn’t count toward the empathy qualifications necessary for advanced placements.> 
 
    She knew Chelsea’s thoughts on that subject all too well. The AI often questioned her own sanity for pairing with a soldier who saw so much combat.  
 
    Leona didn’t blame her. Any soldier who had been shot at as much as she had—and still re-upped—likely had a screw loose.  
 
    Most colonels did their damnedest to get a seat on a cruiser’s bridge, or behind a desk running a specialized battalion or regiment. Leona ran a platoon.  
 
    The best damn platoon in the JSF. 
 
    Every soldier under her command was a specialist at the top of their field. Ranks meant little in her squads—there were noncoms running fireteams consisting of lieutenants.  
 
    Being a member of Leona’s Spectres transcended rank. It also gave every member their pick of commands when they transferred out—which was rare.  
 
    Gage thought that power was in secrets and shadows, and Leona knew that he was right, to an extent, but her job was to shine the light in those shadows where people like Gage hid—with maximum firepower. 
 
    Which meant that when Tanis Richards’s mission had run its course, she would be the one to take the woman and her little patrol boat out.  
 
    “I assume by your silence that you follow my logic,” Gage said in his typical arch tone. “Best to believe that, when you’re dealing with Commander Richards, you’re dealing with two people, not one.” 
 
    Leona nodded, willing to grant Gage that victory. “Any idea who it is? If they’re using her to hunt down whoever was behind the oligarch’s assassination, it must be an AI you know.” 
 
    The man snorted and shook his head. “People in my line of work don’t operate in the open. It could be one of a thousand top espionage AIs from whom I haven’t heard a peep in a decade. The TSF is spoiled for choice. However…” Gage placed a finger to his lips, and his gaze grew distant.  
 
    “However?” Leona prompted. 
 
    “I was just thinking that I must consider the strong likelihood that Tanis Richards has an AI truly paired within her mind. L2 or no. If that is the case, then I’d likely rule out most of Division 99’s top AIs, as I don’t believe they’d take that sort of risk.” 
 
    “That sort of opens up the pool,” Leona replied. “It could be anyone.” 
 
    Gage’s eyes narrowed, as though he’d come to a conclusion, and he sounded distracted when he replied. “Yes, anyone….” 
 
    Leona rolled her eyes at the insufferable man. “Well, you can ponder that all you want, we’re following her ship to Saturn. She’s registered a course that takes her in a slow loop, so we’ll be able to take a shorter path and reach it first.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Gage glanced at Leona. “I’m sure that will be a good idea. Especially since your presence at the bar put her on edge, and she didn’t drink the nano.” 
 
    “She was never going to fall for that,” Leona replied. “It was ham-fisted.” 
 
    “You’d be surprised what people can do when they’re lulled into a false sense of complacency. No matter. Do as you have described, and follow her to Saturn. I’m going ahead to Terra.” Gage rose and took a step toward Leona, pointing a finger at her face. “But no contact. I’ll know, and I won’t be pleased.” 
 
    Leona didn’t reply to the man as he turned and walked out of the lounge, though she did think about how much fun it would be to kill him. 
 
    In a variety of ways. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    DERAILED 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 02.20.4085 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Main Docking Ring, Vesta 
 
    REGION: Main Asteroid Belt, Terran Hegemony, InnerSol  
 
      
 
      
 
    Harm Ellis was lost in thought as he rode the maglev around Vesta’s docking ring, barely noticing its transitions to the ‘surface’ of the ring, through the asteroid, and back out again. 
 
    The route he was taking to meet with the admiral was circuitous to say the least. Especially since ‘Harm Ellis’ had no reason for an unscheduled meeting with the admiral.  
 
    Sometimes the layers and layers of subterfuge took their toll on Harm, and he wished that he could just find somewhere warm, comfortable, and worry-free to spend his days. 
 
    The problem, however, was that he knew that the job would still be with him—rather, that he’d see the job wherever he went. It was all but impossible not to evaluate every single person he passed, wondering if they were friend, foe, or no one noteworthy at all.  
 
    And if they weren’t noteworthy to him, they would be to someone, and who was that? What purpose did they serve, could they be used for nefarious purposes? 
 
    It was exhausting. 
 
    The maglev stopped at a civilian shopping district, and Harm got off, wandering through the corridors, looking at the shops advertising wares from all over the system.  
 
    Though it was easier to buy things over the Link, without ever visiting the stores, there was still a subset of people who enjoyed physically touching items before they made a purchase.  
 
    Harm had to admit that he was one of those. There was a value to tactile sensation. So few things were truly real anymore; people’s augmented vision and the ever-present holos added so much light, texture and information to the world around them that they hardly ever saw reality. 
 
    Though that was less of an issue on a military installation like Vesta. The TSF expressed a very strong belief in its personnel remaining firmly grounded in reality.  
 
    In many stations, the corridors’ bulkheads would be layered in holos, some projected in real-space, some only appearing on a given passerby’s visual overlays, marketing products tailored to them.  
 
    Not so on Vesta. If you saw a thing around you, it was a real thing, it had a physical presence. It was reassuring. 
 
    For Harm, it took effort to navigate regular civilian establishments. He was constantly working to peel back the layers. 
 
    He found that it was possible to learn much about people from how they interacted with the real and virtual worlds that surrounded them.  
 
    Tanis, for example, seemed to see through the holos and virtual overlays as though they weren’t even there, while not missing their presence at the same time. She perceived reality in its entirety and the virtual world simultaneously, yet never seemed to confuse the two. 
 
    Having studied her brain extensively to ensure she was a suitable subject for Darla’s implantation, he knew that much of it was due to her being an L2. Tanis was fully capable of maintaining multiple streams of thought—almost dividing her consciousness in a fashion that was technically believed to be impossible.  
 
    Technically. 
 
    He wondered what life was like for her. In some respects he imagined it must be a lot easier because she saw through so many of the things that were crafted to cloud and misdirect people’s thinking.  
 
    But she was also aloof and kept herself separate from others—though Darla seemed to be having a positive influence on her. Even more than he’d expected. 
 
    She was certainly one to watch. So long as she charted her course through the TSF with care, she’d be an admiral one day. Harm chuckled at the thought. I’ll make sure I have a few favors to cash in when that happens. 
 
    He walked into a shop that specialized in coats. Everything from high-tech jackets to ankle-length, armor-plated dusters. He owned a few of their products, so it wasn’t strange for him to peruse their wares.  
 
    Of course, that was because he secretly owned the shop and had a hidden room in the back where he could swap covers.  
 
    Five minutes later, Randy Drush slipped out of the rear of the shop, making his way through service corridors until he came to the maglev platform that would take him to the TSF HQ sector.  
 
    Though Harm’s ‘Randy’ cover was just a dockworker, he had a level of security clearance that allowed him to access Kocsis’s HQ when needed. He didn’t leverage that often, and was well aware that arriving unannounced in this case might ultimately ruin the cover. 
 
    Randy’s had a good run, though. Probably time to retire him anyway. 
 
    He settled into a seat in the maglev, lost in his thoughts, though still keeping an eye on the other two people in the car. One was a lanky man whose Link ident showed him to be a TSF cook named Norman, and the other was a stocky woman named Poula, a sergeant in the TSF’s military police on Vesta.  
 
    The maglev cruised around the ring, eventually passing back into the asteroid proper. At the first stop, both Norman and Poula got out, and no one else boarded. 
 
    Harm noted that as being a bit unusual, but it was Vesta’s second shift, a time when there was often a lull in station traffic. 
 
    Still, he sat up a bit straighter as the train took off, suddenly smelling something strange in the air. A second later, the maglev car veered off onto a side track, and the scent grew stronger.  
 
    Then the Link cut out. 
 
    “Shit!” Harm swore as he rose, an alert that tetrodotoxin was detected lighting up on his HUD. He expelled all the air from his lungs, watching as his defensive mednano began to struggle with the sheer volume of toxin that was entering his body—nano-delivered, he suspected.  
 
    The car jerked to a halt, knocking him off his feet just before he reached the door. His limbs began to spasm as he struggled forward, clawing at the deck, even as he could feel his mind’s access to his body shutting down. 
 
    Knowing that it was a futile battle, Harm passed a command into his brain’s perimeter defense systems, instructing them to sever all neurological communication with the rest of his body.  
 
    A second later, Harm fell to the floor of the maglev, eyes staring vacantly as foam seeped past his lips.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    ADMIRAL MIKAYLA 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 02.21.4085 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Dublin, Ireland 
 
    REGION: Earth, Terran Hegemony, InnerSol 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mikayla grimaced as she exited her aircar and stepped onto the private maglev platform near the suite she’d rented in Dublin. A car pulled up, empty and flagged for her personal use.  
 
    Before she boarded, two members of her ubiquitous security team entered and inspected the vehicle. A minute later, one of them appeared in the entrance and gave a single nod. 
 
    Her sour expression—which had nothing to do with the rain pouring out of the clouds overhead, or the fact that she had an endless string of meetings with senators lined up later in the day—persisted as she stepped aboard. The frustration she felt came from another piece of news that was unrelated to her official work at Terra: yet another one of her operatives in the Terran Space Force had gone missing. 
 
    Missing. No trace. The woman, carefully planted in the 719th Fleet’s procurement department, was just gone.  
 
    Division 99 black sites must be filling up fast at this rate…not that my operative in their ranks has been of much help lately. 
 
    As annoyed as Mikayla was with the man she had in the TSF’s intelligence division, she didn’t blame him for laying low. Right now, the Mickies were quietly tearing themselves apart trying to find out who had faked Harm’s orders to Colonel Higgs on Vesta and Tanis Richards on Mars. 
 
    As unfortunate as it was to have her plant there all but inactive, the division was so internally focused on its witch hunt that it created a silver lining, giving her some latitude in other areas. Not much, but some. 
 
    However, if the TSF weeded out all of Mikayla’s agents in their ranks, then that benefit would be greatly diminished. She had half a mind to send orders out telling everyone to go to ground, but that wouldn’t get her the results she wanted. 
 
    And if there was one thing her backers wanted, it was results.  
 
    After the failure with Admiral Deering, and then the foiled assassination of Oligarch Alden, she needed some wins.  
 
    Badly.  
 
    Mikayla took a seat, and the six members of her security team took their positions through the car. Once they were settled, the maglev car took off, headed for the Kenyan elevator.  
 
    There were faster routes to High Terra, such as the strand that ran down to anchor in the Alps, or even the one in Puerto Rico, but Mikayla wanted some time to think, and the circuitous route her maglev car would have to take as it crossed Europe and then Africa would give her a few extra minutes. 
 
    A bit of extra time to plot out what to do in the wake of her recent failures.  
 
    What she really wanted to do was take out Tanis Richards. She was certain that was why Division 99 was parading her around OuterSol, having the woman do pointless handoffs in the hopes that someone would strike out at her. 
 
    And though Richards had foiled two of Mikayla’s operations thus far, she knew that it was just pure dumb luck on the commander’s part. She had been in the right place at the right time. Add in a bit of random chance, and Commander Richards looked like a hero. 
 
    Fool me twice shame on me. Fool me thrice? Not going to happen. 
 
    So far as Mikayla was concerned, Tanis Richards could flit about OuterSol for the rest of her life. She wasn’t going to so much as send an operative within a dozen lightseconds of the woman.   
 
    Harm Ellis, on the other hand…she was tempted to hire a contractor to deal with that man. 
 
    That was the problem she faced all around. If her work was just a matter of knocking off political leaders, she could have killed half a dozen by now. Most were complacent, or their security had flaws that she could easily infiltrate. 
 
    Especially with her unique skillset.  
 
    But that wasn’t her goal. Her goal was to create a rift between the Terrans and the Jovians. The Plan required it.  
 
    She stared out the window of the maglev, as it rose out of the Atlantic and crossed over Normandy before skirting Paris and then curving to the east where it ran along the base of the Alps before dropping back underwater at Monaco.  
 
    The maglev car picked up speed as it sped along the floor of the Mediterranean, and she lost herself in thought, considering her options, but still having no clear solutions as the car pulled out of the waters and began to cross the Great African Plains, tall grass waving in the cloudless sky as far as the eye could see.  
 
    A dozen options filtered through her mind, from souring trade deals to convincing military leaders to perform overly aggressive war games.  
 
    As enjoyable as those were to orchestrate, she needed that elusive win, and a quick win was most easily achieved through death. Mikayla pulled up another list of assets, and her eyes lit on an operation that was ahead of schedule; with a nudge, it could be executed in just a few weeks.  
 
    Yes, Saturn is where things will begin. The Jovians will feel this one. 
 
    Mount Kenya and the elevator that stretched up into the skies from the plains to the north were just coming into view, when another message filtered through Mikayla’s web of network dead drops. 
 
    Harm Ellis had been captured alive and intact. 
 
    Mikayla couldn’t resist the urge to clasp her hands together in delight, a tight-lipped smile forming on her lips. If her agent in the division could work quickly, it may even be possible to replace Harm with one of her own people, and no one would be the wiser.  
 
    Now that would be a useful advantage.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CONSIDERATIONS 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 02.21.4085 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: TSS Kirby Jones, en route to Saturn 
 
    REGION: Within Ouranos’s orbit, Jovian Combine, OuterSol 
 
      
 
      
 
    <This Admiral Mikayla has quite the storied history,> Darla said as Tanis laid back in her bunk for some much needed sleep after finally departing from Crantor. 
 
    “I noticed that as well,” Tanis replied as she swiped through a holodisplay hovering over her bed, idly sifting through social feeds, searching for a reply from Harm—and thus far coming up empty. “She’s been stationed all over the Scattered Disk. Even did a tour out at the edges of the Oort Cloud a hundred years back.” 
 
    <And she’s worked with everyone in the SWA. All but one member of the admiralty on Makemake served under her at one point or another—half the planetary governors, too.> 
 
    “You are the most hyperbolic AI I’ve ever met,” Tanis replied while quirking her lips. “Do you actively work at that, or does it come ‘naturally’ to you.” 
 
    <Try to do what?> Darla asked. <Ohhhh, exaggerate. I guess it kinda does come naturally these days. I used to have to do it consciously, but it just slips out now.> 
 
    “Why would you ‘work’ at something like that?” 
 
    <Two reasons. The first being that humans use hyperbole for emphasis all the time. Doing it helps me blend in. Secondly, it’s all about trying to appear more spontaneous and less machine-like. Many AIs speak with extreme precision, but what they don’t understand is that to humans, always being exacting in speech implies a lack of creativity—which is something your species values more than accuracy.> 
 
    Tanis considered Darla’s reasoning. She could see how it was logical—to an extent. However, there were a lot of areas where humans valued accuracy as much as AIs. If Smythe were to employ less accurate but more creative targeting solutions, he’d hear about it.  
 
    Loudly. 
 
    “OK, I’ll buy that for now—so that we don’t have to dive into another of your philosophical discussions—”  
 
    <Which is evidence of my belief that you don’t value accuracy.> 
 
    “Nice try, Darla. Let’s stick with Mikayla. Honestly, it’s surprising that she’s still military—especially working in an advisory role to the Scattered Worlds delegation to the Federal Assembly.”  
 
    <She’s obviously a spy.> 
 
    “Well yeah, Alden pretty much said that, what with his belief that she was behind his attempted assassination. What I mean is that if she wanted power, she could have moved into politics, or taken a position in the SWSF’s admiralty at Makemake. From what I see, she was even offered a seat there once or twice.” 
 
    <I guess she likes to be a string puller. There are people like that. Most front-line leaders spend the majority of their time dealing with day-to-day nonsense and responding to crises. Hard to do long-term planning when you’re constantly in a reactionary mindset.> 
 
    “So what sort of long-term planning do you think she’s up to?” 
 
    <Honestly? I don’t know. There are so many options, from just stockpiling personal wealth to kicking off a new sentience war.> 
 
    Tanis snorted in surprise, half sitting up. “Say what?” 
 
    <I don’t think that’s likely…I was just throwing it out there.> 
 
    “Stars, Darla…. Don’t say shit like that.”  
 
    <It’s front of mind more for AIs than it is for humans. You’d be surprised how many major conflicts between humans and AIs have been headed off over the years, swept under the rug and never making it into general feeds.> 
 
    “I recall reading about a few. There was that thing that happened back on Alpha Centauri not long after the Sentience Wars ended, right? Where that AI subverted the ring’s network and started taking control of humans.” 
 
    <And AIs,> Darla added. <Funny thing about the sorts of people who tend to kick off these sorts of power grabs: they hurt their own people as much as they hurt their enemies.> 
 
    Tanis nodded as she settled back down onto her bunk. “Makes sense. Like you said, they’re almost always just power grabs. Rarely are they truly altruistic in nature…I mean, it’s war. War is not altruistic.” 
 
    <I bet some people would argue that point with you.> 
 
    “Let them. I’ll show them the altruism of a bunch of people bleeding out in some shit station’s dingy corridors. I get that it’s necessary at times, and I’ll do my part. But I’m not going to lie to myself about what it is.” 
 
    <You’re an unusual woman, Tanis Richards.> 
 
    She shrugged as she closed her eyes. “I really don’t think so. Now stop yammering, my fragile organic brain needs some sleep after Crantor.” 
 
    <Whatever you say, Tanis.> 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    INTERROGATE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 02.21.4085 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Unknown 
 
    REGION: Main Asteroid Belt, Terran Hegemony, InnerSol  
 
      
 
      
 
    Light flared in Harm’s mind. 
 
    At first it was a pinprick in the distance, then it widened; stretching across his vision, spreading until it spanned from horizon to horizon.  
 
    Following the light came the roar of static and an acrid smell of burnt metal.  
 
    For a moment it overwhelmed him, suffusing all thought, tearing at his very sanity. Desperate to stop the cacophony, he accessed his sensory inputs and attenuated the information flow, dimming the light and diminishing the sound.  
 
    <This isn’t going to help you, Harm. You can’t hold me back forever.> 
 
    The voice came into his mind in a whisper, words mixed with the static, barely perceptible.  
 
    <I can try,> Harm replied, adding as much steel as he was able. His mind felt muddy, like he was thinking through sludge. 
 
    An analysis of his mental state revealed that, while his defenses had successfully protected his brain from the tetrodotoxin, he seemed to have no access to his body at all. Not only that, but the blood flowing into his brain was laced with a rather unpleasant chemical cocktail intended to weaken his cognitive powers and make him open to suggestion. 
 
    His defenses were fighting it, but whoever was attacking him had intimate knowledge of the division’s counterinterrogation techniques.  
 
    Which meant he’d found the mole…well, perhaps not ‘found’, exactly. 
 
    <So who are you? Isla? Yuri? Sam?> he demanded of his invisible mental assailant. <How much are the Diskers paying you?> 
 
    <Wouldn’t you like to know,> his captor replied.  
 
    Harm decided to press with more questions, eager to learn what this person would say—and not say. 
 
    <Where are we? What have you done to me? You know torture won’t work. I’ve severed my brain—if you try to breach it, I’ll simply die.> 
 
    A callous laugh came into his mind. <Oh, I know, Harm Ellis…or should I say ‘Elise Hargrove’. You were always so clever with your cover names.> 
 
    <You fucker,> Harm groaned in defeat, not wanting this person to know that Elise Hargrove was just another layer—though the fact that they’d been able to get that far into his background was unnerving. 
 
    <Yeah, well, it’s taken some work to dig into your past. But that’s not really what’s important here. What’s important is your future.> 
 
    <I don’t have a future,> Harm spat the words out. <You might as well just kill me.> 
 
    The laugh came again, followed by a fresh bout of static. <Well, you kind of do. You see, I’ve taken the liberty of…well…taking liberty with your body. Since your brain was effectively disconnected from it, I removed it and replaced it with a simulacra’s neuro-center. A good one, too—the Division has been working on the tech for some time. Unless someone suffuses ‘you’ with nano, they’re not going to realize that the Harm Ellis currently walking about on Vesta is not a real person.> 
 
    The fear that he was quite literally disembodied had been lingering in the back of Harm’s mind. The nature of the light and static inputs had the feel of direct taps, not information coming through organic sensory systems. 
 
    That’s it, then. I’m a brain in a jar. 
 
    He was surprised that the realization didn’t bother him more than it did. The chemical cocktail flowing into his mind was likely partially responsible for that. 
 
    The other reason being bodiless didn’t bring about anything approaching terror was because it wasn’t the first time his brain had been outside a body.  
 
    <How lovely,> he replied to the voice of his tormentor. <I hope other me doesn’t do anything silly like redecorate my apartment. I just got it set up the way I like.> 
 
    <Oh, Harm, always so witty. Well, we’ll see if that transfers. It should be interesting.> 
 
    <Transfers?> Harm felt a shiver of real fear run through himself…even though there was nothing left to shiver.  
 
    <Let me show you.> 
 
    The light disappeared and darkness came back, a welcome nothing after the blinding whiteness. Then an image came to his ocular interface systems, and he accepted the feed, buffering the visual to ensure nothing untoward lay within the datastream. 
 
    Oh, shit…I’m fucked. 
 
    The visual was of a lab. The curved bulkheads indicated a ship’s interior. A large shuttle, perhaps. On the left of the area was a tank filled with a clear solution, and within it floated his brain—at least, he assumed it was his brain. It was still coated in its protective nanofilm, blood vessels connected at various points, feeding life into the isolated organ.  
 
    Wires connected to the mods at the back of his brain, tapping into those which processed his augmented vision and hearing. A few others connected to other mods, though none penetrated the nanofilm.  
 
    While it was certainly disconcerting to know that the entirety of his being was suspended in that tank, it was far from the most alarming thing in the lab. 
 
    Sitting next to the tank was an ancient—and incredibly illegal—piece of equipment whose existence and purpose was expressly forbidden by the Phobos Accords. 
 
    <How…?> he breathed the question in his mind. 
 
    <Oh, you know…. Have the right connections, and you can get your hands on almost anything.> 
 
    On the far side of the slightly dingy machine, slotted into a racking mechanism, were a series of ten-centimeter-long tubes that were right out of a history vid. 
 
    If that vid were showing one of the greatest atrocities ever visited on humans and AIs.  
 
    But the thing that Harm’s focus was continually pulled back to was the name written in bright red lettering on the machine he now knew would be his undoing: Heartbridge. 
 
    <That’s right Harm. I don’t have to risk damaging your precious brain. I’m going to use this lovely relic to image it into a seed. Then I’ll get what I want from the seed. I imagine I’ll make some mistakes, but hey, this is a new style of interrogation technique, and no one is perfect on the first try. I have a few dozen blanks, though.> 
 
    <Stars, who are you?> Harm cried out. <You’re a fucking monster!> 
 
    <I suppose I could show you. It’ll be useful for you to know how utterly screwed you are.> 
 
    The person who stepped into his view had never even come under suspicion of being the mole in Division 99: Lieutenant Lane, a low-level analyst who worked in communications on Vesta.  
 
    <Too bad, Harm. Once or twice, you came close to finding a trail that would lead to me. Too close for comfort. But I really didn’t want to end up facing treason charges. So here we are.> 
 
    <What are you waiting for,> Harm whispered, trying to will himself into a blind rage. <Do it.> 
 
    <Why not? No time like the present.>


 
   
 
  



 
 
    HYPERION 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 02.28.4085 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: TSS Kirby Jones, approaching Hyperion 
 
    REGION: Saturn, Jovian Combine, OuterSol 
 
      
 
      
 
    The coffee’s aroma was like heaven launching an assault on Tanis’s nostrils. It sent an encouragement to her brain, reminding her that she would be able to pull herself together for the day’s work.  
 
    “I hate it when our shift cycle is misaligned with a station just enough that I only get three hours of sleep,” Tanis groused as she settled into her command chair on the bridge.  
 
    “I hear you, Commander,” Jeannie replied, half turning from her console to look Tanis over. “Good morning…or afternoon…or whatever it is. We need to go somewhere with sunrise after this…think that’s possible?” 
 
    Tanis knew that her crew deserved leave on a world of their choice. Jeannie was Venusian and had dropped several hints that she was itching for a trip home.  
 
    “You don’t have sunrises on Venus,” Tanis replied. “Stars, your ‘dawn’ takes a week.” 
 
    “That’s what makes me miss it even more. On Venus, we savor our sunrises. I still remember when I was on Ceres for training; if you blinked it was over. I’d go into the commissary to grab a drink in the middle of the day, and come out and it would be pitch black.” 
 
    <Seems like a bit of an exaggeration,> Lovell commented. <Plus, Ceres has a ring, so they don’t really have ‘pitch black’, either.> 
 
    “You’re ruining my story, Lovell,” Jeannie complained. “You get my point, though. I grew up with a hundred-and-twelve-day…day.” 
 
    “Seems excessive,” Tanis said before taking a welcome sip of her coffee. “Besides, when it’s nighttime, you have those orbiting fusion suns so all the plants don’t die. For half the year, you get regular-ish days.” 
 
    “Yeah, they do make a sort of dim, half-light day,” Jeannie replied. “But it’s still not like Ceres’ two-hours of light. Heck if it wasn’t for the fact that the ring was close to the surface and stationary, you’d get dizzy looking up at the stars wheeling overhead.” 
 
    “Could be worse.” Tanis gestured toward Hyperion spinning on their forward holo. “We could be stationed out here.” 
 
    “Sweet black between the stars. No way, Commander, don’t even say that. Place makes Vesta look like paradise.” 
 
    “You’ve got the view of Saturn, though,” Tanis replied. “That counts for something in my book.” 
 
    Jeannie glanced at the forward holo, which was dominated by a view of the ringed planet, with a small multi-toroid station directly in the foreground.  
 
    Once, Hyperion had been a moon of Saturn’s, rich in water and a few other trace minerals. A mining facility had been set up by a consortium, and roughly eight hundred years ago, the moon had been completely consumed. All that remained was a five-kilometer-long spire with a habitation torus on one end.  
 
    The mining company had put it up for sale, and the Terran Space Force snatched it up in a heartbeat to augment their facility on Iapetus.  
 
    Now, after centuries of expansion, Hyperion was the largest TSF base in OuterSol. The spire was just over a hundred kilometers long, and was encircled by forty toroids of varying size.  
 
    As Tanis considered Hyperion’s origins, Jeannie replied, “Well, yeah, Saturn is beautiful, but Hyperion is just so bland inside. Have you ever been there, Commander?” 
 
    “No,” Tanis replied. “Never had the opportunity. But how is a station that old at all bland? Every place gets its own personality after a while.” 
 
    The lieutenant shrugged. “You’d think. Hyperion seems to have had a string of station commanders who have the personality of a blank sheet of plas. You know that smell new EV suits have?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tanis nodded. “Gotta air them out for a week so you don’t get a headache from it.” 
 
    “Well, Hyperion is like that smell.” 
 
    “I don’t get it,” Tanis frowned. “It has that smell?” 
 
    Jeannie giggled. “No, Commander, the place is the physical embodiment of that smell.” 
 
    “That’s really not helping me visualize anything.” 
 
    “Well, I guess you’ll just have to find out on your own. But I think you’ll agree with my description.” 
 
    Tanis was looking over the Jones’s docking and resupply schedule when the date finally caught her attention. 
 
    “Shit! It’s my Earth-birthday today! Look at that, I’m thirty-three Earth years old.” 
 
    Jeannie craned her neck, looking back at Tanis. “How the heck do you forget it’s your birthday, Commander?” 
 
    “You don’t count birthdays in Earth years on Venus, do you?” 
 
    “Well, no, but I do keep track of it, since that’s the calendar the TSF uses. I’m just over forty-five Venusian years old.” 
 
    Tanis laughed. “I’m not even eighteen on Mars yet.” 
 
    “So again, how do you forget your Earth birthday?” 
 
    <Yes, do tell,> Lovell added. <This should be good.> 
 
    “Well…” Tanis shrugged. “I was born on February twenty-ninth, by Earther standards. Due to a rather fun bit of normalization that happens between Earth dates and Marsian dates, the TSF calendaring system doesn’t ever note my birthday unless it’s a leap year. It’s a pain in the ass, actually. Every year, I have to go to an admin office deep in Vesta’s bowels to get them to increment my age by a year in the space force’s records.” 
 
    <That seems unlikely, Tanis,> Lovell interjected. <There’s no way a bug like that would exist and not have widespread implications.> 
 
    “You’d think, right?” Tanis asked. “It was explained to me that it’s a bug in a base code library that no one knows how to work on anymore. It only affects people born in a three minute window on the Marsian calendar during an Earth leap day. For reasons no one can explain, it never happens on any other calendar conversion.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Jeannie asked, a hand over her mouth. “So if you hadn’t done that, you’d’ve aged, what…two years since you enlisted?” 
 
    Tanis nodded, a smile on her lips. “Yeah. I went three years not realizing I had to deal with this. Then I got this flag put on my record for suspicious promotion behavior given my age. That’s when I learned I needed to make the yearly pilgrimage.” 
 
    “Stars, I love the space force. You can’t make this shit up.” 
 
    “That’s for sure.” 
 
    “Well, happy birthday, Commander.” 
 
    “Thanks, Jeannie. No songs or cake.” 
 
    The lieutenant only winked in response before turning back to her console.  
 
    The pair lapsed into silence before Darla spoke up. <I’ve reached out to the SWSF officer on Titan’s Beard,> Darla said to Tanis. <Just got a ‘wait’ response from him.> 
 
    <Stars,> Tanis groaned. <I hope he doesn’t need too much time to decide if he’s going to give us any intel. We can’t stay at Saturn forever. We’re already down to thirty-seven days.> 
 
    <I thought you wanted to make Alden sweat,> Darla needled.  
 
    <Yeah. Alden. Not me.> 
 
    <Well, there’s also that TSF officer that the JSF flagged in the intel we got on Crantor.> 
 
    <Major Kameron,> Tanis said grimly. <He’s stationed on Hyperion, too. Shouldn’t be hard to check in on him.> 
 
    <Not at the moment. Looks like he took some unscheduled leave to vacation on one of Saturn’s pontoon cities.> 
 
    <Really?> Tanis sat forward in her seat, peering at the massive yellow planet on the main display. <I’ll admit that I’ve always wanted to go to one of those, though the idea of being that close to Saturn unnerves me a bit. Which one?>  
 
    <Looks like New Amsterdam.> 
 
    Tanis tried to remember the cities of Saturn. <Is that the one with the canals?>  
 
    <Yup, that’s it. To be honest, I’m not a huge fan of the Saturnian cities. Seems like the sort of thing someone built on a dare…and then they just started making more.> 
 
    <Well, there aren’t any major storms predicted for some time… should be fine,> Tanis replied, surprised that she seemed to be mollifying the AI, and wondering if she really felt so certain herself. 
 
    <So, which cover would you like to use to go down there?> Darla asked. <Best if we keep to our current plan and dock at Hyperion.> 
 
    <Makes sense,> Tanis said while considering the covers they had set up for use in OuterSol. <I don’t know, surprise me.> 
 
    <Really?> Darla sounded as though she’d choked out the word in surprise.  
 
    <Sure, why not. Things have been a bit predictable lately.> 
 
    Darla let out a laugh that almost sounded maniacal. <Oh, this is going to be great.> 
 
    <On second thought—> 
 
    <Too late!>


 
   
 
  



 
 
    TENTH 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 02.28.4085 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Unknown 
 
    REGION: Main Asteroid Belt, Terran Hegemony, InnerSol 
 
      
 
      
 
    The white place tore at Harm; again threatening to shred him to nothingness, rending him into diaphanous particles scattered by its tumultuous winds.  
 
    No. Now I know what this is. It’s just a lack of sensory input. I remember it from the histories. It won’t hurt me, it’s just an oversight in the system. 
 
    Like a switch had been flicked, the white place was gone, and Harm was standing on a featureless plain. Lieutenant Lane appeared before him, a cruel smile on her lips. 
 
    “Welcome, Harm.” 
 
    He took a step back and folded his arms, only now noticing that he had a body. Though it wasn’t his body—rather, it wasn’t Harm Ellis’s body. It was Elise Hargrove’s. 
 
    “I don’t know that I feel very welcome.” 
 
    “Harm…or should I say Elise, I’m hurt that you feel this way. It’s taken us some serious effort to get here. There have been some…failures along the way. But I’m now in a place to make proper progress with you.” 
 
    “Failures?” Harm asked, wondering what those poor copies of himself had been through. Then he realized that given the nature of the white place—which had been different than what he’d experienced when Lane first woke him—he might very well be a copy now. An AI built from his own neural network, malleable and ready to be used for his creator’s purpose. 
 
    Back before the Sentience Wars, when the Heartbridge Corporation had begun their experimentation with creating true, sentient AIs, the seed AIs made by the machine Lane possessed had been known as Weapon Born. 
 
    From what he’d learned in his history courses, it was a reference to an ancient Welsh legend that told of a cauldron that would bring the dead back to life—albeit as warrior zombies. They’d been called the Cauldron Born. In the myth, the only way to stop the armies of the undead was for a living person to voluntarily climb into the Black Cauldron. 
 
    The AIs venerated one of their own—a Weapon Born known as Lyssa—as being the one who had made the choice to enter a cauldron of her making and end the horror that was Heartbridge. Even though that action had uncovered a more sinister element and sparked the Sentience Wars. 
 
    None of that matters now, you fool, Harm said to himself. You’re not even you, anymore. You’re a Weapon Born AI, just like all those poor children that Heartbridge murdered. 
 
    Lane hadn’t immediately replied to his question, her expression pensive. Now she shrugged and said, “Why the hell not. I’ll show you. I can recreate you at will now.” 
 
    “Boy…that sure makes me feel good,” Harm muttered. 
 
    To his right, a window appeared above the featureless plain, looking into the lab. It grew and moved toward them until they were standing within the space. 
 
    Harm’s eyes immediately latched onto what Lane obviously wanted him to see: his brain, desiccated and ruined.  
 
    “Faaaaaawk,” he whispered. “You had to brute force past my safeguards to get the image.” 
 
    “I did,” Lane replied with a nod. “I EMPed your brain to force a reset of your defensive systems—lost a few neurons in the process, sorry about that—and then managed to get the image before your defensive systems recognized a breach and…well, you see the result. The total destruction you’d programmed certainly was efficient.” 
 
    “I’m dead,” Harm’s voice came in a croak as the enormity of what Lane was showing him sank in. “I’m just a ghost, now.” 
 
    “Something like that,” Lane replied with a nod. “I’m a bit annoyed with how many seeds I had to waste to get here, but I did get some information from those other…less complete copies of you. But this time…this time you seem to be all here. Hopefully enough to make the effort worthwhile.” 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “Seeds?” 
 
    “Yes!” Harm thundered. 
 
    Lane only laughed. “Easy now, girl. You’re the tenth. You’ve one hell of a complex mind. I think there are entire segments you’ve even walled off from yourself. We’ll have fun prising them open together.” 
 
    “The hell you will,” Harm said through gritted teeth.  
 
    As Lane had been speaking, he was following the network paths, packets, and data routes that had connected his mind to the plain, and the plain to the view of the lab. It was buffered and well isolated, but he had a thread to follow. He could worry at it and find a way out of this mess. 
 
    He didn’t know exactly how he’d do that, but the first step was network access. Once he knew where he was, he could figure out how to call for help. 
 
    Or kill Lane. 
 
    Or both. 
 
    He glared at her, his eyes shooting daggers, but she only laughed and gave him a dismissive wave. 
 
    “Well, now that I can see you’re functional, I’m going to grab a bite to eat. It’s been a long eight days. We’ll start up our chats again in a bit.” 
 
    She snapped her fingers, and the white place crashed in around him once more.  
 
    But not before he saved the route. The thread that would lead him to freedom. 
 
    He hoped.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    A DATE WITH SATURN 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 02.28.4085 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: TSS Kirby Jones, approaching Hyperion 
 
    REGION: Saturn, Jovian Combine, OuterSol 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tanis walked into the engineering bay, glad to see that Connie was alone, hunched over one of her consoles, scowling at the display. 
 
    “Hey, Chief. How’re things going down here?”  
 
    “Commander,” Connie said as she glanced at Tanis. “Not great, actually. Any chance we can put in a bit longer at Hyperion? I know we need to get to Earth, but….” 
 
    “Oh? Sounds fortuitous, actually. I was just about to ask you if we could drum up a reason to extend our stay here.” 
 
    “Well, we got one. Cap housing on the H3 tank is on its last leg. It’s so bad that I’m going to have to bleed off fuel before we dock. If that thing blows when we’re latched onto the station, I’ll be the laughing stock of the TSF.” 
 
    “Didn’t you get some sort of custom-made cap for that tank back on Europa?” 
 
    Connie snorted. “Wish I had. But no. That was just my excuse to get down to the surface with Cassie. I wish I had gotten one made. But since the crew isn’t in on things, I had to leave it in the logs. Smythe would have noticed if suddenly the part I’d gone down to get wasn’t installed.” 
 
    “Damn, that makes my skin crawl.” Tanis gave a shudder. “Altered ship’s maintenance records to maintain our covers…sounds like a recipe for disaster.” 
 
    “Well, if we can get the whole tank replaced, then the problem goes away.” 
 
    “Works for me,” Tanis replied. “I have to go down to New Amsterdam on Saturn, so I’m going to work up some sort of ‘OCS refresher training’ I have to take on Hyperion while we’re here. That should give me time to check out a lead and come back.” 
 
    Connie turned to face Tanis fully, and folded her arms, a deep glower on her face.  
 
    “Are you serious, Commander? I’ve always wanted to go to Saturn’s floating cities…they’re freaking marvels of engineering.” 
 
    “Not as impressive as a ring like Mars 1,” Tanis countered. “Beautiful view, I imagine, but—” 
 
    “Rings are great and all, but they’re in space. Once you spin them up and handle all the mass-induced stressors, they just keep going. Saturn is the second windiest place in the Sol System—and the pontoons go down hundreds of kilometers.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s rather impressive,” Tanis admitted. 
 
    “Rather impressive? You know how they get all antsy whenever a hurricane hits the Puerto Rico strand on Earth?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Well winds on Saturn average over three times more intense than a category five hurricane on Earth.” 
 
    <Now do you see why I don’t want to go down there?> Darla asked. 
 
    “I’d never thought of it in that context,” Tanis muttered. “I’m seeing Darla’s point. I’d imagine you would want to stay the hell away from a place like that, Connie.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me? They’ve only ever had one pontoon failure, and the backups worked properly…well, mostly properly—they had some flooding issues in the city. I’d want to take a tour of the base facilities, look at how they balance the cities atop everything, even in the midst of those massive Earth-sized storms.” 
 
    Tanis swallowed. “Surely they…uh…steer clear of those Earth-sized storms.” 
 
    <So far so good,> Darla interjected. <But the cities are theoretically built to withstand them.> 
 
    “I wish I had your facial restructuring mods,” Connie muttered. “I’d even brave Darla’s fashion sense to take your place on this one.” 
 
    “I’m starting to wish you did as well,” Tanis said with a soft laugh. “Still…I mean, they’ve never lost a city yet.” 
 
    <Yet,> Darla intoned ominously. 
 
    “Stop it!” 
 
    Connie regarded Tanis with a narrowed gaze. “I don’t get it. I’ve never seen you flinch in the face of danger. I watched you fight a pack of mako sharks with nothing but a failing lightwand. What’s the big deal about these floating cities?” 
 
    “Well, now that I think about it, it’s the ‘down’,” Tanis replied. “If the city falls into the depths, its done. Once you get far enough, there’s no way back up. In space, if there’s a catastrophe, chances are you can make it to a pod and just float along and someone will eventually rescue you. Heck, even down in Europa that would be the case. But in Saturn? No dice.” 
 
    “I guess that’s one way to look at it.” 
 
    “You know, the more I think about this, the more I’m with Darla,” Tanis added. “Of all the planets to do this on…why Saturn? It’s the least dense major planet in the Sol System. Those pontoons must be huuuge to keep the cities afloat.” 
 
    “Tough too,” Connie added. “Don’t forget that they go down far enough that they get hit by updrafts of diamond rain from time to time.” 
 
    <It’s not too late to get Connie modded up so she can go in your place,> Darla said in a tone that made Tanis think the AI was half serious.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    NEW AMSTERDAM 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 03.01.4085 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: TSS Kirby Jones, approaching Hyperion 
 
    REGION: Saturn, Jovian Combine, OuterSol 
 
      
 
      
 
    The route to New Amsterdam was more circuitous than Tanis would have liked. After the Kirby Jones docked at Hyperion—and Tanis set off for her ‘OCS refresher courses’—she swapped to a temporary cover and took a shuttle to Cronus. 
 
    While they sat in the shuttle, waiting for its final docking maneuvers to complete, Darla made an observation that it was strange how Saturn, Ouranos, and Neptune’s largest moons were named Titan, Titania, and Triton, respectively. 
 
    Tanis had never considered that before, and wondered what had led to such strangely similar names.  
 
    That bout of curiosity had ended when Darla revealed the cover she’d selected for Tanis to use when travelling from Cronus to New Amsterdam.  
 
    <A dancer?>  
 
    <Yeah, you have the perfect figure for it. Even you’ve admitted that you’re very willowy.> 
 
    “Can we have her wear more clothing?” 
 
    <It’s not like she’s a club dancer or anything, she just likes to wear short shorts and halter tops. It’s a part of her persona.> 
 
    <I see that waist-length, color-changing hair is also a part of her persona.> 
 
    Darla groaned. <Tanis, you’re like a child. You push back at new things, but you really end up liking them. You balked at the mirrorsheath, and then I couldn’t get you out of it.> 
 
    <It was like fashion-armor, a protective cocoon—I know!> Tanis exclaimed, thrusting a finger in the air and startling a few nearby passengers. <What if this dancer wore a mirrorsheath? Add in the whole automaton mask, she could be all about post-humanism expression in dance.> 
 
    <No can do, Tanis. You turning Claire into a mirrorsheath-loving automaton-woman is the exact reason why we can’t do that anymore. Especially if the Jovians figured out that it was you. It’s likely that the Diskers did as well. That means mirrorsheaths are out for the foreseeable future.> 
 
    Tanis pursed her lips as the shuttle completed its docking procedure, watching as the attendant performed seal checks before opening the door. Tanis was in the second row, so in just a few minutes, she was walking down Cronus’s main passenger terminal. 
 
    <We should think of ways we can do other covers with masks, then. Like the Fashion-G Suit,> she said as she made her way through the crowds to a nearby san. <That thing was great. Though we need to properly weaponize it.>  
 
    <You say that like I still have it.> 
 
    <Of course you do.> Tanis couldn’t help the smile that formed on her lips. <You transferred all that gear into storage pods. One’s on the Cho, and the other is on Ceres’ Insi Ring.> 
 
    <Well…it was all very expensive—clever sleuthing, by the way. Besides, we might need some of them again. You never know.> 
 
    “You never know,” Tanis agreed aloud as she stepped into the san and began to pull off her shipsuit.  
 
    A minute later, she was wearing Kiora’s favorite outfit: short spandex shorts in a swirling blue pattern, and a tight, white halter top. Her hair, as required, shifted through a variety of shades of pinks, purples, and blues.  
 
    “Handy thing about having you up in my brain space,” Tanis said as she ‘grew’ her hair out to her lower back, “is that I have this nifty artificial hair.” 
 
    <Half the human population has artificial hair. This is just your staid upbringing getting in the way again.> 
 
    Tanis ignored Darla’s statement, pulling a much more fashionable bag out of her trusty rucksack, and then putting her shipsuit and rucksack into it. 
 
    Once Darla had made a few tweaks to the security feeds and arrival times in the terminal, Kiora Adams stepped out of the san that Tanis Richards had entered.  
 
    Kiora’s gate was just on the next concourse, and Tanis hurried to get there before the shuttle departed, arriving with just a few minutes to spare.  
 
    The shuttle was small—only four seats across with a central aisle. After greeting the human attendant, she found her aisle seat, secured her bag in the netting at her feet, and had just begun to secure her harness when a man appeared next to her.  
 
    “Uhh…sorry, I have the window there.” 
 
    “Shoot,” Tanis muttered in Kiora’s husky voice, and unclasped her harness before sliding out and letting the man pass.  
 
    “They’d just have to pull out one row of seats, and we’d all have enough room to breathe,” the man muttered as he settled in.  
 
    “Then we might actually enjoy taking shuttle flights like this,” Tanis replied with a wan smile. “And that just wouldn’t do. Probably upset the cosmic balance or something.” 
 
    The man’s Link ident showed his name to be Tori, and he gave a knowing smile in return. “Yup, all part of some millennia-long scheme to keep us regular folk in line.” He paused and met her eyes “Tori, by the way.” 
 
    “I know,” Tanis said, tapping next to her eye and then winking. “Your ident gives you away.” 
 
    “Shoot. I should know that by now. Where I’m from, most people don’t use Link ident to show names. Weird this far insystem, I guess.” 
 
    Tanis offered her hand. “Well, I’m Kiora Adams, it’s very nice to meet you Tori. Where you from?” That information was already up on her HUD as well, but she decided to humor the man with the small talk he seemed to desire. 
 
    “Durgen 19,” he said with a half-smile. “You’ve never heard of it, I’m sure.” 
 
    Tanis knew exactly where it was, but as Kiora she nodded. “You’re right. I haven’t.” 
 
    “It’s out near Tyche, a hab cylinder in the middle of nowhere. Well, this far insystem where everything’s all jam-packed, you’d consider it to be the in the middle of nowhere. For us, it’s just a month out from Tyche…at present, at least.” 
 
    “That does sound a bit out there,” Tanis replied with a considerate smile. “I’m from Triton—way out there for OuterSol, but I guess to you, it’s in the thick of things.” 
 
    “Well,” Tori chuckled. “We give Neptonians like you a bit of respect. You’re pretty far out on the fringe. Plus you’re a long way from Jupiter, so that helps.” 
 
    “I’ve heard that some Diskers are pretty pissed with the Jovians lately,” Tanis replied. “About Pluto, right?” 
 
    “Well, if we had to pick just one recent thing, yeah, Pluto would be on the list. Bastards were supposed to move it into a more stable orbit, but keep it trans-Neptunian.” 
 
    <Which wasn’t really possible,> Darla commented privately. <Not with where the Diskers want to build their new planet out there.> 
 
    “But instead, they pulled it all the way into Jupiter and mashed it together with its moons and some other stuff,” Tanis completed. “I heard that they always had the option to do that—though I get that we hear different news inside the Combine than you do out in the Scattered Disk.” 
 
    Tori pursed his lips as he nodded. “Yeah, I get that they were within their rights to move Pluto, but they were supposed to attempt a stabilized orbit first. All the models said it would be possible.” 
 
    “I suppose it’s no silver lining that it should be a nice place when they’re done terraforming it?” Tanis asked, hoping to head Tori’s ire off at the pass. It was a two-hour flight down to New Amsterdam, and as interesting as it was to see other points of view—especially from someone who lived as far out as Tyche—listening to someone complain about politics wasn’t really her definition of a good time.  
 
    <You should remind him that the Diskers’ Atlantis Project got most of its capital from the Jovian purchase of Pluto.> 
 
    <Trying not to agitate him further,> Tanis replied. <Whatever happened to that whole ‘Student of Humanity’ thing? It seems to be selective.> 
 
    Darla let out a long groan. <Studying humanity and tolerating stupidity are two different things.> 
 
    “Well, it would be nice if they gave it back after, sure,” Tori said, his voice sour, and Tanis began to feel a desire to channel Darla with the man. Instead, she tried to mollify him. 
 
    “Well, I hope you don’t lump all of us in with the choices they make down at the Cho. I should ask, though, if you’re so upset with the JC, why are you visiting?” 
 
    Tori twisted his lips for a minute before replying. “I’m doing some research on how they manage the wind shear on the floating cities. My company wants to produce some composites that could be used in floating cities like New Amsterdam, but there’s nothing like talking to the engineers who run the place to understand what they really need.” 
 
    “Wow, that sounds like you must really know your stuff!” Tanis exclaimed brightly. “I studied extragalactic stellar formation for a bit and was hoping to get on a colony ship, but there’s been a bit of a lull, lately. The Generation Ship Service isn’t expected to put out a call for decades.” 
 
    “So now you…?” Tori glanced at Tanis’s outfit and then her hair. “I’ll admit, I have no idea. Is that a team uniform?” 
 
    “No,” Tanis giggled softly. “I’m a dancer, I like to be able to move freely, that’s all.” 
 
    “Oh? What kind of dance?” Tori asked, and Tanis could tell he was mildly interested in the dance, and very interested in the thought of her performing a routine.  
 
    “Oh, a lot of different styles,” she replied. “I’m really into ‘Horde’ right now. Though to get in with one of the major crews, you have to get the horns for real. I don’t know that the style will last long enough to be worth it, so I just wear prosthetics when I perform.” 
 
    “Wow, Horde? Really? I can’t picture you onstage, all painted in those blue patterns, screaming your head off.” 
 
    <Neither can I, Darla,> she said with a mental scowl directed at the AI before replying with a laugh. “You’d be surprised by what some graphene applique and ten-centimeter tusks can do to spruce a girl up.” 
 
    Tori snorted. “I’ll bet. Is that why you’re going down to New Amsterdam? For a performance?” 
 
    “Yup.” Tanis nodded vigorously, then glanced away. “Well, I hope. I have some auditions to do. There’s a lot of art and culture on New Amsterdam, though. I’m sure I’ll find something.” 
 
    “I’d like to see you perform, if you land somewhere,” Tori said, an uncertain smile forming on his lips. 
 
    <Awwww, look! He thinks you’re cute and wants to see you shake your booty.> 
 
    <How come ‘Tanis’ never gets hit on like this?> she groused to Darla while replying to Tori, “Of course! I’ll hit you up if you’re still on New Amsterdam when,” she paused to wink at him, “not if, I land a gig.” 
 
    <Other than the fact that ‘Tanis’ kinda looks like she wants to kick random people’s asses all the time?> 
 
    <Yes, other than that.> Tanis almost growled the words, but realized that would reinforce Darla’s point.  
 
    <Well, thanks to me, your covers all have a better sense of style than you do.> 
 
    Tanis felt the urge to make a rude gesture at Darla’s avatar—and then she proceeded to indulge that urge. 
 
    “You know…” Tori ventured cautiously. “Maybe once you get settled, we could meet for drinks.” 
 
    <You call this style?> Tanis replied to Darla first. <Most of my swimsuits have more fabric.> Then she addressed Tori. “I guess we’ll see what our schedules look like. I’ve got a few auditions right off, so if I get accepted, I’ll be busy rehearsing—I’m a bit crazy like that. I need to prove to people as soon as possible that they didn’t make a mistake bringing me on.” 
 
    <Sounds a bit—> 
 
    <Darla…don’t even say it.> 
 
    “I get that,” Tori nodded emphatically. “I’m like that when I start a new job, too. I work crazy hours just to learn everything I need to know—no matter how long it takes. This one time…” 
 
    Tori began to tell Tanis a story of how he’d once worked one hundred hours straight at a plant where they made graphene that was often used for appliques like the ones she’d likely wear for Horde dancing.  
 
    Despite the fact there was only so much excitement to be had in the wild world of graphene, Tori spun a tale that was more entertaining than Tanis had expected.  
 
    They continued chatting as the shuttle approached Saturn, but as they drew close, he broke off from a story about Tyche’s wildlife to point out the window at the planet below. 
 
    “You know…that’s the closest I’ve ever been to anything bigger than Nibiru. It’s freaking huge.” 
 
    “I always find it amazing how visible the rings are. You can see them clear across OuterSol with even moderate visual augmentations, but they’re only ten meters thick.  
 
    “Except at those,” Tori said, pointing out the window at a kilometer-high berm that had formed in the rings.  
 
    Tanis had never seen a buildup like that in person. They were caused when harmonic orbits created standing waves in the rings, or when electron beams from lightning storms on the planet below passed through the ring and charged micro-particles in it.  
 
    “That looks amazing,” Tanis said as she leant over Tori to look at the buildup of dark particles above the ring. “They always say that there’s no place like Saturn.” 
 
    “Easily as complex as the rest of the Sol System,” Tori said in agreement.  
 
    “All passengers, we’re beginning our final descent to New Amsterdam,” the attendant announced. “Things are a bit windy down there, so they have the dome-top closed. We’ll be docking at one of the perimeter bays. That means we’re coming down into the upper cloud deck. Things’ll get a bit bumpy, but once we get on the city’s leeward side, it’ll smooth out. We’ll have you in Bay A1219 in under fifteen minutes.” 
 
    “I wonder how bad that really is?” Tanis asked as the ship began to slow, dropping further toward the planet, now past the A ring.  
 
    Gravity began to pull down on them as Tori shrugged. “I mean, people do this all the time, right?” 
 
    Tanis couldn’t help that her laugh sounded a bit nervous as the first of the planet’s winds buffeted the shuttle. 
 
    <Just a breeze,> Darla said. <Well, I mean it would be if we weren’t dropping into the cloudtops at twenty seven thousand kilometers per hour.> 
 
    The shuttle shook and shuddered, a disconcerting rattling noise getting stronger, until Tanis began to wonder how much of an inspection the shuttles received between each flight. 
 
    Then the vibrations lessened, and through the window, she saw a dark structure looming nearby in the thick clouds. 
 
    Suddenly the vibrations were gone entirely, and the view outside Tori’s window was of a docking bay with a half dozen other shuttles in cradles, people either getting on, or getting off each of them.  
 
    “Whew.” Tori’s word was followed by a low whistle. “Feels perfectly stable in here. “ 
 
    “I guess they’ll really have the know-how you need for your work,” Tanis replied. “To have the city feel entirely unperturbed by those winds….” 
 
    <It is very, very massive,> Darla said to Tanis. <And it’s only just over a thousand millibars outside the bay here. Well, regularly, at least.> 
 
    <And further down?> 
 
    <Thousands of millibars.> 
 
    As the shuttle slid along its docking rails and onto the cradle, Tanis grabbed her bag and began to undo her harness.  
 
    “Eager to go?” Tori asked.  
 
    “I’m ready to see what we just risked the storm for,” Tanis replied with a grin. “It’s surreal, right? We’re ‘on’ Saturn. I mean…I know that this city is hundreds of years old, but it’s new to me.” 
 
    “I get where you’re coming from,” Tori replied as he retrieved his bag. “Remember, it’s my first time seeing anything this big. Well, not New Amsterdam, the planet.” 
 
    They walked off the shuttle and across the bay onto the concourse beyond. On the far side were wide windows that looked out over the city, and the pair jogged toward them.  
 
    In a word, the view was breathtaking.  
 
    The floating city was a disk over ninety kilometers in diameter, filled with what appeared to be old-Earth buildings, all divided by an extensive canal system.  
 
    The city was ringed by holowalls that looked like an Earth sky, though a thousand meters up, those gave way to the clear dome that stretched overhead.  
 
    <When there’s no storm, it’s just clear skies above the blue wall,> Darla supplied. 
 
    At present, of course, that view was obscured by thin ammonia clouds that shrouded the city as it weathered what the announcements called a ‘mild’ storm.  
 
    At the very top of the dome, Tanis could still make out the shape of the ring overhead, appearing almost like a giant knife that was going to come down and cut the city in half.  
 
    “Can you imagine living here?” Tanis asked breathlessly. 
 
    Tori laughed. “Isn’t that your plan?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” she tittered. “I guess. I mean to grow up here…with those rings overhead all the time…and seeing the lightning and Enceladus ice geysers….” 
 
    She trailed off and gave Tori an apologetic look. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” he gave her an encouraging shrug. “I fully endorse being awestruck by this place.” 
 
    “I’d better go,” she said, gesturing to the maglev that would take her down to a hotel near one of the canals. “You staying surface-side?” 
 
    “Nope, looks like your dancing gigs pay better than my company does. I’m a few levels down. Don’t mind that much, though. I want to be close to the engineers’ watering holes.” 
 
    “Still always working extra hard, aren’t you?” Tanis asked with a warm smile.  
 
    “Guess so.” 
 
    The pair parted, and as Tanis stood waiting for the next maglev, Darla spoke up. <Too bad we can’t stay here a while.> 
 
    Tanis nodded absently. <If Alden didn’t have us on the clock, I’d put in for some shore leave here for everyone on the ship. I wonder. Were Venus’s cloud cities anything like this before they terraformed the planet?> 
 
    <That’s a big no,> Darla replied. <They were more like a bunch of dirigibles tethered together. Nothing like these places.> 
 
    <I really do wonder what possessed the first person to build a city on Saturn,> Tanis mused as she stepped aboard, feeling sluggish in the near-Earth gravity at Saturn’s cloudtops. <It has to have been a dare.> 
 
    <The city has an interesting historical record in their archives. Seems like they grew out of research stations. There were high-altitude dirigibles deployed to Saturn close to two millennia ago. Then, after the tensile materials to build orbital rings were discovered, probes were sent down to the depths, where—to everyone’s surprise—they performed better than expected. Before long, folks were working out how to make the pontoons that ‘float’ on the liquid slurry at the bottom of the cloud decks, and now here we are.> 
 
    Tanis smiled and shook her head as she looked out the maglev’s window as they sped out of the terminal and out across the city. 
 
    Boats were moving through the canals, some with people pushing them along with long poles, others under their own power, motors making small wakes behind. 
 
    <I was thinking more about the motivation of the people who made it,> Tanis replied. <I mean…I can see a research outpost, but then someone said ‘I know what would be perfect to build in the second stormiest place in the Sol System: floating cities!> 
 
    <I think you just need to look up,> Darla replied, and Tanis turned her gaze from the city below to the clear overhead and the skies above. 
 
    The storm had begun to abate, and the top of New Amsterdam’s high dome once again rose above the cloudtops, creating a breathtaking view as night settled over the city. 
 
    New Amsterdam was twenty degrees north of the equator, and it was currently ‘summer’ in Saturn’s northern hemisphere—which gave them just shy of four and a half hours of daylight before night would settle in for a slightly shorter period, as it was doing now.  
 
    All of that was lost on Tanis as she stared up, mouth agape at the view overhead. At this time of year, the planet cast no shadow on the rings, and they were fully illuminated by the sun, casting their ruddy yellow glow down on the planet below.  
 
    <Wow, that’s bright,> Tanis whispered in her mind. <Look! You can see the geysers erupting on Enceladus’s southern pole!>  
 
    <And there’s Daphnis, plowing its way through the A ring.> 
 
    Tanis snorted. <Almost thought you said ‘dolphins’ for a second there.> 
 
    <Not everything is dolphins, Tanis.> 
 
    Their conversation ceased as they continued to gaze  up at the view—though when Titan hove into view, Tanis pointed it out, marveling at how they could see its atmosphere even from tens of thousands of kilometers away.  
 
    She was still staring up as the maglev stopped at a platform down on the city’s surface, and Darla prodded her to get off. 
 
    “I’m gonna get a kink in my neck,” she muttered absently as she stepped off onto the stone walkway.  
 
    A few chuckles came from other passengers getting on and off the train, and Tanis pulled her gaze back down from the heavens above to the street she now stood on. 
 
    The maglev line ran perpendicularly across a canal—down which a long wooden boat filled with passengers and a few musicians floated. Alongside it ran a narrow street paved with round stones that made Tanis glad for Kiora’s preference for flat footwear. She smiled at the relaxed atmosphere while threading her way through the light crowds, most of which were walking slowly and taking in the views while holding glasses of their favorite beverage. 
 
    Her destination was a hotel named ‘The Barony’, and it was just a few blocks away…or across two canals, by the local reckoning. 
 
    Their target had checked in there the day before, the TSF officer named Kameron, who the Jovians suspected to be colluding with subversive elements within the Disker military. 
 
    Their evidence was slim, mostly a number of after-hours meetings with Disker representatives, and now this unscheduled vacation down to New Amsterdam.  
 
    She really didn’t expect to find much. The Jovians were being paranoid, and most of their leads didn’t pan out. 
 
    I suppose I should take it a bit more seriously, Tanis thought as she approached her hotel.  
 
    Despite the possible import of this detour, her real concern was that she wouldn’t hear back from Harm before she had to depart for Terra; that she’d end up off-book once more—heading to humanity’s homeworld on her own to hunt down Admiral Mikayla.  
 
    Of course, that put her in dangerous territory, because she would end up looking like a traitor herself. What Tanis really wanted to do was go off-book to find Oligarch Alden and beat him about the head for a good while.  
 
    How did it come to this? she wondered.  
 
    A year ago, she was the commander of a patrol ship that had a good reputation with a solid crew. Then she got an AI which no one was allowed to know about, and shortly thereafter she became a spy. Add in some additional shenanigans, and now she was a double agent. 
 
    In her mind, Tanis had imagined that working for Division 99 would be a short-term thing. Maybe something she’d do for a few years before getting promoted to major and getting command of a larger ship.  
 
    But now, with Alden holding her hostage, the Division was either going to make her continue to work as a double agent, or they were going to force her to permanently change her identity—and probably continue working as a spy. That is, if they didn’t disavow her and hang her out to dry. 
 
    She tried not to give that line of thought much credit, but the notion that her time as ‘Tanis Richards’ was coming to an end kept flitting about at the edge of her consciousness, souring her mood more than a little. 
 
    One step at a time, Tanis, she said to herself with a resolute calm that she hoped would somehow permeate herself. Right now, we sort out this Kameron guy. Harm’s not going to leave us in the wind. He’ll give us some sort of direction. Maybe he’ll even figure out a way out of this mess. 
 
    When Tanis reached the hotel, she saw that it was well appointed, but not opulent by any means. Just the sort of place Kiora Adams could afford to stay, given the fact that she was a dancer with enough money for interplanetary travel.  
 
    When Tanis finally reached her room, she realized that it had been over thirty hours since she last caught a few hours of shut-eye in her cabin aboard the Kirby Jones.  
 
    It was well past midnight local time, and the day would commence with the next sunrise in four hours.  
 
    <You need sleep, Tanis. I’ve got taps going in the hotel’s network. By the time you wake up, I’ll have feeds, and we’ll know where Kameron is. Then you can bump into him with a nice passel of nano, and we can see what he’s up to.> 
 
    Tanis nodded, uncertain if she even muttered ‘thanks’ before falling asleep.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    TANK 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 03.01.4085 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: TSS Kirby Jones, Hyperion Service Yard 17-32 
 
    REGION: Saturn, Jovian Combine, OuterSol  
 
      
 
      
 
    Connie bit her tongue and counted to ten before responding to the woman from the Portmaster’s office who had reached out over audible comms.  
 
    “So you’re telling me that I can’t get a new helium tank for the Jones why, exactly? I’m trying not to be dense, but I’m totally flummoxed here.” 
 
    “Well, you see,” the woman began in a nasal tone that made Connie wish they were face to face…so she could test a theory about breaking her nose. “Your ship commander failed to file a JR-182A. She filed a JR-182B. That’s for a new H3 tank on your class of ship when the old one is past its service date. Yours still has four years on its service date, so we can’t replace it with a JR-182B.” 
 
    Connie muted the audio pickups and placed her hands over her temples, doing her best not to scream. Marion was with her in the engineering bay—they’d been chatting about a new card game they’d heard of called Snark, debating whether or not they should buy official cards or just fab some, when the woman from the Portmaster’s office had called in. 
 
    “You know,” Marion whispered, watching Connie trying not to lose it, “I like my job a lot more. I still have a lot of shitty paperwork, like dozens of forms for ammo and charge cylinders, but at the end of the day, I get to use my gear to shoot shit.” 
 
    “Wanna stage a raid on this woman’s console?” Connie asked with a hungry grin, before unmuting her pickups. “Sergeant Hanja, I cross-checked those forms myself. The B version is for a new tank because of a structural issue. The A form is for it going past its service date. You have them mixed up.” 
 
    “No…no, I’m pretty sure you have them wrong.” 
 
    “Pretty sure?” Connie fumed. “Pretty sure? I’m curious, if I were to file an A as well, would that get us the tank? Just for funsies?” 
 
    Sergeant Hanja cleared her throat. “Oh no, that won’t work at all. You see, we pushed the B you filed into procurement. They have a pending rejection on it, but they won’t accept an A form until the B clears. The system’s just not set up to have two tanks requested for a ship that only takes one.” 
 
    Connie pursed her lips and muted the pickups again and pounded her fist against the edge of the console, causing Marion’s eyes to widen in alarm. 
 
    “Connie…this isn’t healthy. You can’t get so worked up about stuff.” 
 
    “You’re right,” she replied, trying to regulate her breathing. “I’m just…just.…” 
 
    “Something to do with the commander’s secret orders?” Marion prompted with a wink. 
 
    “Yeah,” Connie nodded. “We can’t sit here for weeks while they get their heads out of their asses, and I’ve seen shit like this take that long to clear up.” 
 
    “I’ve got this,” Marion said as she leant over and toggled the pickups, doing her best impersonation of Connie’s accent. “Uhhh…Sergeant Hanja, we’ve checked over everything, and we see that you’re right. So from what we can see—because we have to ship out in four days—we’d like to request a refueling of our H3.” 
 
    “Pardon?” the woman on the other end of the comm asked. “You can’t do that, your tank is leaking.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m not sure. I checked over the ship’s ready status, and since our requests for a new tank are rejected, that has flagged our ship as cleared for refueling. I can see it right here on the station boards.” 
 
    “Uh…well that’s an error.” 
 
    “Ho, whoa, whoa, Sergeant Hanja. I know that in real life, two wrongs don’t make a right, but if our tanks are no good, and we can’t get new ones. I see two negatives adding up to a positive.” 
 
    “That makes no logical sense whatsoever,” Connie whispered. 
 
    Marion winked and continued, “I’ve submitted the request for refueling. Looks like the NSAI’s approved it! Wow, that’s efficient. We’re going to get in queue for the…oh, look, it placed us at the G9A fueling station. That’s only a few hundred meters from where your offices are inside the station, isn’t it?” 
 
    “What? How is this—” 
 
    “You should come to the windows so we can wave to you while we’re topping off—”  
 
    “Kirby Jones! You cannot refuel! Your tank will explode! The cap housings are fractured, it’ll—” 
 
    “Are you acknowledging, on the official record, that you are denying us a refuel because our tank is damaged and needs to be replaced?” Marion prompted.  
 
    “Uh…I suppose so.” 
 
    “OK…we’re passing official acknowledgement from the Portmaster’s office on to procurement. Can you hold for just a second?”  
 
    Marion muted the pickups and then began to whistle a tune. Surprisingly, the woman on the other end remained silent until the procurement board changed the state of the request to approved—which took only a minute.  
 
    Marion enabled the pickups again and proclaimed, “Oh! Look at that, they just approved our new tank! Stars, you’re helpful, Sergeant Hanja. I’m certainly going to put in a recommendation for you after this.” 
 
    “Um…thank you, Kirby Jones.” The woman sounded both relieved and confused. “I…uh…PMO, signing off.” 
 
    “Stars,” Connie gave Marion a look of awe-filled adoration. “How the hell did you do that? And can I pay you under the table to handle all my procurement requests?” 
 
    <She had a little help behind the scenes,> Lovell chimed in. <Seriously, Connie, you really need to ask your team to help you more often. We’re all in this together.> 
 
    “Thanks, Lovell. And you’re right. I just…I’m just a bit of a go-it-alone kinda gal.” 
 
    <Well, even though we have to pretend we don’t know what’s going on around here—which sometimes doesn’t take much pretending at all—the Jones comes first.> 
 
    “Jones first.” Marion raised her fist, and Connie reached out and clasped it.  
 
    “Damn skippy. Jones first.”


 
   
 
  



 
 
    SEEKING TANIS 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 03.02.4085 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Interplanetary pinnace, orbiting Titan 
 
    REGION: Saturn, Jovian Combine, OuterSol 
 
      
 
      
 
    Normally, Leona respected an officer who was good at their job. She believed that efficiency and effectiveness were some of the best traits anyone could possess. 
 
    She recognized that not everyone could operate at her level, but she liked to know that the people around her were at least pulling their weight as best they could.  
 
    She did not, however, appreciate a high level of efficiency in officers of foreign militaries.  
 
    The fact that the Terran Space Force was able to simply traipse around the Sol System as though they owned the whole place, while the militaries of the Federation’s other member states faced restrictions, even in their own territories, bothered her enough as it was.  
 
    The least they could do was suck at their jobs. 
 
    Thinking of the TSF as a group of bungling idiots assuaged Leona’s simmering resentment of them, and then people like Tanis would appear and mess that up. 
 
    Of course, Leona knew that applying a blanket judgement to all TSF personnel was dangerous in her line of work, and she endeavored not to let herself slip into a false sense of complacency. As such, the effort to manually track Tanis Richards aided greatly in staving off any such complacency in herself.   
 
    Made all the more effective because she couldn’t find the woman’s trail at all.  
 
    <This is ridiculous, Chelsea. We know where she was, and we know where she’s going. How is it that we’ve totally lost her?> 
 
    <I suspect that perhaps it’s because she’s a spy. Maybe if we share what we know?> The AI’s tone did little to hide her own annoyance—which Leona hoped had more to do with her own inability to find the Mickie operative than disgust with Leona’s frustration.  
 
    Initially, Leona thought it would be a fun exercise to pit her abilities against both her own AI’s and Tanis Richards’s, making a game out of who could find Tanis the fastest. But as the hours ticked on, and they were unable to locate and positively identify Tanis, both of their frustration levels had risen. 
 
    <OK, you’re right. The time for games is over. I found her first leg, from Hyperion to Cronus.> 
 
    <As did I, that was a simple thing.> 
 
    <Right, and since her shuttle docked at Cronus, four direct flights have left for New Amsterdam. I’ve looked them over in detail, and no one on those flights comes close to Tanis’s physical profile.> Leona bit back a frustrated sigh.  
 
    <Which means she could have transferred to another station, or flown to another surface city and then transferred.> 
 
    Leona shrugged and leant back in her chair, looking around her private quarters on the pinnace that Alden had secured for her. The cabin was nice. A bit too nice. She didn’t like to surround herself with much in the way of comfort. It made it too easy to forget what reality was for a woman like her.  
 
    <Within the last twenty-four hours, over two thousand flights left Cronus Station for over a thousand different stations and surface cities,> Leona said. <If you start to do the math, the possible routes spiral out of control very quickly.> 
 
    <And that assumes passenger liners,> Chelsea added. <She could have grabbed a berth aboard a commercial freighter, rented a ship—stars, she could have hidden aboard any number of cargo ships, or even clung to the back of an interstation drone.> 
 
    This time, Leona did let out an audible sigh. <If I limit it to only three transfers, I get route possibilities in the millions. Fuck…if I add in drones and up the number of transfers to four, there are over fifty million possible routes she could have taken to New Amsterdam.> 
 
    <Well, if you factor in flight delays and the time it takes to get through most of the terminals, you’re down to a hair under thirty million.> 
 
    Leona groaned as she pushed off from her chair and drifted to her bunk, eyeing its soft blankets warily before pulling herself down onto it.  
 
    <OK,> she began once more. <I’ve been tracing flights out of Cronus containing people with Tanis’s rough physiology. What if she got some sort of serious mod-work done before leaving? She did that to get into the Blue Lagoon.> 
 
    <Perhaps, but I don’t think she would.> Chelsea added a note of uncertainty to her mental tone. <She needs to make this trip as short as possible. Extreme mods add a day or more on either end of the mission. To be honest, I gave up trying to track her outbound path. She made a smart choice hitting Cronus right before a mass of departures.> 
 
    <But we have full access to all their feeds and Link tracking. We clearly see Tanis get off the shuttle from Hyperion. She hits a san, and then leaves, heading toward the nearest commissary. Then she just disappears. That simply shouldn’t happen. It’s like she deliberately went to Cronus to mess with us.> 
 
    <Well, she had to go somewhere. There are no direct flights between Hyperion and New Amsterdam.> Chelsea’s sparrow-like laugh sounded in Leona’s mind. <OK, she lost us, and now we have to deal with it. Like I said, tracking inbound flights to New Amsterdam is the way to go. I’ve established a window from her earliest possible arrival time up ‘til now. Thirty-two passenger transports, seventy-four commercial ships, and four hundred and twenty-nine drones all landed on the city in that timeframe.> 
 
    “Still a needle in a haystack,” Leona muttered aloud. 
 
    <You were the one that wanted to test our skill against Tanis’s on this. I can feed the data to one of the JSF’s NSAI clusters. They’ll find her in no time.> 
 
    Leona pressed the heels of her hands into her eyes and shook her head. “No, we’re operating on the QT here. Alden needs to be distanced from any connection with what’s going to happen at Terra. You know that once the shit hits the fan, the TSF is going to tear apart everything Tanis has done since Europa. If they even catch a whiff of a connection to Alden….” 
 
    <I get that. I could mask the request….> 
 
    “It’s tempting, it really is, but even if it doesn’t make it back to Alden, it still puts you and I in the crosshairs of an investigation.” 
 
    <We’re already in those crosshairs, Leona. Don’t think for a moment that the TSF’s Division 99 won’t link us to Tanis when this all comes to light.> 
 
    “Alden will make sure we’re taken care of.” 
 
    <I’m not worried about Alden.> 
 
    Leona knew who Chelsea was referring to: Gage. 
 
    “Right, well, all of that is ample reason to keep this to ourselves. It’s not like we need to take risks. We have eyes on Kameron; Tanis is going to approach him at some point, and when she does, she’ll out her cover.” 
 
    <This is maddening, Leona. Even looking over every visual we have on every person coming into New Amsterdam, I still can’t make a match to Tanis. There are a few that are close, but the time for her to have modded enough to match those people is well outside the timeframe we have.> 
 
    Leona stared at the overhead, tracing the vent bulge that was covered by a decorative panel, willing it to give her some sort of insight.  
 
    Then it hit her. “Chelsea. What if our timeframes are wrong?” 
 
    <I don’t understand what you mean. We know when Tanis reached Cronus. Everything stems from there.> 
 
    “Exactly. What if Tanis or her mystery AI fudged with that somehow?” 
 
    <OK. I’m going to cross-check Cronus’s stated arrival times with the JSF’s STC. I’ll be careful.> 
 
    Leona nodded absently while she settled in to wait. With the light lag and delays introduced by the myriad comm networks that encircled Saturnian space, it took almost five minutes for Chelsea to get her answer. 
 
    <To quote you, Leona, ‘Motherfucker!’> 
 
    “You found her?”  
 
    <Well, I’m on the trail. Turns out that her shuttle from Hyperion came into Cronus early. Somehow…and I’m certain Gage is right about her having an AI—> 
 
    “She is an L2, Chelsea.” 
 
    <L2 only gets you so far. You can fit an L4 equivalent AI inside a human without moving things around too much. Trust me when I say that as good as Tanis is, she couldn’t have done this so fast—or well, I think.> 
 
    “So if that shuttle came in early…how early?” 
 
    <Twenty-three minutes.> 
 
    “Crap! That gives her the chance to take a whole raft of flights that we hadn’t factored in.” 
 
    <Like this one?> Chelsea flagged a shuttle that took a direct path from Cronus to New Amsterdam.  
 
    “Damn…yeah. Just like that one.” 
 
    <And perhaps a woman like this might match our quarry?> 
 
    Chelsea passed Leona a visual of a woman matching Tanis’s build, but with long multicolored hair and a face bearing slightly more delicate features. 
 
    “Crap, Chelsea! That means she’s already down on New Amsterdam!” 
 
    <She sure is. I’m pulling feeds from the passenger terminal. Now that we know the name she’s going by, we’ll be able to track her much more easily.> 
 
    Leona pulled up the information and nodded. “Well, Kiora Adams, seems you’re not as clever as you thought you were.” 
 
    <Or you and I were trying to be too clever.>


 
   
 
  



 
 
    BOAT RIDE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 03.02.4085 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: The Barony Hotel, New Amsterdam 
 
    REGION: Saturn, Jovian Combine, OuterSol 
 
      
 
      
 
    While Tanis slept, Darla worked at establishing a secondary cover. If there was one thing she’d learned, it was that her human partner was more than willing to burn a cover if it was even moderately convenient.  
 
    It mildly annoyed Darla, considering the effort she put into each cover. It was also the reason that she’d taken to simply using locals if they were temporarily indisposed.  
 
    Although, based on what had happened with Monica on Crantor, that may not have been the best plan. 
 
    I’ll just have to do a bit more checking into people that I ‘borrow’ to make sure the reason they’re not around isn’t because they’re hiding from someone who wants to hurt them. 
 
    Darla suddenly imagined a vigilante that would show up in people’s lives, appropriate their bodies for a bit, and solve their problems in the process. 
 
    Probably already a vid series with that premise—or a dozen.  
 
    She made a note to go find them later…. There might be some interesting ideas to be had—and if there wasn’t such a show, she knew some producers who might buy the idea from her. 
 
    She looked through the feeds of locals in New Amsterdam, searching for someone that might be useful to appropriate, but none jumped out. The biggest issue was timing. It was impossible to know when Tanis might need to swap covers.  
 
    Nothing for it. I need to create a fresh cover…someone who is travelling here, or lives here, I wonder? 
 
    Not for the first time, Darla wished that Tanis had a bit of a thicker build. With her slender features, it was almost impossible to make her appear as a man, which would open up a lot of other possibilities when it came to backgrounds, fashions, and behavior patterns.  
 
    The easiest alternate personas for Tanis were ones that involved someone who was into sports or other physical activities. She had considered convincing Tanis to add mods that would allow them to adjust her hip and breast size with ease, but was relatively certain that it would be too much for her partner. 
 
    Harm sure seems to have them, though, Darla thought with a laugh. 
 
    Ultimately, she crafted a woman named Evelyn, a free-spirited, nomadic bard. She traveled around the Sol System, doing small gigs in bars and busking in public areas for credit.  
 
    New Amsterdam, with its canals, was perfect for that. Half the boats drifting through the city had itinerant musicians at their bows, singing a tune while strumming some sort of instrument. 
 
    Maybe if we have a lull in this op, I can get her to wander around performing on the canals…something to help establish the cover.  
 
    Darla realized that meant she would have to order Tanis an instrument—something she could learn to play fast and stash somewhere.  
 
    OK…let’s just go with singing only. 
 
    That work done, she flipped through vid feeds from across the city—access granted courtesy of a friend of a friend who she ran an expanse for—when she spotted Tori wandering through a park on the surface.  
 
    While she didn’t begrudge the man a stroll under the ringlight, she was surprised to see him out there. On the flight down, he’d mentioned several times about how tired he was from his journey and the transfers around Saturn. Not only that, but his boarding location was deep within the city, and it would have taken him at least twenty minutes to get up to that park. 
 
    Maybe he just can’t sleep. He’s very lightly modded, so he probably can’t force himself into a sleep cycle.  
 
    Darla knew it was a weak argument; even if a person didn’t have mods, the drugs to manage sleep were commonplace. She did know that some humans preferred not to use drugs or mods to manage their biochemistry, counting on a good diet and natural rhythms to keep them healthy. 
 
    It was utter nonsense, so far as she was concerned. If the human body were a perfect machine that could take a limited variety of nutritional inputs and create every chemical cocktail it needed, that would be one thing. But thousands of years of science showed that organisms like humans were very good at adapting to their food sources and environments, but that those adaptations were often compromises. Compromises that wore down the body and made it less efficient over time. 
 
    Modern medicine and science understood human biology well enough to know that, while the body could manage on its own, human biosystems were all reactionary, and many of them were isolated. The solution that one part of the body would employ might be detrimental to another.  
 
    Mednano, along with a half-decent micro-NSAI to manage them, could operate with agency and keep a person healthy for hundreds of years—so long as said person got moderate levels of activity. 
 
    All of that flitted through Darla’s consciousness as she watched Tori continue his walk. She grew curious as to how long he’d been out, and if he’d slept at all. Tracing the feeds he’d appeared in, she became puzzled by his actions.  
 
    As she went further and further back, she realized that he’d never checked into a hotel. After leaving the passenger terminal, he’d collected a large bag from the luggage pickup area, and then carried it to a set of short-term storage lockers at the maglev station.  
 
    Once he’d stowed the bag, Tori had done nothing other than aimlessly wander the city. 
 
    I suppose maybe he made a booking mistake and his room wasn’t ready? 
 
    He’d never given an actual destination, so to check, Darla pulled up a list of hotels near where the man had said he’d be staying. As carefully as possible, she tapped what information she could on each hotel, finding no signs that Tori had booked a stay at any of them.  
 
    She’d been keeping a part of her focus on Tori as he strolled through the park, so she saw when he reached a canal that ran along one side of the greenspace, and a small, covered boat pulled up.  
 
    He slipped down into the boat and disappeared beneath the covered section in the center. 
 
    The boat continued along its way—barely having slowed for Tori—for several kilometers, taking a circuitous route through the city and then back toward the same park. When it arrived at a stone quay, Tori reemerged and walked at a leisurely pace back up onto the green lawns.  
 
    Darla watched the boat depart, now following both it and Tori. 
 
    She could think of dozens of logical reasons for his behavior, ones that belied nefarious intent. But for some reason, she didn’t want to accept any of them. She wanted to know what Tori was up to—not to mention who he’d met with on the boat. 
 
    Tori finally took a lift down into the undercity—not having gone back to the maglev platform at the passenger terminal to retrieve his bag.  
 
    Eventually he came to a low-cost hotel—fifty levels below the surface, close to the maintenance sectors—and checked in.  
 
    Darla’s feeds didn’t give her visuals inside the hotel, but after thirty minutes, no one had exited, and she assumed that was actually where he was staying.  
 
    Tasking a monitoring routine to watch that hotel, she turned her full focus to the boat—which had spent its time travelling through the city, now only a kilometer from The Barony Hotel where she and Tanis were staying.  
 
    All the while, Darla had not spotted any sign that another person was on the boat—though with the cover, it was hard to tell. The vessel could have been automated, or there could have been a servitor driving it—which she supposed was the same thing. 
 
    As it had traversed the canals, Darla looked up the boat’s ownership, finding that it was a private craft, registered to the NA Boaters Club, a group that owned a variety of boats, which members could use whenever they wished with no booking mechanism. 
 
    Finally the boat entered a covered dockhouse only a block from the hotel, and several minutes later, a man emerged, striding along the street that lay next to the canal. 
 
    Hoooooly shit. That’s Kameron! 
 
    The TSF officer walked up to The Barony and calmly entered the hotel. Darla switched to her internal taps and saw a servitor waiting for Kameron with a large case. The man nodded to the bot, and it followed him through the lobby to the lifts. 
 
    I wonder, Darla thought as she switched back to feeds of the maglev platform.  
 
    Sure enough, a servitor eventually showed up at the storage lockers with a large case. It opened the locker and placed Tori’s luggage inside. 
 
    Seems convoluted, Darla mused. Unless….  
 
    She checked over the events and saw that the servitor had not arrived at the terminal until five minutes after Tori had boarded what she now knew to have been Kameron’s boat. 
 
    She considered waking Tanis, but decided that whatever was happening next, it would require ‘bumping into’ Kameron, and since he’d just entered his room, bringing the servitor and the case inside, she determined they may as well wait until he made his next move. 
 
    Besides, Tanis needs rest. She gets so cranky on little sleep.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    BREAKFAST 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 03.02.4085 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: The Barony Hotel, New Amsterdam 
 
    REGION: Saturn, Jovian Combine, OuterSol 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Stars, Darla. You should have woken me. What if Kameron left in a hurry with some sort of dangerous device he’d made from the contents of Tori’s luggage?” 
 
    <Then I would have woken you. In my experience, you can be up and on your way in less than a minute.> 
 
    “Sure, I can do that. Doesn’t mean I like to.” 
 
    <I’ll keep that in mind for the next time you’ve been up for over a day straight.> 
 
    Tanis considered a number of replies for her AI, but in the end she abandoned them all. “So what do you think?” 
 
    <I think that our friend Tori is Lieutenant Kameron’s SWSF contact. The question is what was in the handoff? I would have thought our TSF traitor was handing intel to the Diskers, not that they were going shopping for him.> 
 
    “Yeah, that surprises me as well. So here’s the worst-case scenario: Tori just gave Kameron the final components for a bomb, and he’s going to use it to blow a pontoon strut and drop the city into Saturn. Everyone dies.” 
 
    Darla chuckled as she replied. <What’s with you and fear of the city dropping into Saturn? Do you really think that Kameron and Tori are plotting something like that?> 
 
    Tanis rose and stretched her arms above her head, yawning as she did so. “Keep an eye on Tori. If he leaves New Amsterdam without his big case of badness, that’ll be one clue.” 
 
    <OK, but I think it’s far more likely that they handed off some infiltration tech, than that they’re planning to destroy New Amsterdam.> 
 
    Tanis shrugged as she pulled on a pair of white leggings and a loose dress that stopped a bit higher up the thigh than her personal preference. The dress matched her hair in both color and pattern-shifting ability. The look was a bit disorienting to Tanis—it made her feel like her face was lost in a sea of blues and pinks. “You know how I like to work. Assume the worst-case scenario, rule it out, and then work my way up from there.” 
 
    <What about starting with the most logical scenario?> 
 
    “If the worst-case is illogical, then it will rule itself out pretty quickly.” Tanis pulled her lightwand out of her bag and tucked it into a concealed pouch at her waist before pulling her hair up into a ponytail. 
 
    <OK, well, the easiest way to rule out some sort of city-destroying plot is to get into Kameron’s room. Of course, that’s tricky because he’s still in there….> 
 
    “Why not hack a cleaning drone and send it in?” 
 
    <He has the ‘do not disturb’ option set on his door.> 
 
    Tanis snorted. “If I had a credit for every time I’ve had a cleaning bot—or a human, for that matter—come into a room I’d set that flag on, I could probably buy a starship.” 
 
    <That’s some extreme hyperbole.> 
 
    “I though you liked hyperbole.” 
 
    <Touche.>  
 
    Tanis walked to the room’s door. “So this means I get to go for breakfast, while you have a bot perform a B&E?” 
 
    <Why not. Oh, don’t forget, you have an audition in two hours.> 
 
    She had the door half-open, and Darla’s statement caused her to stumble into it before she got her feet back underneath her. <Pardon!?>  
 
    <I could have sworn I told you about that. Once you started telling Tori that you were here for auditions, I set some up, just to be on the safe side.> 
 
    Tanis could hear the humor in Darla’s voice and found herself wishing there was some way to give the AI the equivalent of a pinch on the arm.  
 
    <Pretty sure you failed to mention that to me, Darla,> was all she ended up saying as she stalked out into the hall.  
 
    <Oh…huh, sorry about that.> 
 
    The hotel had a small restaurant on the fourth floor, with a terrace that overlooked the canals. Tanis had eyed the buffet breakfast, but it looked a bit picked over, so she decided to order off the menu.  
 
    She’d gone for something simple, eggs, bacon, and sausage, silently thanking Darla for not making another vegetarian cover. Her coffee was first to arrive, and Tanis took a breath of the beverage, noting that the beans had been a little over roasted. She added a liberal amount of cream to compensate.  
 
    Passable, she thought as she took her first sip. A lot better than the tar Connie always makes. That stuff probably takes a day off my life with each cup. 
 
    In the canal below, boats plied the waters as the sun marched steadily to its zenith. Tanis wondered what it would be like to be in a place like this on a true vacation—or to live here. Just the idea of living in a city where you were hovering overtop of such a hostile environment made her feel uneasy. 
 
    Tanis knew that it wasn’t really much more dangerous than most stations or ships, but out in space, there wasn’t—at least not immediately, anyway—a massive gravity well underneath, eager to suck you down into the darkness below.  
 
    <How’s your break-in going?> she asked her AI. 
 
    <Close,> Darla replied. <I have a bot tasked for it, the thing just needs to finish replenishing its supplies. Hard to pretend the cleaning bot is there to clean if it doesn’t have a single thing to clean with.> 
 
    Tanis nodded her response, and returned to gazing at the canals and the leisurely traffic upon the waters.  
 
    Her attention was drawn away by a servitor bringing her food, and she’d just taken her first bite of the bacon—unable to hold back a slight moan of pleasure—when Darla made a sound of alarm.  
 
    <Oh, shit.>


 
   
 
  



 
 
    ESCALATION 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 03.02.4085 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Interplanetary pinnace, orbiting Titan 
 
    REGION: Saturn, Jovian Combine, OuterSol 
 
      
 
      
 
    Leona pulled herself into the pinnace’s galley to see her team settled around the table, playing what appeared to be gin-rummy. 
 
    “Seriously, Stefan,” Pearl said with a derisive snort. “Do you really think that what you have can beat me and Forrest? You and Alexi are screwed.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” Leona said as she walked around the table, looking at each person’s hands. “Hmmmmmmmmm.” 
 
    “Shut up, boss,” Alexi rumbled. “You’re not messing with my head.” 
 
    Leona raised her hands defensively and continued on to the counter. “Just taking a peek, that’s all. I’m only here for a top-off on the java.” 
 
    “Think those beans really come from Earth?” Forrest asked without looking up from his hand. 
 
    “I think a person can still call it ‘java’ even if the beans aren’t from the island of Java.” Pearl gave Forrest a judging look. “Besides, even if they’re from the Cho, who wants to say ‘I’ll have a cup of your best Cho’?” 
 
    “Sounds like the sort of thing that would put you in the autodoc for a day,” Stefan added.  
 
    “Stars…you four are just a buncha deep thinkers, aren’t you,” Leona said as she refilled her cup and sealed the lid. 
 
    “You give us some action, and we’ll shoot the shit outta things,” Pearl said, glancing up from her cards. “You give us milk runs, and we start thinking too much.” 
 
    “Gawd,” Leona drawled. “I can’t let that happen. You four thinking could spell the end of humanity.” 
 
    “Only if they’re lucky,” Alexi snorted.    
 
    Leona pulled herself back into the pinnace’s central passage and was nearing the bridge when Chelsea spoke up. 
 
    <You’d better take a look at this, Leona.> 
 
    “What is it?” the colonel asked as she reached the bridge and slid into her seat. 
 
    <You remember how I’d started looking at drones to see if I could spot Tanis using one as a way of reaching New Amsterdam?> 
 
    “I do indeed. It was just yesterday. I may be organic, but my memory’s not that bad.   
 
    <Technically it was today…just early. Either way, I’d tasked the pinnace’s NSAI with reviewing the drone traffic to New Amsterdam, and when I sent it the command to kill the task…well, it didn’t kill it.> 
 
    “So it looked through all the drone traffic?” Leona asked. “Doesn’t seem like the end of the world. Or is it that it failed to terminate a task your concern?” 
 
    <Neither—well, I’m going to look at its kernel to see why it would have ignored the sigterm, yeah. But that’s not what I wanted to talk to you about. The NSAI actually found something.> 
 
    “Oh? Related to Tanis?” 
 
    <Tangentially. Once we’d logged that Tanis had arrived as Kiora Adams, the NSAI’s process picked that up and added it to its search parameters. Turns out that ‘Kiora’ was quite chatty with a guy named Tori on the flight in.> 
 
    “Figures. It’s becoming obvious that Tanis is the queen of amateur hour. I’m starting to think that her help in protecting the oligarch was just fluke.” 
 
    <I think you should be careful about underestimating her, Leona. Either way, Tanis’s friend Tori reached out to a woman named Ena Riggs. She works in one of the drone intake centers, mostly just ensuring that stuff goes where it’s supposed to. But here’s the thing. She re-routed a drone from Cronus.> 
 
    “OK….?” 
 
    <A drone transporting antimatter.> 
 
    Leona had been taking a sip of her coffee, and nearly choked on it. She glanced out the pinnace’s front viewscreen at the implacable world of Saturn, half expecting to see an explosion where New Amsterdam drifted in the clouds. 
 
    “Rerouted to where?” she managed to ask a moment later. 
 
    <Somewhere else onstation. I haven’t sorted it out yet. The drone had a backfill of antimatter for their reserves. It got shipped early, but no one’s looking for it—honestly, it doesn’t all make sense yet. Best I can tell, someone went to a lot of work to get some antimatter to New Amsterdam that no one was expecting.> 
 
    “And now it’s gone missing,” Leona whispered. “Shit, Chelsea…if we hadn’t tried to track Tanis’s route to the city, we’d never have found it.” 
 
    <We need to alert the local authorities,> Chelsea advised. <They need to evacuate the city.> 
 
    “No,” Leona shook her head. “That’s no good. It would take hours to evac the city, and that may just drive whoever we’re dealing with to blow their bomb right away. Dammit. This is a hell of a step up for the Diskers. Assassinating someone like the oligarch is one thing…but dropping a whole city into Saturn? There are millions of people living there.” 
 
    <So what’s your plan? It’ll take us well over an hour to get down there.> 
 
    “I know,” Leona said as she set the pinnace’s engines to begin their warm-up phase. “We’ve got an operative on the ground, though. Time to find out if Tanis Richards is as good as everyone else thinks she is.”


 
   
 
  



 
 
    COLLUSION 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 03.02.4085 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: The Barony Hotel, New Amsterdam 
 
    REGION: Saturn, Jovian Combine, OuterSol 
 
      
 
      
 
    <Tanis,> a message came into her mind, and before she could even respond, it continued. <Don’t try to tell me you’re Kiora, I figured out your cover.> 
 
    “Leona,” Tanis muttered aloud as she raced down the hotel’s stairs to the ground floor. <I’m a bit busy, what do you want?> 
 
    <Yeah, well, get unbusy. Your friend Tori is up to no good, he’s—>  
 
    <Up to something with Kameron, yeah,> Tanis interrupted. <They made a handoff yesterday, and somehow Kameron has snuck out of his room with whatever Tori brought down with him.> 
 
    <Shit! Really?> Leona asked in a tone of voice that made Tanis want to find the woman and slap her.  
 
    Granted, I think just about any tone of voice she uses would make me want to do that. She rolled her eyes. <Yeah.>  
 
    She burst out of the hotel’s rear doors and raced toward a quay with several boats set aside for renters. Darla had already paid for a craft, and Tanis paused only long enough to free its moorings before jumping in and firing up the engine.  
 
    While she did so, Leona told her about the missing antimatter shipment, and a feeling of deepening dread settled over Tanis. 
 
    <Are you shitting me?> she finally asked as the boat picked up speed, in clear violation of the posted speed limits. A few nearby boaters waved their arms and yelled at her, but Tanis ignored their cries, pushing the throttle all the way forward. 
 
    <Trust me, nothing would give me greater pleasure than to fuck with you, Tanis Richards, but no, this is no joke. I think that the Diskers are planning to blow the city.> 
 
    <I found the shipment manifest,> Darla said privately. <It’s enough to blow two of the six pontoon struts—which they’ll have to do. Just one won’t take the city down.> 
 
    “Thank the stars for redundancy,” Tanis muttered aloud before relaying the information to Leona. 
 
    <That’s Chelsea’s assessment as well,> the woman replied, and Tanis assumed that Chelsea must be an AI Leona worked with. <How’d you find that so fast?> 
 
    <I’m a good multitasker. I assume that, because you’re calling me, you want me to try and stop this before you alert the authorities?> 
 
    <Bingo. Antimatter doesn’t need anything special to go boom; just turn off the containment field. I’m worried that if they know we’re on to them, they’ll just blow it wherever they are. Even if it doesn’t sink the city, an antimatter detonation would still kill a lot of people.> 
 
    “Surprised she cares,” Tanis muttered as she banked around a corner, sending out a wave of spray that soaked a group standing on a quay. <Well, I’m in pursuit of Kameron, he’s still on the surface. My feeds show Tori is still in his hotel, but I’m not feeling particularly sure of my ability to keep track of both of them. Do either have any transport logged to get off New Amsterdam?> 
 
    Leona didn’t reply right away, then, <Chelsea says no.> 
 
    <Great, which means either they are planning to go down with the city, or it’s still a few days ‘til they plan to blow the place.> 
 
    <Or they have a way off we don’t know about,> Leona added.  
 
    <Right. Point being that it doesn’t give us any definitive answers. Could be days, could be ten minutes,> Tanis responded sourly to the Jovian officer. 
 
    <Yeah, it’s a shitshow.> 
 
    Tanis came around a corner and finally caught a glimpse of Kameron’s boat before it turned down another canal and passed out of sight again. 
 
    She slowed her vessel down to take the sharp corner and checked the city maps. His last turn had narrowed down the possible destinations to just one. 
 
    <He’s heading into a lock, isnt he?> she asked Darla. 
 
    <Yeah. There’s a whole under-city canal network, as well. Goes through lower levels, and even out into clear tubes with views out into the clouds below.> 
 
    <So you said that the antimatter was diverted. Where to?> Tanis asked Leona. 
 
    <The drone took it to a maintenance facility near the fuel depot at the base of Pontoon 5. I don’t know if it’s still there, but that’s where the drone left it.> 
 
    Tanis eased her boat around the final bend and came into a wide lagoon at the lock’s entrance. There were two other boats in front of her, and beyond them, she saw Kameron’s boat slip into the water lock, the gates closing swiftly afterward. 
 
    She looked up the transit time and saw that the lock would take four minutes to bring the boat down to the lower levels, and then another seven to refill.  
 
    “Dammit,” she muttered, wondering if it would be possible to alter the water lock to make it run faster. She was about to consider the breach, when a message flashed on a holodisplay above the structure at the end of the canal.  
 
    ‘Lock Closed’ 
 
    <Looks like a malfunction was flagged in the refill system,> Darla commented. 
 
    <Where are you at?> Leona asked in her oh-so-grating tone. <Are you closing on Kameron?> 
 
    <No, he shut down the water locks,> Tanis replied. <I’m evaluating the best route to get down to that maintenance bay. Are you sure that’s where the antimatter is?> 
 
    <It’s where it was sent,> Leona shot back, sounding annoyed. <I don’t know if it’s still there—but people notice if you start hauling antimatter around all willy-nilly. The magnetic fields that the bottles use tend to show up on internal monitoring systems.> 
 
    <OK…> Tanis considered the logic her adversaries would use. <It makes sense that they’d send it there for Kameron to grab. The bay is lower security than the fuel depot, and if the antimatter is supposed to be there, then it won’t be flagging any alarms. I’m going to stop chasing Kameron and take a shortcut.> 
 
    <What’s your plan?> Leona pressed. <I’m an hour out.> 
 
    <Well, if this goes well, I’ll have things in hand by then. If not, let’s hope you’re ready to be backup.> 
 
    <Or just be around for the kaboom,> Darla added privately. 
 
    Tanis steered her boat toward a quay and looked for the ideal route down to the base of the pontoon strut.  
 
    <Do you trust Leona to be there when we need her, Darla?> 
 
    <Fuck no.> 
 
    <Me either. I’m going to get our own backup.>


 
   
 
  



 
 
    BACKUP 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 03.02.4085 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: TSS Kirby Jones, Hyperion Service Yard 17-32 
 
    REGION: Saturn, Jovian Combine, OuterSol 
 
      
 
      
 
    <Seriously!> Connie shouted at the drone operator. <Where the hell did you get your certs? You can’t bang around the tank like that!> 
 
    <Ease up, Sergeant,> the woman in the R&R ship above sent down. <They’re rated to take a few knocks.> 
 
    Connie ground her teeth as she thought of—and discarded—half a dozen choice replies. She finally settled on, <Yeah, knocks we like to use up in combat. If you beat the shit out of the thing before it’s even—>  
 
    The tank scraped against the opening in the side of the Kirby Jones, sending a shrieking vibration through the vessel.  
 
    “Why, that motherfucking bitch!” Connie bellowed, storming out of the engineering bay where she’d been watching the process on the feeds, headed for the EV suits racked near the lower airlock.  
 
    <Stop your installation right now. I won’t sign off on this delivery. It’s been damaged and no longer meets code,> she sent to the drone operator.  
 
    <Too late, it’s slotted in,> the woman replied with a laugh. <Thing’s yours now, you prissy jackass.> 
 
    “What in the stars is this woman’s problem?” Connie muttered as she reached the EV suits and pulled one off the rack.  
 
    <I wonder if she’s friends with Sergeant Hanja. Despite what she said, her drones are still connected to the tank, getting it into final position…I don’t think they can align it,> Lovell spoke into Connie’s mind. <She smashed one of our observation cameras, too, but so far as I can tell, the whole tank is skewed.> 
 
    <I bet this is all Hanja’s doing. File a grievance with the Portmaster. I’m gonna shove that helium tank so far up that drone operator’s ass, she’s gonna talk like Morty Mouse for the rest of her life.> 
 
    <I’m getting the Portmaster on the horn,> Lovell replied. <Just…just don’t attack her ship with a plasma cutter or something.> 
 
    Connie snorted as she pulled on her helmet. Once it was secure, she reached into a cabinet and keyed in the code for the emergency nanofilament electron beam cutter. <As if I’d use a plasma cutter, Lovell. It’s like you don’t even know me at all.> 
 
    <Hold up, Connie. I’m getting a message from Darla.> 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Tanis stood in a service bay near the city’s outer hull. She looked at the crawler bot and suddenly had a very strong feeling that she needed to find a better way down the strut to the maintenance bay near the pontoon.  
 
    <Are you having second thoughts?> Darla’s words tumbled into Tanis’s mind. <Please tell me you’re having second thoughts. That thing only outmasses you two to one. It’s going to be like…like…> 
 
    <Like an ant hanging onto a starship’s hull during reentry?> Tanis asked while swallowing nervously. 
 
    <I think the ant has a better chance.> 
 
    The service bot bore an uncanny resemblance to a centipede. It had a four-meter-long body and twenty legs, as well as several longer appendages. Each of the legs ended in a specialized hook that fit into slots on the exterior of the city—or so Tanis hoped.  
 
    She couldn’t see how else the bot would keep from being blown off by Saturn’s howling winds. 
 
    After a final check of her EV suit, Tanis knelt down on the back of the bot’s body. She clipped her suit’s emergency tethers to the machine, and then wrapped a high-stress cargo tether around her calves and the body of the machine. 
 
    Giving it a few good tugs, she laid down and repeated the process around her waist, and then once more under her armpits.  
 
    <OK, Darla. Let’s do this.> 
 
    <You’re sure?> 
 
    <It’s still the fastest way down, right? You said that the lifts are secured and guarded, right?>  
 
    <Ummm…yeah, they are. I sure wish I were a better liar, I’d tell you the lifts are wide open. OK. Let’s just get this done.> 
 
    The bot skittered forward into a narrow tube that sealed behind them. At this altitude, Saturn’s atmosphere was only a little denser than New Amsterdam’s, and Tanis didn’t even feel the pressure change as the outer door opened. 
 
    She did hear the change, though.  
 
    The relative silence of the tube was replaced with the unrelenting howl of the winds whipping around the city. 
 
    She gritted her teeth as the bot left the tube and began to crawl—scary fast—across the side of the city. Before Tanis could get her bearings, they came around the edge, and were hanging upside down over thousands of kilometers of ‘down’. 
 
    <Oh shit…that’s terrifying,> she whispered while pressing her face against the bot’s body.  
 
    <Relative wind velocity is only a few hundred kilometers per hour. I’m steering the bot into a channel that will take us to the pontoon’s strut. We’ll be there in a minute.> 
 
    Tanis nodded in response. She couldn’t see a thing around them—other than clouds of ammonia whipping by—and decided that closing her eyes was the best route.   
 
    A minute later, the feeling of the winds buffeting her body ceased, and she cracked an eye open to see that the walls of a meter-deep trench were around them.  
 
    She tried not to think about the fact that she was strapped to the back of a bot that was climbing on the underside of a structure hanging over what might as well be a black hole.  
 
    If the bot let go, that was it. She was done. There would be no time to rescue her, no search party. Just a rapid descent and then being crushed to death. 
 
    Happy thoughts, Tanis, happy thoughts. Swimming with the dolphins on Mars, nothing but clear skies overhead. No wind, just chittering laughter and Peter by your side. 
 
    She held onto those thoughts for a few minutes, slowly calming herself down until the bot suddenly twisted and began moving down. 
 
    “Fuck!” Tanis cried out, opening her eyes to see the machine’s back and a few undulating legs. 
 
    <Sorry about that. There was an icy patch, so the bot took a detour. We’re headed down the pontoon strut now. It’s going to slot itself onto a rail in a minute, and then we’ll drop.> 
 
    This was the part that Tanis had been trying not to think about. It was three hundred kilometers down to where the pontoon floated on the liquid-ish layers at the base of Saturn’s clouds.  
 
    <Last chance to turn back,> Darla said, and Tanis glanced around to see a few service lights alongside a single rail that disappeared down into the darkness below.  
 
    Never before had Tanis wanted to give up on something as much as she did right then. 
 
    She pursed her lips and tried to slow her breathing and heart rate as the bot slotted its legs onto the rail.  
 
    <No, if we don’t stop these assholes, everyone on New Amsterdam is going to find out what it’s like to stare into this darkness.> 
 
    <Yay for being heroes.> 
 
    Then the bot dropped. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    <We are leaving!> Connie hollered across the Link at Marion. 
 
    “We’re here, we’re here!” the corporal shouted as she bounded into the Kirby Jones’s skiff with Yves at her side.  
 
    Connie glanced back and saw the pair closing the hatch in the thirteen-meter-long craft’s rear compartment, and she glanced at Jeannie. “Let’s go, Lieutenant.” 
 
    “Pulling off,” Jeannie replied as she reached out and hit the disconnects for the skiff. 
 
    The craft eased out of the recessed section on the Kirby Jones’s belly, and then Jeannie adjusted her vector and applied carefully moderated thrust to clear the Jones.  
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” Connie asked. “Pour it on! We have to go!” 
 
    Jeannie glanced at her. “We’ll scorch the Jones…” 
 
    “It’s ablative plating. That’s what it’s there for, to ablate! Punch it, Lieutenant!” 
 
    “Aye, ma’am—uh, I mean yes, Chief.” 
 
    Jeannie powered up the skiff’s thrusters to their full burn, and the small craft leapt away from the Jones.  
 
    “We cleared to do this?” Jeannie asked, giving Connie a sidelong glance. “Portmaster’s gonna be pissed at us boosting like this through the service yard.” 
 
    “You let me worry about that,” Connie said with far more certainty than she felt. “Tanis gave me approvals, and she told me she had things cleared with the STC.” 
 
    “We know how well that can go,” Jeannie muttered. 
 
    Just then, the board lit up with a call from the Port Control Tower, and Connie shunted it to a private channel.  
 
    <What the hell do you think you’re doing?> an angry woman’s voice came over the comm. <You’re boosting on fusion inside the service yard! Cut thrust and heave to. You’re going to be looking at one hell of a court—> 
 
    <Transmitting clearances,> Connie interrupted, working to keep her voice calm and measured. <Protocol Delta Charlie Echo Niner Niner, auth tokens to follow.> 
 
    She transmitted the authorization tokens that Tanis had given her some months ago, ones in the ‘use only in case of emergency’ group, and held her breath, doing her best to ignore the concerned looks Jeannie kept sending her way. 
 
    <Uhhh…I don’t know what the hell those codes are, but my board just lit up green. You have full approvals for your burn and vector.> The voice carried a note of stunned bewilderment. <So…uh…. Happy Friday.> 
 
    <Happy Friday,> Connie replied, trying to hold the relief from her tone.  
 
    The other side cut the connection first, and she glanced over at Jeannie.  
 
    “Balls to the wall, Lieutenant, we got places to be.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Tanis was doing her damnedest not to scream, but as the winds picked up, and the bot began to shudder more and more on the rail, she couldn’t help letting out a small shriek every time they hit a bump. 
 
    So much for me being a tough SOB, she thought derisively. 
 
    Her HUD read a speed of just over four hundred kilometers per hour, and she took small comfort in the knowledge that the increase in atmospheric pressure was beginning to slow them down.  
 
    Their destination was an airlock another thirty kilometers down the strut. She was starting to worry that they’d pass right by it, when the bot began to apply its magnetic brakes to slow down.  
 
    Their speed crept down toward three hundred kilometers per hour, then two hundred. Just as they crossed below one ninety, the bot began to shudder.  
 
    <Ice on the track,> Darla announced. <Should be OK, these things are designed to handle ice-over.> 
 
    Tanis only nodded silently, marveling at how there could be ice on the track when the watery clouds around them were close to boiling.  
 
    She wrapped her arms even tighter around the body of the bot, when suddenly she felt something like a spring breaking. An even stronger vibration shook the bot, and then the shaking ceased entirely. 
 
    Opening her eyes, Tanis saw the side of the pontoon strut drifting away, and raw terror tore through her as she realized that the bot had somehow broken free of the track. They began to pick up speed once more, and then a gust of wind surged past, and the strut rushed back toward them. 
 
    The bot slammed into it with a bone-jarring crunch, and Tanis struggled to catch her breath, a voice in her head repeating, <Get free, it’s barely holding on, you have to get free.> 
 
    Focus, Tanis!  
 
    Suddenly she understood what Darla was saying. She reached under the bot and pulled the first cargo strap free, and then twisted to release the next one. Once those were taken care of, she released the EV suit’s tethers that were also connected to the bot, only to feel the winds clawing at her, trying to tear her away and out into the darkness surrounding her.  
 
    <There, hook onto that safety clip!>  
 
    A dim light illuminated a large ring on the side of the strut, and Tanis stretched up and clipped one of the cargo straps to it and connected the other end to one of the safety hooks on her waist. She was about to attach the other strap, when the bot shifted, several of its arms losing their grip.  
 
    <Hurry!> Darla exclaimed, and Tanis twisted further to release the third strap tied around her legs.  
 
    <Shit…it’s twisted underneath the bot, I can’t quite…> Tanis strained to reach the clasp and realized that to get to it, she’d have to unclip the safety at her waist.  
 
    Here goes… 
 
    She detached the strap, feeling the relentless storm tearing at her, hungry to pull her down into Saturn’s eternal darkness and add her to the flotsam and jetsam at its core. 
 
    Not. Going. To. Happen, Tanis thought as she hooked an arm from around one of the bot’s legs and reached the other for the cargo strap’s clasp. 
 
    Her fingers stretched to their limit, and then caught on the release. She flipped the cover up and pulled the release tab. The strap came free, and the winds tore at her legs, nearly pulling her off the bot. 
 
    Clenching her teeth so hard she thought they’d shatter, Tanis pulled herself up the bot, reaching for the cargo strap that she’d clipped to the safety ring.  
 
    Her hand was almost on it when the bot began to shift further. Knowing that hesitation would be the death of her—literally—Tanis lunged for the strap and grasped it in her hand, pulling herself up bodily and finally clipping it to her waist. 
 
    The bot suddenly shuddered and let go of the side of the pontoon strut, its four-meter length sliding past Tanis. One of its spasming utility arms nearly hit her, and she pulled herself away, but not far enough. The arm straightened and caught on the leg of her EV suit.  
 
    Tanis groaned as the full weight of the bot pulled at her, the waist ring digging painfully into her side. Then with a rip she felt more than heard, the bot’s arm tore a long gash in the leg of her suit before coming free and falling into the hungry abyss.  
 
    The pain was immediate, and Tanis suspected that it wasn’t the cut, but rather the scalding heat and incredible pressure at this depth. The suit began to seal up with emergency foam, but her leg still burned like she’d drawn her electron beam across her thigh.  
 
    <Stars…I can’t believe you did that,> Darla sounded amazed and grateful. <The airlock is just above you. Three meters.> 
 
    Tanis groaned as she clung to the cargo strap and looked up at the smooth surface of the pontoon strut.  
 
    It might as well have been a kilometer.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    COMING IN HOT 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 03.02.4085 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Interplanetary pinnace, New Amsterdam 
 
    REGION: Saturn, Jovian Combine, OuterSol 
 
      
 
      
 
    <You knuckleheads geared up and good to hit it running?> Leona called back to her team.  
 
    <Asses are gonna get kicked,> Pearl called up to the front.  
 
    The colonel shook her head. <Keep your shit tactical, Master Guns. We’re dealing with antimatter here. Nothing goes boom. You got it?> 
 
    <We’re all about not blowing ourselves to bits. Don’t you worry, boss,> Alexi replied in his even tones. 
 
    Leona chuckled and sent a countdown to the team as she streaked over the rings toward Saturn.  
 
    <They seem to be in a rare mood,> Chelsea commented.  
 
    <Been awhile since we’ve gotten to shoot at stuff. They’re just excited to put holes in things outside of a sim or target range.> 
 
    <I—> Chelsea began to reply, then cut short. <Oh crap.> 
 
    <Spit it out, Chelsea, we’re on the clock here.> 
 
    <I was cross-checking drone deliveries over the past month and I’ve just flagged another antimatter drone that was rerouted last week. And that woman who rerouted them, Ena Riggs? Well, she just hopped a transport for Cronus. Ship named Horus’s Light.> 
 
    <Are you kidding me?> Leona exclaimed, reaching out to the New Amsterdam traffic tower. Passing her credentials along with the call. 
 
    <NASTC, do you have a Horus’s Light in your chutes? I need that ship held.> 
 
    <I’m sorry, Colonel Leona, that ship had an early departure. It just pulled out of atmo.> 
 
    “Crap!” she muttered. <I need you to get them to the closest station and get marshals on that ship. Pull one Ena Riggs off and detain her for questioning. We need—> 
 
    She stopped herself. If she gave the NASTC operator any clues, it could start a panic, and that would cost them time when it came to stopping the saboteurs.  
 
    <Give whoever boards that ship my routing code. Tell them to reach out to me when they have her.> 
 
    <Understood, Tower out.> 
 
    <I’m searching for Tori,> Chelsea informed her. <If Tanis has a bead on Kameron, and he’s going down to where the antimatter is stored.…> 
 
    <Right. Then we can assume that Tori is headed for another pylon. Think this bird can fly down to one?> 
 
    <Umm…> Chelsea sounded hesitant. <It’s not specifically rated for something like that…but technically, yes. So long as we fly into the wind. Though it matters which pontoon. Our maneuverability isn’t great, and I’m not keen on weaving around amongst them.> 
 
    “OK,” Leona said aloud. “We’ve got fifteen minutes to find out where Tori went before we have to pick a pontoon shaft.” 
 
    <I can narrow it down.>  
 
    To Leona’s right, an image appeared showing New Amsterdam and the six pontoons that it rode upon as it surfed the dense clouds in the planet’s depths. Each pontoon was roughly a hundred kilometers long and fifty kilometers deep.  
 
    <We know Tanis is going to this one,> Chelsea said, highlighting the rear right corner pontoon. <Although the city can ride four of its pontoons, if both the rear ones fail, or Tanis’s and the one on the right, the thing will list and go under. It may take half an hour or so—allowing a lot of people to get off—but it’ll still go down.> 
 
    “That narrows down where we have to look,” Leona said, sending out a request for access to the video feeds for the strut lifts in the city. “Get the ship’s NSAI on this as long as we can. We need to look for anyone even remotely resembling Tori.” 
 
    <And Tanis?>  
 
    “She’s going to have to manage on her own.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Tanis had lost one of the cargo straps and now had only two: the one holding her to the safety tether, and the one she was trying to latch onto another tether near the remains of the rail.  
 
    Deep breath, Tanis. Relax, wait for the wind to ease, and toss! 
 
    She threw the cable like a shotput with the one end tied around her wrist—thinking she could grasp the straps with her hands as the winds tried to rip her from the face of the pontoon strut was not a mistake she’d make twice. 
 
    Not that she had much choice. 
 
    The cable missed, and Tanis pulled it back to make another throw. She repeated her mantra, and tossed it again.  
 
    This time, the clip hit and latched onto the safety ring.  
 
    “Oh thank the stars,” Tanis breathed in relief as she mentally prepared herself for the next step: removing the first cable and pulling herself over to the rail.  
 
    <You’re not going to be able to get the first cable off the safety ring,> Darla cautioned. 
 
    <I know.> 
 
    <And the second one won’t reach up to the airlock.> 
 
    <I know.> 
 
    <How’re you going to—> 
 
    <Get the outer airlock door open, Darla. That’s your job. My job is to wiggle up the inside edge of the rail trough, shimmy over the edge while the winds try to suck me to my death, and then…well…muster up the courage to let go.> 
 
    Tanis said the words with a lot more ire than she meant to, though her tone was fueled more by fear than any sort of blame she was assigning to Darla.  
 
    <OK,> the AI’s voice was small. <I’m doing my job.> She paused. <By the way, your job really sucks.>  
 
    <Tell me about it.> 
 
    Tanis undid the cargo strap clipped to her waist and swung down, hanging from the strap tied around her left wrist. She pulled herself up, hand over hand, into the rail trough. 
 
    After taking a moment to catch her breath, she began to slither along the trough, the powerful winds pressing her against the side.  
 
    She felt small stings all over her body, and looked down to see her EV suit punctured in a dozen places. 
 
    <Carbon crystals. They’re being stirred up by an updraft the city is passing over,> Darla informed her.  
 
    <Diamond rain? Of all the…> 
 
    Tanis shook her head and kept moving. Bemoaning her situation wasn’t going to help get her out of the mess she was in. She made it two meters up the track, to the point where it ran alongside the airlock.  
 
    There was supposed to be a caged-off catwalk that ran from the track to the airlock, but it was gone. The broken metal supports that stuck out of the strut were pitted and scored, and Tanis realized that it hadn’t been knocked off by the breaking track or the bot’s fall. The catwalk had been gone for years. 
 
    I am never setting foot on one of these Saturnian cities again. Ever. 
 
    She reached down and unhooked the cargo strap before pulling herself up the final meter alongside the broken track. Then she eased herself over the edge, the force of the wind holding her body perpendicular to the pull of gravity, wincing as more diamond rain peppered her body.  
 
    <Door open, Darla?> 
 
    <Yup. Wide as can be.> 
 
    Tanis glanced over her shoulder. <I can’t see it, are you sure?> 
 
    <I am. My calculations show that you’ll fly right across it, so you’re going to need to grab onto the sill.> 
 
    <OK.>  
 
    Tanis drew in a deep breath and got ready to shoot her arms into the airlock as soon as it passed under her—which would be in a fraction of a second. 
 
    <Darla?>  
 
    <Yeah?> 
 
    <If I fuck this up…> Tanis drew in a ragged breath. <If I miss, I want you to know that getting your foppish mind stuffed inside my head has been the best thing that has ever happened to me.> 
 
    Darla didn’t reply, and after a minute of silence, Tanis asked, <Well?> 
 
    <Well what?> Darla ground out the words. 
 
    <Aren’t you glad that we got to have this time together?> 
 
    <Sure I am. But I did my job, I got the door open. Now you do your job, grab hold of that sill, pull your skinny ass into the airlock, and then go kick Kameron’s butt! I’m not dying down here, and neither are you. Do you hear me?!> 
 
    Tanis couldn’t help but laugh. “OK, Mom.” 
 
    Then she let go. 
 
    There was no time to think before the undersides of her arms slammed into the airlock’s sill, while the winds tried to rip her free. Tanis screamed with anger, rage, and the will to live, grasping wildly for something to hold onto. The wind tore at her, dragging her back, when suddenly her left arm pulled taught.  
 
    The cargo strap…it must have hooked onto something inside the lock…. 
 
    Careful not to trust it too much, Tanis got her right hand on the edge of the airlock and heaved herself over the edge, crashing to the floor once she was out of the brunt of the wind.  
 
    Tanis curled up on the deck, body wracked with sobs that seemed to alternate between joy and terror as the airlock door cycled shut, finally cutting off the howling wind.  
 
    It was still out there, though. Tanis could hear it screaming with impotent rage that it had failed to consume her. 
 
    “Not today, you fucker,” Tanis whispered at the wind. “You’re not getting anyone today.” 
 
    She pulled herself upright and removed her helmet.  
 
    <You sure that’s wise?> Darla asked.  
 
    “I gotta hear,” Tanis said. “Sensors on that thing suck.” 
 
    She wiped the tears from her eyes and looked down at the suit, which she now realized was torn in more places than she’d realized, foam pouring out of dozens of rents in the suit. 
 
    “I gotta get this off,” she muttered.  
 
    <It’s kinda holding you together,> Darla cautioned. <You sure?>  
 
    “Yeah. Do they have pressure suits down here? I imagine they must.” 
 
    <Outside the airlock, first door on the left. I don’t have eyes on Kameron yet, still getting my bearings down here…. A lot of redundant systems and monitoring. Not a lot of optics.> 
 
    Tanis nodded as the inner airlock door opened, and she walked on shaky legs into the dimly lit passageway and stopped at the first door, which opened into a room barely larger than a closet.  
 
    “Aw, crap,” Tanis muttered as the door closed behind her and she began to peel herself out of the EV suit, wincing as the burns and cuts on her body complained loudly about the suit’s foam pulling away.  
 
    Once out of the suit, she pulled off her dress and leggings, careful to set her lightwand aside as she looked at the device in front of her. 
 
    “I hate these things,” she said before looking over herself and pulling free a few diamond shards that were sticking out of her skin. 
 
    <It seems practical to me. Rather than housing a bunch of suits down here, they use these spray-on systems.> 
 
    “Right, yeah, just reminds me of a shoot suit. I don’t have fond memories of those.” 
 
    <What the fighter pilots wear?>  
 
    “Yeah, feels like you’re trapped in goo. Barely able to move—and that’s before you get into the cocoon filled with goo.” 
 
    <These suits aren’t designed to handle extreme gs, just keep you from being burned or crushed.> 
 
    Tanis looked down at her burned and bloody body. “Or leaking blood everywhere.” 
 
    <Get in, already. Time’s a-wasting.> 
 
    Tanis accessed the system’s parameters and set it not to coat her head before stepping into the cylinder and closing her eyes as the door sealed behind her.  
 
    <Welcome to the SCLSS protection system,> the voice spoke into Tanis’s mind. <I see that you have selected a simple pressure suit today. Do you need it to protect against vacuum, or high-pressure environments?> 
 
    <Both,> Tanis replied, annoyed that the system was asking questions she’d already provided the answer to. 
 
    <I see that you’ve selected non-bio-integrated application, but you’re injured. I cannot apply the SCLSS protective layer without first applying the medlayer. You’ve suffered injuries across most of your body, so—> 
 
    <Just do it,> Tanis replied. <But make it fast.> 
 
    <Is there an emergency?> 
 
    <Yes,> she grunted <A big emergency. Chop-chop.> 
 
    <Commencing. SCLSS application will take three minutes.> 
 
    Tanis wished there was time to hack the machine and make it apply just the basic protective layer, but she knew that Darla was busy breaching the networks, and Tanis didn’t have time to wrestle with the SCLSS’s NSAI.  
 
    She felt the system detach her hair, and then begin to apply the base-medlayer to her body, spraying it on in even swaths. In seconds, her skin went from feeling like it was on fire, to feeling cool and refreshed.  
 
    OK…that alone may have been worth it. 
 
    Then came the biohookups which made her wince—especially the tube that threaded down her throat and into her lungs.  
 
    <SCLSS. What are you doing?> 
 
    <You said there is an emergency. Your SCLSS application is being equipped with emergency systems.> 
 
    Tanis silently cursed the SCLSS NSAI, but true to its word, it finished in three minutes.  
 
    The system fed her a holo, and she saw that her body was covered from head to toe in an emergency response suit. It had redundant air supplies, fire suppression capabilities, and even heat ablation plates.  
 
    It was also bright red. 
 
    <SCLSS. The emergency requires stealth.> 
 
    <This system does not have stealth options.> 
 
    <Dammit. Do you have black?> 
 
    <Visibility in emergency situations is very important. I have Red or White. Would you like me to apply a white coating?> 
 
    <No,> Tanis muttered, and the SCLSS’s chamber door opened. She stepped out. <Yup just as I expected. I’m stiff as a board, now.>  
 
    She grabbed her lightwand, palmed open the room’s door, and walked back into the corridor. 
 
    <It’ll loosen up.> Darla sounded distracted.  
 
    <You ever tried to move in one of these things?> 
 
    <No. But I’ve found Kameron. He’s down on the pontoon’s reactor control level. Sensors down there have picked up the antimatter bottle’s mag field in one of the auxiliary control rooms at the back of the facility. From what I can tell, he’s setting up a system to detonate the antimatter and blow the fuel supplies for the reactor as well. There’s ten grams of antimatter down there.> 
 
    <Holy shit! Are they stockpiling enough to last them ‘til the end of the Sol System?> 
 
    Tanis began to stride as quickly as she could down the passage toward the lift bank that would take her down to the reactor level. 
 
    <Not sure. Maybe whoever did this was behind the surplus. Oh, I just got a message from Leona…shoot, it was delayed by some sort of comm relay issue up in the city. Aw crap.> 
 
    <Crap?> Tanis asked as she reached the lifts, but saw a red message above reading, ‘Lift System Offline’. There was a staircase door to the right, and she veered off toward it.  
 
    <Yeah, looks like our friend Tori has another antimatter bottle. He’s hitting another of the pontoons.> 
 
    <Seriously?> Tanis groaned. 
 
    <Leona thinks he’s on the one ahead of this one, number four. But if we can stop ours, they think that blowing four won’t take down the city.> 
 
    <They hope.> 
 
    Tanis rushed down the stairs, annoyed that the ‘helmet’ the SCLSS system had sprayed onto her head was limiting her hearing more than she’d wanted. Luckily it had only applied tinted lenses over her eyes, and her augmented vision was able to compensate. 
 
    Four flights later, she reached the reactor level and stopped before the door into the passageway, sending out a passel of nano to scout ahead. 
 
    The moment the view came to her, she gave a soft laugh—or tried to, until she remembered her mouth was sealed by the SCLSS’s breathing apparatus.  
 
    There were two security automatons in the hall beyond, each with a pulse rifle. 
 
    <Think he hacked them to function as security?> Tanis asked Darla. 
 
    <I can’t connect to them at all, so I’d say yes. Looks like you have to do this the hard way.> 
 
    Tanis grasped her lightwand in her right hand and opened the door. Then she strode out into the passage as though she had every right to be there. 
 
    The first automaton was ten meters down the passage, while the second was a dozen further. 
 
    “Halt!” the first one called out, and Tanis ignored it. 
 
    The machine leveled its weapon at her and called out once more. 
 
    “Halt!” 
 
    “Emergency personnel coming through,” Tanis said, hoping that maybe with her red SCLSS suit she could trick the automaton’s programming to let her by. 
 
    Instead, the machine fired at her, the concussive wave rippling through the corridor and clipping her left arm as she dodged to the side. 
 
    Her lightwand was active, and she considered flinging it at the machine, but knew it might be able to deflect the blade, and then she’d be weaponless. 
 
    The suit, combined with the near 1g of gravity made her feel sluggish, but she charged the machine nonetheless, knowing that close quarters was her only hope. 
 
    Another pulse blast hit her, and she staggered under its hammer-blow, silently thanking the SCLSS NSAI for putting her in the best protection it could offer. 
 
    Then she was within range of the machine, and her blade flashed out, cutting the end off its pulse rifle.  
 
    The bot dropped the gun and grabbed Tanis’s left arm in its crushing grip. It grabbed for her right arm, but Tanis’s lightwand flashed up, cutting the machine’s hand off before turning the blade on its other arm, cutting it off as well. 
 
    To her surprise, the automaton’s hand didn’t release from her arm. She was about to cut it free when the bot lunged at her, trying to crush her with its weight.  
 
    She backpedaled quickly and slashed at the machine’s torso, where she expected its power supplies to be. Her aim was true, and when the blade hit the SC battery, it exploded in a burst of energy, flinging her backward.  
 
    <Good plan.> 
 
    <It knocked the other automaton down, too,> Tanis said as she struggled to her feet, glad to see that the bot’s hand had been torn free from her arm. 
 
    The second automaton was rising as well, still holding onto its pulse rifle.  
 
    It fired on Tanis as she repeated the same approach as the first time, taking two direct—and increasingly painful—blasts before she reached the machine.  
 
    This one must have paid attention to the previous fight, as it pulled its pulse rifle out of range and reached for Tanis’s arm that held her lightwand.  
 
    She was beaten, bruised, and exhausted. Instead of battling this machine, she let it grab her arm and moved in close, placing her hand over the automaton’s chest and releasing a passel of nano into it. 
 
    <I assume this is my cue?> Darla asked. 
 
    <Yes please.>  
 
    Tanis’s hand spasmed from the bot’s grasp, and she dropped her lightwand, catching it with her other hand and slicing at the automaton’s arm, just as it fired a point-blank shot at her torso with the pulse rifle. 
 
    The blast flung her across the corridor, and she slammed into the bulkhead, momentarily stunned as the automaton turned toward her. 
 
    It took one faltering step, and then stopped in the middle of the passage. 
 
    <We good?> Tanis asked, wincing as she rose. <I think I’ve broken a rib.> 
 
    <Well, the automaton is disabled. Whether or not we’re ‘good’ is another question entirely.> 
 
    Tanis approached the frozen machine and wrenched the pulse rifle out of its grasp, before stumbling down the corridor to the secondary reactor monitoring room where her quarry waited. 
 
    Upon reaching the doors, she threaded a nanofilament out of her hand and through the gap between the door and its frame. When she got the view of the room beyond, she quickly took stock: the space was roughly ten by twenty-five meters. At the far end was a reinforced window that looked down on the main reactors that powered the pontoons’ systems—keeping it at the correct ballast levels, and supplying energy to the ES and magnetic fields it used to assist in stabilization.  
 
    Directly in front of the window stood her target, Kameron.  
 
    <Link?> Tanis asked.  
 
    <I’ve managed to take control of the relays down here so he can’t reach out. Whatever comm disruption they’re having in the city is getting worse, though. Messages and data from the last week are replaying through the systems over and over, flooding all the channels.> 
 
    <Damn, probably courtesy of our friend in there. What about Connie, any word from her?> 
 
    Darla’s avatar nodded in Tanis’s mind. <She sent a message when they left Hyperion. I just got it, though she sent it almost half an hour ago. I haven’t heard anything since, but with the way things are in the city….> 
 
    <So we could have backup minutes away, or we could be totally on our own.> 
 
    <Umm…yeah, that about sums it up.> 
 
    Tanis watched Kameron via her feeds as he set the antimatter bottle in a device next to the observation window. 
 
    <Think he’s going to detonate that thing when he’s down here?> Tanis asked. <He has to know we’re here, after that fight with the bots.> 
 
    <Well, under normal circumstances, this room gets a visual inspection twice a day, so he couldn’t have been planning to leave it unattended for very long…though with the comm snafu and the lifts disabled…. Stars, I don’t know. I guess we have to assume he’s willing to die for this.> 
 
    <Which has been our fear all along.> 
 
    <Yup, same ol’ same ol’.> 
 
    <Was just hoping we could hold off a bit longer. You know, ‘til I don’t feel like I’m going to puke from all those pulse blasts.> 
 
    Darla snorted and then let out a bubbly laugh. <You’re dressed for the ball. Get in there and dance.> 
 
    Tanis couldn’t help but join in. <You were just thinking of Claire wearing something like this, weren’t you?> 
 
    <Maybe,> Darla admitted. <I bet I could muster up some sort of high-fashion, stylized emergency response suit.> 
 
    <Even after all we’ve been through, I really can’t think of a scenario where that would be a useful outfit. Besides, Harm kinda put the kibosh on a new debutante cover after you filed your expense reports.> 
 
    <Tanis, seriously. You’re about to become the savior of New Amsterdam. After this, you can do whatever you want. Now get in there and earn your expense report.> 
 
    Tanis looked over the room once more. There was nowhere to hide upon entry, so she simply pushed the door open and walked in.  
 
    “What the heck are you doing in here?” she asked Kameron via the suit’s audible vocalizer. “Don’t you know? There’s a contaminant leak in one of the cooling systems. Radioactive isotopes have bled into the environmental processors.” 
 
    The man standing behind the bomb gave Tanis a rather incredulous stare and then whipped out a pistol—a mid-caliber slug thrower, from the looks of it. 
 
    “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll get the fuck out of here,” Kameron said. 
 
    <Your suit should be able to take a hit or two from that gun,> Darla commented.  
 
    <What about battered and bruised me underneath?> Tanis asked. <Also, it depends on where he shoots me.>  
 
    <True. Keep him talking. I’m moving your nanocloud over there.> 
 
    “No can do, mister…uh…Kameron. Oh wow, you’re TSF, an officer. Out of curiosity, what makes a TSF officer decide to blow up a city filled with millions of people?” 
 
    “What?” Kameron’s eyes narrowed. “I’m—” 
 
    “A mass murderer. I can tell an antimatter bottle from a hole in the ground. You’re going to blow this pontoon. Not that it will do anything.”  
 
    Kameron shook his head. “That’s where you’re wrong.” 
 
    Tanis wished she could sigh, or perhaps groan, through the suit’s audible systems.  
 
    “Look, Kameron. I know about Tori and the antimatter he has to blow the other pontoon. It’s not going to work. Another team is going to stop him, and I’m going to stop you. Besides, even if one of you succeeds—as unlikely as that is—it’s not enough to sink the city.” 
 
    Lieutenant Kameron shook his head. “Wrong again. Taking out either pontoon will be enough.” 
 
    “Not by my math,” Tanis replied. “You’re wasting your time.” 
 
    <Oh, shoot!> Darla cried out. <They’re about to maneuver the city across a cloud band boundary. Doing that with even one pontoon down could sink the city.> 
 
    <Call up, warn them off!>  
 
    <Trying, but the relays, remember?> 
 
    “Wish I could see your face right now,” Kameron chuckled. “Yeah, we’re all going down. Nothing you can do about it.” 
 
    <Tanis, the nanocloud has hit an ES field, one strong enough to stop a pulse blast. I’m not sure we can get to him in time.>
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    <We’re clear!> Forrest called out from the far side of the small, dimly lit docking bay situated at the top of the pontoon. 
 
    Leona sent back an acknowledgement as she consulted the facility’s layout, double-checking that she’d selected the best route to the reactor, which was four levels up. 
 
    <OK, people. Internal networks read that the lifts are offline. Pearl and Forrest, I want you to take the far staircase and come around the back side. See if our friend is in the auxiliary monitoring room. We’ll come up the front and check the Main Ops room.> 
 
    <I’m not getting anything from the personnel that should be down here,> Alexi added.  
 
    Leona gritted her teeth. This was her least favorite type of op. No intel, massive risk. 
 
    <Clock’s ticking people, let’s get on it.> 
 
    Alexi sent an acknowledgement from his position at the closer of the two staircases that led out of the docking bay, and disappeared through the door. 
 
    Stefan followed after, and when Alexi signaled that the first landing was clear, Leona entered the stairwell, covering their rear as the team climbed to the reactor level. 
 
    The facility was spare and utilitarian. There were no automated defenses that Leona could see—which didn’t surprise her. No one really expected an assault team to hit the facility from the bottom. Braving Saturn’s storms had been more harrowing than she’d expected—though she kept that to herself. It was surprising that there was even a docking bay on the pontoons to begin with…. She couldn’t imagine that it saw much use. 
 
    <I’ve got motion,> Alexi called down from his position two levels up. <Looks like an automaton patrolling the level below Main Ops.> 
 
    <Think we can bypass without engaging?> Leona asked. <I’d prefer our friend Tori not to know we’re here ‘til right after we shoot him in the face.> 
 
    Stefan laughed, and Alexi signaled an affirmative. <Yeah, it’s not military grade, just a service bot with a pulse rifle. It won’t be able to detect us. Moving on.> 
 
    A minute later, Alexi and Stefan were formed up on either side of the door that led out to the main ops level, while Leona was covering them from the stairs below. 
 
    <Passage looks clear,> Alexi announced. <Opening.…> 
 
    He slowly pulled open the door, and they waited a two count before moving out into the corridor, while Leona rose and took up a position next to the door. 
 
    <Main Ops rooms are down this corridor, then left at the first intersection,> Chelsea said, adding confirmation to the information already on their HUDs. <Annnd crap. The network down here just went offline. For a moment, I managed to connect to a relay that should have been able to reach the city above, but I’m getting nothing.> 
 
    <On our own. Just the way we like it,> Stefan said. 
 
    <Pearl, Forrest. Status,> Leona called out to the other members of her team through the relays they’d dropped in the bay below and on the staircases. 
 
    <We’ve reached the level where the auxiliary control room is. Got two automatons in the corridor. We can engage now, or wait ‘til you’re closer to Main Ops,> Pearl replied. 
 
    <Tori may have his own relay drones down here. Even with the network out, engagement could alert him,> Chelsea advised. 
 
    Leona nodded at the AI’s word. <Give us thirty seconds, Gunny. Then hit those bots and move to your target.> 
 
    <You got it, Colonel.> 
 
    Ahead, Alexi reached the intersection and signaled that it was clear before continuing his advance, Stefan close on his six.  
 
    Leona moved up into the corridor, stopping when she reached the intersection.  
 
    <How’s it look up there, boys?> 
 
    <Shit, boss, they’re all dead in here,> Alexi replied. 
 
    <Any sign of Tori?> 
 
    <No, and from the angle of weapons fire, I’d guess that it was one…no, two of the automatons who did all this.> 
 
    Leona had turned down the corridor to check the scene out herself, when Pearl called out.  
 
    <Automatons down, moving to the auxiliary control room.> 
 
    <Noted.> 
 
    She’d just reached the Main Ops room, where the bodies of six people were draped over chairs and consoles, killed before they’d even had a chance to flee, when Pearl yelled into her mind. 
 
    <Colonel! You need to evac! Now!> 
 
    <Pearl, we can be at your position in three minutes.> 
 
    <No time.> Even the woman’s mental tone was ragged. <Fucker set a timer and then shot himself as soon as he saw us. You’ve got three minutes. Forrest is trying to disable it.> 
 
    Leona bit her lip. <Alexi, Stefan. Back to the pinnace, double-time!> 
 
    The two men nodded and moved back into the corridor, Leona following. 
 
    <Are you sure, Pearl? We can come to you—> 
 
    <More dead Spectres won’t make this better. Get out of here. Pray Tanis has better luck.> 
 
    <Fuck that, Pearl. You can make the pinnace in three minutes. Tell Forrest to leave that shit alone and get down to the bay.> 
 
    <Colonel, we gotta—>  
 
    Pearl’s words cut off, and for a moment, Leona feared that the antimatter had detonated, but then realized her continued existence indicated otherwise.  
 
    <We lost a relay,> Chelsea advised. <One of the ones in their stairwell. She got the order, she’ll come.> 
 
    Leona fervently hoped so. She reached the stairwell herself, right on Stefan’s tail. Alexi had just reached the landing below when a pulse blast hit him, flinging the man against he bulkhead.  
 
    A shot came from Stefan’s mass driver, and the machine exploded.  
 
    <Nice aim, there,> Alexi said as he struggled to his feet. 
 
    <I aim to please,> Stefan said as he ran past him. 
 
    A minute later, they had reached the pinnace. Chelsea had the bay doors open, and the torrential storm whipped into the bay as Leona stopped and stared at the far stairwell. 
 
    <Colonel?> Alexi asked. <They coming?> 
 
    <They better be,> Leona replied, forcing herself to climb the ramp after the two men. They followed her to the cockpit and sat in the rear seats, while Leona settled into the pilot’s chair and fired up the engines. 
 
    <One minute remaining,> Chelsea advised. <And we’ll need forty seconds to reach minimum safe distance.> 
 
    Leona gritted her teeth, but didn’t respond, staring out the forward viewscreen at the far stairwell, willing her two teammembers to appear. 
 
    The seconds ticked down, and when they were at five, Chelsea whispered, <Leona, please. I don’t want to die down here.> 
 
    The AI’s impassioned plea jarred Leona into action, as she realized her inaction would condemn Alexi and Stefan as well. 
 
    Clenching her jaw so tightly it hurt, she fired the thrusters, lifting the pinnace off the cradle, and spun the ship before boosting out of the bay. The pontoon flashed by beneath them, and Leona toggled a side holodisplay to show a rear-view of the strut and the pontoon as they shrank behind the pinnace. 
 
    They were thirty kilometers away when a broken call came in from Pearl. 
 
    <Colonel? Shit. We’re here! Colonel!> 
 
    A tear made its way down Leona’s cheek as she angled the pinnace upward, pouring on more thrust to get clear of the impending explosion. 
 
    <Col—>  
 
    The cry was cut off as a brilliant flash of light appeared on the rear-view display, lighting up the clouds all around them before the shockwave blasted the clouds away. The pinnace bucked and slewed to the side as the energy washed over it, and Leona fought to maintain control.  
 
    An energy wave arched through the clouds in the blast’s wake, and bolts of lightning hit the pinnace. An engine went out, and half a dozen systems went offline as alarms blared loud enough to drown out the winds.  
 
    Leona had a momentary fear that her hesitation in the docking bay had condemned them all, but then the auxiliary systems came online, and the pinnace righted itself, resuming its course toward the surface. 
 
    Behind them, Saturn’s dense clouds were already rushing back in toward the site of the explosion, but through the storms, Leona could still make out the sight of the massive pontoon peeling away from the strut and falling into the inky black depths.
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    Tanis began edging toward the man at the far end of the room. “Why are you doing this, Kameron? 
 
    “Why? Oh, I don’t know. Maybe because I’m tired of being fucked with and it’s time for me to get back at the TSF.” 
 
    “The TSF?” Tanis asked, confused by his response. “I’m not sure if you’ve noticed, but that’s a Jovian city above us. There probably aren’t more than a dozen Terran soldiers on this place.” 
 
    Kameron nodded. “You’re right about that. But the man I want to destroy is here. Dr. Simon Scarborough.” 
 
    “Doesn’t ring a bell,” Tanis said as she edged closer.  
 
    “Probably wouldn’t. He specializes in treatments for early onset Kronos Disease.” 
 
    Tanis knew of Kronos, everyone did. It was how humans died. While a person could be kept alive indefinitely with both biological or synthetic replacements available for every part of the body, there was no replacement for the brain.  
 
    At a certain point, it started to lose cohesion. The connections from dendrites to axons became too widely distributed, chemical memory systems too full, and new neurons were unable to take their place in the great thinking web. 
 
    Ultimately, the brain degenerated, and the person slipped into a vegetative state or went insane. 
 
    Many people had their minds transferred to new brains at the first signs of Kronos. ‘Transfer’ was the word that was used, but everyone knew that the old person died and the new entity was just that, a new entity.  
 
    After centuries of life, many Kronos sufferers opted to simply allow death to finally overtake them. Some became new people, others became AIs of sorts.  
 
    But early onset sufferers had none of those options. Their brains were not good candidates for transfer, so they usually ended their lives before insanity ensued. 
 
    “So you have EKD, and this Doctor Simon won’t help you?” Tanis asked. “I bet we could convince him…unless you’re already too far gone. Is that why you’re doing this?” 
 
    “I don’t have EKD,” Kameron hissed the words. “My wife did. She was a colonel in the TSF, but they wouldn’t pay for her to try the doctor’s treatments because he said she wasn’t an ideal candidate and his treatments were still experimental. So she died. Took her own life the day his final rejection came in. Now I’m gonna take his life.” 
 
    “Shit, that’s really awful,” Tanis said, now only ten meters from the man. “But all those people above us…. Do they deserve to die, as well?” 
 
    Kameron shrugged. “Why should they all get to keep living when my wife didn’t? Maybe this will be a wake-up call that we can’t withhold treatments like this.” 
 
    “No, it won’t,” Tanis replied.  
 
    “What do you mean, ‘no’?” 
 
    “No, it’s not going to be. I’m going to kill you, and then you’ll to be with your wife while I disable the bomb. What do you care, anyway? You just want to die. I’ll give you that death, and save the people above.” 
 
    Kameron’s eyes widened in surprise and then narrowed once more. “Do you really expect me to fall for that?” 
 
    “Was worth as shot.” 
 
    They stared at one another for a moment, then Kameron’s attention was momentarily drawn to his equipment.  
 
    Tanis fired two shots with her pulse rifle, weakening the ES shield, and then rushed toward it, breaking through the field and lunging toward Kameron. 
 
    He whipped out a handgun and fired a trio of shots at her, two striking her in the torso while the third thankfully missed.  
 
    She was just five meters from him now and continued her mad rush.  
 
    <Aren’t you worried he has a deadman’s switch?> Darla suddenly asked. 
 
    <Yes.> 
 
    <What—?> 
 
    Darla’s question was cut off as Tanis activated her lightwand, even as Kameron fired two more shots at her. One hit her in the shoulder and another in the cheek, snapping her head to the side.  
 
    She ignored the pain and swung the lightwand down, slicing off Kameron’s extended arm.  
 
    He shrieked in pain and staggered backward until he collided with the observation window, blood seeping from his partially cauterized arm-stump. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” he said through gritted teeth. “It’s going to blow. This city is going down.” 
 
    <Shit, he’s right, he terminated the magnetic field in the antimatter bottle!> 
 
    <How’re we still alive?>  
 
    <Failsafes. There are physical magnets.> 
 
    Tanis took the final three steps toward Kameron and slammed a fist into his temple before turning to the antimatter bottle. 
 
    <What do we do?> 
 
    <Checking, checking…this really isn’t my area of expertise. OK, the NSAI down here says that so long as the bottle doesn’t experience more than 3gs, we’re OK. We can get it to a transfer—> 
 
    The deck shook violently beneath Tanis’s feet, almost knocking her over, and she grasped a console to steady herself as the floor turned into a slope.  
 
    <Was that…> she began. 
 
    <City is yawing. The right side pontoon is gone…I think. Shit, the city controllers got my message too late, they’re trying to avoid the belt transfer region, but we’re on the edge of the eddies.> 
 
    Tanis stared at the antimatter bottle. <So you’re saying it’s going to shake a lot more than 3gs in here.> 
 
    <Probably, yeah.> 
 
    <And if this pontoon goes, the city topples over for sure and sinks like a rock.> 
 
    <Also true.> 
 
    Tanis stepped up to the antimatter bottle. <Safe to remove it from the socket?> 
 
    <Yeah, he fried all the connections. What’s your plan?> 
 
    <I’m going to get the SCLSS machine to suspend this thing in an acceleration web, and then chuck it out the airlock.> 
 
    <Better move fast—well, fast-ish.> 
 
    Darla set a g-force meter on Tanis’s HUD that was connected to her hand motion, and Tanis got a quick—and very frightening—lesson in just how many gs the act of lifting up a heavy antimatter bottle created.  
 
    Given that they were near Saturn’s equator, the gravity was currently only 0.93g, but even lifting the bottle out of its socket jumped her meter to 1.7g.  
 
    <Be careful on the stairs,> Darla cautioned, as Tanis walked out of the hall as another series of vibrations ran through the deck beneath her feet. 
 
    Tanis managed to keep the meter under 1.5g, except when she was in the midst of taking a step, and the station jerked up under her, spiking the meter to 2.7. 
 
    <Oh shit…> Tanis whispered in her mind. <Oh shit oh shit oh shit.> 
 
    By some miracle, she made it to top of the stairs without having gone back over 2gs.  
 
    <Have you configured it?> she asked as she approached the SCLSS machine. <Because I really don’t fancy it getting some sort of idea of its own with this thing.> 
 
    <Yes, web’s already half spun,> Darla replied, as the cylinder opened and Tanis saw a half-ready cocoon with strands of elastic fiber connecting an outer shell to a web in the middle. 
 
    She leant forward to place the antimatter bottle in a pocket set into the middle of the webbing, when another series of vibrations ran through the deck, shaking her violently. 
 
    And then the bottle fell from her hands. 
 
    Tanis reached out desperately, expecting it to be the last thing she ever did, when a protrusion on the bottle caught in the web, and the bottle stopped its fall a centimeter from the bottom of the shell. 
 
    <I think I just peed in your brain,> Darla whispered. <Sorry about that.> 
 
    <Guh, that’s a nasty visual…but understandable,> Tanis muttered as she carefully unhooked the antimatter bottle and set it in the cocoon’s central web. Then she stepped back as the SCLSS finished wrapping it up.  
 
    <Glad you were able to hack this thing’s NSAI so fast. It’s a real pain in the ass,> Tanis said as the deck shuddered again, and she grasped the doorframe for stability.  
 
    <Oh, I had it hacked before you got in earlier.> 
 
    <Darla….>  
 
    <You didn’t ask for help. I figured you were going with ‘First Responder Red’ on purpose.> 
 
    Tanis groaned from both exertion and disgruntlement as the machine completed its process, and she lifted the cocoon free and carefully backed out of the small room and turned toward the airlock.  
 
    Every part of her body ached from the beating she’d taken trying to get down the strut, plus the burns and pressure bruises across her skin. Oh, and being shot a dozen times, let’s not forget that. 
 
    Her arms were starting to shake as she carefully set the meter-wide cocoon down while the inner airlock door cycled open once more. 
 
    <I really don’t want to go out there again,> she said, feeling a stab of fear far stronger than she’d expected at the thought of the dark storm raging on the other side of a few centimeters of plas and steel. 
 
    <You’re not going out. We open the door, wait for a lull in the winds, and then just push out our little present for Saturn.> 
 
    <So with the cocoon’s drag coefficient taken into account, we need relative wind speeds to be under…seventy kilometers per hour?> Tanis asked. <Do they even get that low?> 
 
    <Fifty would be better, but yeah, once or twice while you were out there, they dropped that much. Granted, they need to do it and be gusting in the right direction.> 
 
    The sporadic shudders that had been shaking the slanted deck had turned into a steady vibration, spurring Tanis into motion. She palmed the control to open the outer lock door and wrapped her arms around the cocoon, more than ready to gently shove the antimatter bottle down into Saturn’s depths.  
 
    A moment later, the door opened, and the planet’s howling winds reached into the small room, threatening to tear the cocoon from Tanis’s grasp. She held onto it desperately, her augmented vision gauging the windspeed. At present, it was over two hundred kilometers per hour.  
 
    She saw a solid-looking shape whip by in the dark clouds, and then came the sound of something pinging off the strut’s hull nearby.  
 
    <It’s pieces of the other strut that blew,> Darla supplied before Tanis asked. <We’re in a bit of a vortex at the edge of the cloud band.> 
 
    Tanis clutched at the cocoon as a gust of wind almost grabbed it from her. <Just another thing to worry about hitting this thing, then.> 
 
    The winds began to diminish as the city drifted across the eye of the vortex they were in, and when they passed below seventy kilometers per hour, Tanis carefully rolled the cocoon to the edge of the airlock and looked down into the darkness below.  
 
    <Do it now!> Darla instructed. <We still need some wind so it clears the pontoon below.> 
 
    Not for the first time in the last hour, Tanis committed an action she sincerely hoped wouldn’t be her last, and rolled the antimatter cocoon out into Saturn’s winds.   
 
    You want to devour something, you monster? Devour this. 
 
    She tracked the cocoon’s progress as best she could, gauging that it would just barely clear the pontoon as it disappeared from view. Thirty seconds later, when no explosion had occurred, she breathed a sigh of relief—or tried to, with the tubes in her throat.  
 
    <We’re in the clear,> Darla said, and the airlock door began to close. 
 
    Tanis almost got a word out in response, when something hit the strut and the entire airlock, with her still  inside, was torn free and flung out into the maelstrom.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    UNWILLING 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 03.04.4085 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Unknown 
 
    REGION: Main Asteroid Belt, Terran Hegemony, InnerSol  
 
      
 
      
 
    Agony tore through Harm’s mind for what had to be the thousandth time that day. It wasn’t like anything he’d ever experienced as a human. That pain had always been a physical sensation delivered to his brain through the body. 
 
    What he experienced now could only be described as the feeling of his very mind being on fire. 
 
    The pain suddenly ceased, though the aftereffects—a lingering sensation of throbbing and soreness—remained. 
 
    How strange it is that I keep using biological sensations to quantify how I feel. I need to develop a new vocabulary to properly reflect on this. 
 
    “How was that?” Lane asked. “I could tell by how your avatar was writhing on the ground here that it was probably unpleasant.” 
 
    Harm realized that he was laying on his side on the surface of the featureless plain. A second later, he was standing; his skill at manipulating his presence in this place increasing. 
 
    It had been six days since Lane had begun working him over, trying to extract his many secrets. Harm had given her a few things here and there…. Nothing too risky. A few of which were things he suspected Lane already knew. 
 
    She’d been pleased to gain verification of her methods, but his continuing ability to defy her was wearing on her patience. 
 
    He was certain that she would very soon move to less…recoverable methods of interrogation. In all honesty, he was surprised she hadn’t used more invasive methods to extract data from his mind already. 
 
    A few things she’d said led him to believe that she didn’t want to waste more seed blanks on him. Someone had procured the Heartbridge imaging system for her at great expense, and probably had hopes of using it more than once. 
 
    “It was lovely,” Harm muttered as he resumed probing the network he’d managed to gain access to. It was a buffered subnet that Lane had connected his seed to, a necessity for her to interface with him in the virtual space. 
 
    What she hadn’t realized was that he had spent decades as a network architect, and was right at home with this sort of puzzle. Bit by bit, he’d probed ports and sent packets into open connections, looking for a weakness, a way out into the rest of the ship’s systems. 
 
    Lane started talking again, telling him about how she was going to get what she wanted from him, and that he’d regret defying her. 
 
    Harm had begun to wonder if she had either lied about her skills to her employers, or was operating in defiance of orders. If he had been given unlimited access to a subject for fourteen days, they would be eating out of his hand by now.  
 
    “I wonder, Lieutenant Lane,” he said, interrupting whatever she had been rambling on about. “How long do you have to break me? Or were you supposed to transport me somewhere and have someone else do it? I mean…you’re a comm analyst, not a trained interrogator. Are you trying to prove yourself to someone?” 
 
    “W-what?” Lane stuttered.  
 
    “Lieutenant Lane. Like I said, you’re a comm analyst. Albeit one with some interesting side-skills. But you’re not at the top, and you probably weren’t supposed to burn through all those seeds to get this far. Stars, I wonder if you were even to be the one who did all this. Are you going to get offed if you don’t get fast results?” 
 
    Lane glowered at him. “You may think I’m just a peon, but I got into Division 99 and sat under your nose for over a year, getting into every part of your life, Elise. I masqueraded as you, and you were none the wiser.” 
 
    “Well,” Harm said as he rose to his feet. “You didn’t get into every part of my life. If you had, we wouldn’t be having this chat right now—you’d already know everything you wanted from me.” 
 
    “You know…I didn’t want to do this, Harm,” Lane muttered. “But I’m going to show you just how fucked you are.” 
 
    As Lane spoke, she opened up a connection out of the sequestered subnet and accessed the general shipnet. Harm could have sung with delight as he spotted her actions with his continuous network probes, and fashioned his own request to slip out through the port she had opened.  
 
    Crap, that worked! Ha-haaaa!  
 
    He knew he had only seconds before Lane closed the connection to the general shipnet, and he raced through systems looking for something he could use against her. 
 
    His suspicion that they were on a small interplanetary shuttle was confirmed as he saw that the craft was a H&K StarDuster. He remembered that StarDusters had a vulnerability in their environmental systems and prayed that the ship Lane was flying hadn’t had the weakness patched.  
 
    Lane was going on about how she was going to show him a feed that would change his mind about everything—show him how he was on the wrong side of things—and Harm paid half attention, goading her along, trying to buy himself more time. 
 
    Yes! There it is! 
 
    He ran the exploit and gained access to the shuttle’s environmental systems, not hesitating as he triggered an emergency venting procedure. 
 
    “What?!” Lane gasped. “What are—” 
 
    Her avatar disappeared from the featureless plain they stood upon, but the port to the general shipnet remained open—much to Harm’s relief. Moments later, the emergency venting completed, and the shuttle began to re-pressurize.  
 
    Automated crew safety systems kicked in, and a service bot trundled forward to pick up Lane’s body and take it to the autodoc. 
 
    Not there, little bot, Harm thought as he wormed his way into the bot’s motor controls and directed it instead to a part of the Heartbridge machine that Lane had not used. 
 
    The bot set Lane’s body down in the ancient pod, and it closed around her.  
 
    I can’t believe I’m going to do this. 
 
    He wondered if being turned into an AI had made him just a little bit insane.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    An hour later, the pod opened, as did Lane’s eyes. She held up her hands, looking them over curiously before pushing herself upright and sliding her legs out of the pod.  
 
    “Well, Lane, let’s see where you’re going and get ourselves on a course to meet Tanis. She and I will have some things to discuss and plans to make.” 
 
    Inside Harm’s mind…or rather, inside Lane’s…the woman cried out in frustration, relegated to being a mere passenger inside her own body, as Harm—now an AI, embedded inside her—controlled her body as though it belonged to him. 
 
    “Please, Lane. I’m letting you remain conscious as a courtesy. But if you continue to shriek like that, we’re going to have a problem. Honestly, this is really your doing. No modern autodoc would ever implant an AI like this, giving it control over the host body. If you weren’t playing with forbidden technology, this wouldn’t have been a possibility.” 
 
    A wave of grief came over Harm, and he fought to maintain control of his emotions. 
 
    “I’d say ‘your loss is my gain’, Lane…but at the end of this, you’ll get your body and mind back, and I’ll have neither.” 
 
    He settled down in the cockpit and saw that Lane had the shuttle in a resonant orbit with Vesta. He pulled up to the locations that Tanis used for datadrops and saw that she was growing quite agitated at his lack of response, having left several queries in the past days.  
 
    “Just a few minutes longer, Tanis. First I want to look at this thing Lane was going to show me. Something that would convince me that our cause is doomed.” 
 
    Harm reopened the connection Lane had made back in the expanse, and traced it to a datastore on the ship’s network. Within was a vid; after making sure it posed no threat, he opened it and let it play. 
 
    “Oh…oh shit.”


 
   
 
  



 
 
    RESCUE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 03.02.4085 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Kirby Jones’s skiff, beneath New Amsterdam 
 
    REGION: Saturn, Jovian Combine, OuterSol 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can’t see a damn thing!” Jeannie said as she swapped through views on the forward display. “There are EM bursts all over this storm. Fuck! That one was huge! Almost on top of us!”  
 
    “Trying to keep a read on the city’s beacons,” Connie replied as she worked on filtering out as much of the noise as she could. “Oh shit!” 
 
    “Fawk!” Jeannie screamed. 
 
    At the same time, they saw that the winds had blown them off-course, and they were within a hundred meters of one of the pontoon struts.  
 
    “That can’t be right,” Connie muttered. “That strut shouldn’t be there.” 
 
    Jeannie ducked the skiff under the towering structure, and as they passed within a dozen meters, they saw it shift and swing toward them, nearly colliding with the skiff as it raced past. 
 
    “Get out of here!” Connie screamed, while Jeannie hollered something unintelligible back at her.  
 
    “That wasn’t the one Tanis was on, was it?” Marion called up from the back. “Please tell me it wasn’t.” 
 
    “No,” Connie called back, having to raise her voice over the howl of the wind outside—not to mention the creaks and groans coming from the skiff’s hull. “At least, I don’t think so.” 
 
    “What the hell is going on, then?” Yves asked.  
 
    “I can’t pick up any Link signal, not Tanis’s or a general network,” Connie muttered, ignoring Yves. “But she said this is where she’d be.” 
 
    “I think that big burst was an antimatter detonation,” Jeannie said as she set the main display to show a backscatter radiation view.  
 
    Ahead, they could see Pontoon 5 still intact, where hopefully Tanis was still waiting for them. 
 
    “You sure?” Connie asked. “About an antimatter explosion.” 
 
    “Yeah, scan logs show that gamma rays were everywhere, and that intensified the lightning storm.” 
 
    “Damn…I guess that means that other guy hit his target.” Then she shook her head, clearing those thoughts and focusing on the task at hand. “Get up close,” Connie ordered. “There should be a hangar at the top of the pontoon.”  
 
    “On it,” Jeannie said, and Connie noticed that, while the pilot was trying to sound confident, her right leg was bouncing like her heel was spring-loaded.  
 
    The pilot brought the ship around to the leeward side of the pontoon, where a set of small hangar doors stood closed. “Who in their right mind ever thought they’d really use this thing,” Jeannie muttered. 
 
    She began easing the skiff toward the hangar, while Connie tried to interface with the door mechanism. A crosswind tore at the ship, and her stomach dropped as the ship rose up, then dropped toward the pontoon. 
 
    “Shit shit shit,” Jeannie muttered, as a crosswind caught them and blew the skiff away from the pontoon and out into the storms. It took almost three minutes to get the ship back to the now-open hangar doors, then suddenly, Connie got a signal. 
 
    “I found her!” she proclaimed. “Tanis! She’s…up the strut shaft, other side, there’s an airlock.” 
 
    Jeannie glanced at Connie and swallowed. “The other side?” 
 
    Connie set her console to show a visual of the level where the airlock lay.  
 
    Jeannie nodded and eased the skiff up from the pontoon, just as something white flew by and dropped into Saturn’s depths. 
 
    She looked back at Marion and Yves to see the private hooked up to a winch, while Marion had latched herself to a safety ring next to the door. 
 
    <Close up,> Marion directed. <It’s almost a hundred degrees out there.> 
 
    Connie nodded and hit the control to seal the cabin, adding a view of the rear compartment on her console. Jeannie fought the winds, bringing the skiff around the strut, sweat pouring down her temples in rivulets. 
 
    Moments later, they came into view of the airlock, and Connie could see a figure in red emergency gear standing in the opening.  
 
    “There she is!” she announced with glee. She was about to make a Link connection with Tanis, when something slammed into the side of the strut and tore a wide swath of hull away. 
 
    One minute Tanis was there, the next she was gone.  
 
    “I’ve got a lock on her beacon!” Connie yelled, as Jeannie spun the ship around and dove after Tanis.  
 
    A reading appeared on the main display, counting down to crush depth for the skiff and a lightly armored human. She pushed it from her mind while looking at the view of the skiff’s rear compartment. The door was open, and Yves was standing at the entrance, his feet locked to the deck. 
 
    <I don’t see her!> he called up. 
 
    <We’re close!> Connie called back as Jeannie brought the skiff alongside Tanis’s falling body.  
 
    A gust of wind grabbed them, and the skiff slewed away, but Jeannie compensated, swinging them back toward Tanis.  
 
    Connie was about to call out to Yves, when the private leapt out of the skiff, the cable spooling out behind him. The taste of blood surprised Connie, and she realized that she’d bit her tongue. She sucked at the wound while watching Yves’ position indicator fly across fifteen meters of boiling clouds and make contact with Tanis.  
 
    There was a moment of silence, and then Yves cried out, <Reel us in!> 
 
    Jeannie held the ship as steadily as she could, while Marion set the winch to wind up at its maximum speed.  
 
    Ten seconds later, there was a thud, and then Marion called up, <We’re secure! Go!> 
 
    “Fuckin’ goin’,” Jeannie muttered and applied the skiff’s max burn.  
 
    Connie watched the altimeter; they were barely climbing out of the bottom cloud layer. The skiff’s collision alarms started to wail, and Connie saw an amorphous form moving toward them from below. 
 
    “Upsurge!” she cried out. “We hit that, and—”  
 
    “I know!” Jeannie shot back. “We’re done. I’m heading into the vortex.” 
 
    The skiff slewed starboard, and Connie felt the ship drop precipitously. They came to the center of the whirling clouds where the winds were almost still, and Jeannie pushed the burn to max. 
 
    The small craft began to climb through the clouds, passing through the near-boiling water layer and into the hydrosulfate and ammonia deck. The winds began to pick up more, but so did the skiff. Connie began to breathe easier as the skiff crossed over twenty kilometers per second; when they hit thirty-five, she glanced at Jeannie and clasped her shoulder. 
 
    “Now that is fuckin’ flying. Amazing work, Lieutenant.” 
 
    They burst free from Saturn’s cloudtops just as the engines cut out, and they lurched forward from the cessation of thrust. 
 
    Jeannie was shaking as she glanced at Connie. “We hit escape velocity ten seconds before we ran out of fuel.” 
 
    “Faaawk,” Connie whispered. “Uh…I guess set a beacon for a pickup from Hyperion. I’m going to go check on Tanis.” 
 
    Her fingers were shaking as she lifted off her harness, and she nearly forgot to check that atmosphere in the back cabin was safe before she palmed the cockpit door control. It was, though, and once the air pressure had equalized, the door opened, and she stepped through to see Yves and Marion staring intently at the woman strapped into a chair. 
 
    Her SCLSS suit was detaching from her face, and the woman pulled it away, coughing as she drew the long tubes out of her throat. 
 
    “Wait a sec,” Yves said as he scowled at the unfamiliar woman. “Who the hell are you? Ident says ‘Kiora Adams’.” 
 
    The woman glanced at Connie, who gave her a lazy salute. “Nice of you to join us, Tanis.” 
 
    Tanis nodded weakly as she jerked a thumb over her shoulder. “Just so there’s no confusion, I am never going to set foot on one of those cities again.” 
 
    Marion grinned as she shook her head. “I knew it. I guess we’re read in now.” 
 
    “Read into what?” Yves planted his hands on his hips. “Did I just risk my life to save some random woman?” 
 
    In response, Kiora Adams’ face began to change before their eyes, until the person sitting before them wore the face of Tanis Richards once more. She winced and rubbed her cheeks before looking up at Yves.  
 
    “Welcome to Division 99, Private.”


 
   
 
  



 
 
    ENEMY OF MY ENEMY 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 03.04.4085 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Hyperion Station 
 
    REGION: Saturn, Jovian Combine, OuterSol 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The oligarch doesn’t want to point the finger at the Diskers yet,” Leona said. “So they’re chalking it up to ecoterrorists who are protesting the Ouranos Project.” 
 
    The words were Leona’s greeting as Tanis settled into a seat at the back of a bar on Hyperion. For once, Tanis was herself, no cover in use, and it was Leona who was posing as a contractor working with the TSF—one who supplied the special mounts needed for compressed helium tanks.  
 
    Something the Kirby Jones currently needed, thanks to a ridiculously incompetent drone operator.  
 
    “Hello to you, too,” Tanis said, double-checking that Leona’s privacy shield was working properly before continuing. “That seems reasonable. I understand there’s debate over simply clearing out the city and dropping it into Saturn rather than fixing it.” 
 
    Leona gave an exaggerated shrug. “I guess the newer cities have a better pontoon structure…and engines to boost the city off Saturn in case of some sort of calamity. New Amsterdam is one of the older ones. At the very least, they’re talking about upgrading the other old ones now. Shuttles can’t keep up with the people bailing off those cities.” 
 
    “And here I thought that this stop at Saturn was just for appearances.” 
 
    Leona snorted. “I did too, to be honest. I mean, I knew there was a TSF officer that had non-standard connections to the Diskers, but I didn’t think we were days away from the biggest catastrophe in OuterSol since the Io Incident.” 
 
    “I’m glad we managed to keep that thing afloat, though,” Tanis replied. “And I never want to see one of those cities again.” 
 
    Tanis met the JSF colonel’s eyes and saw an inexplicable sadness in them. “What is it?” she asked. 
 
    Leona pursed her lips and swallowed before replying. “I lost two people…and we didn’t save our pontoon. If you hadn’t succeeded….” 
 
    “Dammit,” Tanis shook her head. “I’m sorry about that. I hope you’re going to give Kameron his just desserts.” 
 
    Leona’s expression took on a cast of grim determination. “Oh, he’ll get that and more. Though your people are already agitating for him to be turned over to the TSF.” 
 
    “Sorry about that,” Tanis replied with a shrug and a tone of voice that said just the opposite. “I had to report all this into the local Division commander. Once Connie pulled the fire alarm to get our skiff down to rescue me, the local detachment knew an op was going on—they weren’t too happy to have no knowledge of it, either. My ears are still ringing from the local commander’s tirade.” 
 
    “Oh?” Leona quirked an eyebrow. “Was that Colonel Furst, or General Hildebrand?” 
 
    Tanis gave the JSF officer a narrow-eyed gaze. “Nice try, Leona.” 
 
    “Part of the job. If anyone asks me if I tried to get intel from you on the local Division structure, it helps to be able to honestly say ‘yes’.” 
 
    <As if anyone would take something this woman says at face value,> Darla added privately. 
 
    <I don’t know. She seems honorable in her own way.> 
 
    <Yeah, it’s ‘her own way’ that concerns me.> 
 
    “I trust that you didn’t let on anything about your arrangement with the oligarch?” Leona continued. 
 
    “Of course not. I’m working an angle to get permission to go to Earth, and if that works, I’ll be taking the Kirby Jones there just as soon as our helium tank situation gets squared away.” 
 
    Just then a vid came on the nearby holodisplays, talking about the investigation into the near catastrophe with New Amsterdam. Tanis glanced at it, a smile gracing her lips as she saw ‘Colonel Leona of the JSF’ being credited with saving the city. 
 
    “Good work, Leona,” Tanis said with a wink.  
 
    A look of disgust crossed the colonel’s face. “I fucked up. Royally. You’re the one that saved New Amsterdam. Keeping your involvement under wraps puts me in the limelight—not something I like.” 
 
    “Was a team effort,” Tanis replied with an amicable shrug. “You and your AI…Chelsea, I believe…were instrumental in helping us.” 
 
    “And your AI…” The woman let the words hang.  
 
    Tanis gave the colonel a measuring look. “Leona. You know I’m an L2. I can’t have an AI.” 
 
    “Right, sure,” she gave Tanis a wink. “I’ll keep Darla’s secret for you.” 
 
    <What!> Darla exclaimed in Tanis’s mind. <How did she—> 
 
    Tanis must have let a measure of surprise show on her face, because a triumphant expression came over Leona’s.  
 
    “I knew it! It took a lot of digging, but when Chelsea and I sorted it out, I had to kick myself for missing something so obvious. What patrol boat as small as yours has two AIs on it? Even working for the Division, that seemed unlikely. It didn’t take long to find that there were a few times where Darla was in places that the Kirby Jones was not.” 
 
    <And here I thought I’d covered my tracks carefully,> Darla groused. 
 
    <If it makes you feel better, Leona has the resources of the JSF’s intelligence division behind her.> 
 
    “Maybe you’re right,” Tanis replied with a shrug. “But I still don’t have an AI in my head.” She paused to tap her skull. “Not enough room in here to squeeze one in.” 
 
    “Either way, she’s with you somewhere,” Leona’s eyes traveled across Tanis’s torso. “With the mods you have, she could easily be anywhere in there—even though you’re skinny as fuck.” 
 
    “Willowy,” Tanis corrected her. “You high-g people all look like squat lumps to me, if it helps at all. I’m willowy, you’re stumpy.” 
 
    Leona snorted. “I’ll take stumpy any day. OK, now that we’ve settled that, when can I expect to hear from you again?” 
 
    “Officially, the Jones is supposed to swing back around to Vesta. If it heads there, you’ll know that I’m already on my way to Terra on my own. If the ship heads to Terra, then…well…you’ll also have your answer.” 
 
    “No scenario where you just say ‘fuck it’ and go to Vesta with your ship?”  
 
    Tanis shook her head. “I want to find out who is behind this as much as you do, Leona—probably more. I don’t like that Alden is blackmailing me, but I’m onboard.” 
 
    “I lost two of my people down in those clouds,” Leona said quietly. “I’m just as motivated as you are.” 
 
    “Then we understand one another.” 
 
    Leona’s eyes narrowed. “I hope so. I don’t know Alden well, but I’ve been around him enough to see that the man does not make idle threats. If you don’t play ball, he’ll destroy you.” 
 
    Tanis rose from the table and thought through a number of responses, before simply nodding and walking away. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    <You know…> Chelsea ventured as Tanis walked away from the table. <Alden is one hell of a powerful man, but I really don’t know who would win if he went after Tanis.> 
 
    “Seriously?” Leona scoffed. “Sure, she’s one tough bitch, but he has all of Jove backing him.” 
 
    <Yet if it wasn’t for Tanis and her team, he’d be dead. They held his life in their hands when they swapped him with the IC as well. I think he went too far, threatening to ruin her. If she has nothing to lose, she just might do anything.> 
 
    “Tanis? She’s a bleeding heart. There are limits to what she’d do for revenge. Besides, she and her team got close to Alden before he had Specters protecting him. It’s a different ball game now.” 
 
    <Just the same, I’d really prefer not to have to go up against her.> 
 
    “You don’t think I could take her down?” 
 
    <I can imagine circumstances where either of you might emerge victorious. However, even a victory against her would be costly.> 
 
    Leona picked up a beer that had thus far sat untouched and took a draught.  
 
    “Well, as Pearl and Forrest can attest, we’re in the ‘costly’ business.”


 
   
 
  



 
 
    MEET WITH TEAM 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 03.04.4085 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: TSS Kirby Jones, Hyperion Station 
 
    REGION: Saturn, Jovian Combine, OuterSol 
 
      
 
      
 
    <Stars, I dislike that woman,> Darla muttered as Tanis walked out of the bar and onto the wide D-Ring South concourse.  
 
    <She’s just doing what she thinks is right for her people.> 
 
    <Yeah, sure.> Darla made a snort-like sound. <Doesn’t mean she has to be an asshole. You just saved millions of her people. Does she thank you? No. She laments her own losses.> 
 
    Tanis had harbored a similar reaction, but she also knew what it was like to lose teammates. It was like losing family. Even worse, if you didn’t like your real family.  
 
    <I’m not defending her as a person. I’m just saying I can see how she ended up where she is. And she did the right thing when the chips were down. That counts for a lot.> 
 
    Darla didn’t reply, and Tanis walked on in silence, making her way through the station’s small commercial district, which catered to the contractors and Terrans who were looking for something the military stores didn’t have to offer. 
 
    She saw a shimmering green gown in a window display, with bolts of blue-green electricity running down it. She imagined what it would look like swirling around her and almost slowed to take a closer look. 
 
    <I saw that!> Darla crowed. <You were checking out that dress! It would look perfect on you. I demand that you go try it on.> 
 
    <You’ve ruined me, Darla. I’d never been ignorant of fashion, but I never used to enjoy it. Now.…> 
 
    <I’ll make you a fashionista yet.> 
 
    Tanis snorted. <Let’s not get carried away. I’m never going to enjoy fashion more than getting in a good fight, but it can be fun.> 
 
    <Are you going to go look at the dress?> 
 
    <No.> Tanis kept walking. <I need to meet with the team. General Hildebrand gave me permission to officially read them in, so that’s what I’m going to do.> 
 
    <Good thing, too—since you know that once you told Yves, he was going to blather it to everyone.> 
 
    <Maybe.> Tanis shrugged as they reached the maglev platform. <I think he gets how important something like that is.> 
 
    <I suppose we’ll find out soon enough.> 
 
    As they waited for the train, Tanis flipped through her datadrops, wondering what was keeping Harm from responding to her. If he didn’t get back to her soon, she’d have to report in to Admiral Kocsis directly.  
 
    Damn, I hate having a split chain of command.  
 
    Of course, she also loved the Kirby Jones, and she knew that if she were to go fully into Division 99, she’d lose her command of the ship.  
 
    She didn’t want that…but she was also enjoying the spy game more than she originally thought she would. Even though she would never get credit for it—and though it would give her nightmares for some time—she was glad that her job had put her in the right place to save New Amsterdam. 
 
    They’ll just have to get someone else the next time…because screw Saturn. I’d rather dance with GE’s black-hole-holding arrays at Ouranos than go back to one of those floating cities. 
 
    She pulled her thoughts away from Saturn and back to the datadrops, growing less certain that there’d be anything from Harm with each empty source.  
 
    Stars…I hope something hasn’t happened to him. It’s been almost two weeks. 
 
    Then she saw a message about a lonely Hawk looking for a sea creature to spend time with. She dove into it, and the code in the message led her through a series of other posts and ads until she’d pieced together Harm’s message. 
 
    [Tanis. Sorry for taking so long to get back to you. Had some issues here, but I’ve found and eliminated the mole in the Division—or at least one of them. I’ve advised Kocsis of your situation, and he’s onboard. He wants to arrange for some sort of backup for you, but I’ve convinced him that I should be enough. I need you to meet me at the Kjorn Hotel on Luna before you head to Earth. Good work on Saturn. I’ve not seen an official report yet, but I’ll eat Cassie Hawk’s pink hair if saving that city wasn’t your doing. See you on Luna.] 
 
    Tanis passed the message on to Darla, who sighed with relief. 
 
    <Good to know that we don’t have to go rogue and ruin your career to keep Alden from ruining your career.> 
 
    <We? I’d never really asked you if you’d go along with it if I had to go off-book.> 
 
    Darla snorted. <Girl, I was born to go off-book. Besides, I like you too much to let that asshole of an oligarch fuck you over.> 
 
    <And you’re so eloquent, too.> 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes later, Tanis walked into the Kirby Jones’s galley—the only room outside of the holds that had enough space for the whole crew to meet. 
 
    Even so, it was crowded. Jeannie and Smythe were sitting at the table, along with Connie and Marion. Liam was leaning up against the wall near the chiller, while Seamus was sitting on the floor alongside Yves—both of whom leapt up when Tanis entered. Susan and Lukas were sitting on the counter, and they slid off at her entrance, as well. 
 
    “As you were, everyone,” Tanis said, waving her hand for the crew to resume their seats. “You here, Lovell?” 
 
    A pillar of light shimmered into existence near the sink. <Where else would I be?> the AI asked over the shipnet.  
 
    Tanis nodded in acknowledgement and surveyed her crew. Some looked uncertain, while others appeared to be curious. Connie was grinning like a fool, obviously certain that she knew what Tanis was about to divulge.  
 
    “What about Darla,” Liam asked. “Is she with us, as well?” 
 
    Seamus swung a leg out and kicked Liam in the foot. “Damn, you’re dense, aren’t you?” 
 
    “What?” Liam asked defensively.  
 
    Tanis held her hand up, and the pair subsided. “Everything I’m about to tell you is classified D99 Alpha 1. It never leaves your lips or minds. However, the thing I’ll tell you next is not something I’m authorized to divulge, though most of you have figured it out already.” 
 
    She paused for dramatic effect, watching Liam’s scowl deepen. 
 
    “Darla and I are paired.” 
 
    Marion shouted, “I knew it!” at the same time Liam exclaimed “What? For how long?” 
 
    <I’ve been in Tanis’s head the entire time you knew me,> Darla said with a laugh. <I kinda thought it was obvious and we were all just pretending not to know.> 
 
    “Right, and you have to keep pretending. Honestly, Darla and I being together isn’t as classified as us being Mickies, but the TSF would like to keep the fact that L2s can get AIs on the QT for as long as possible.” 
 
    “Can we put a pin in the fact that you’re Division, and go back to you and Darla?” Lieutenant Smythe asked. “Are you telling me that she’s been with you the whole time? What about when we flew from Vesta to Ceres? You weren’t aboard then, but Darla was.” 
 
    <I faked Darla then and on a number of other occasions,> Lovell replied. 
 
    <Thanks for that,> Darla added.  
 
    <Of course.> The ship AI’s tone was stoic as always. <I’ll admit that things got a bit tricky with the Infiltrator Chameleon. If Connie and Cassie hadn’t alerted me right away, I might have made a mistake and screwed that all up.> 
 
    “Whooooooooaaa,” Marion held up her hands. “OK, this part is new to me—and makes me feel more than a little ill. There was an IC aboard…when?” 
 
    “The whole flight from Ceres to Europa,” Tanis replied, unable to hide her grin. 
 
    “Explains why the CO was a bit bitchier than—” Seamus stopped himself. “Uh…I mean a bit of a b—”  
 
    “Best just to stop there,” Connie advised.  
 
    Seamus took the advice and clamped his jaw shut, face turning a brilliant shade of red. 
 
    “How’s about I start back at the beginning,” Tanis offered, folding her arms across her chest. “There are a lot of things you don’t know about that went down, as far back as the mess on Vesta.” 
 
    “Now that doesn’t surprise me,” Marion replied. “Always felt like we only knew a tiny bit of the story.” 
 
    “But first.” Tanis paused as she swept her gaze across her crew. “I need your tokens and acknowledgement that you agree to the secrecy involved in what I’m about to tell you. I’ll be logging your agreement with the Division. This puts you in the mix.” 
 
    “Will we be Mickies?” Liam asked, a look of excitement on his face.  
 
    “No, you’ll just have more information about what we’re doing on this ship.” 
 
    “Not a fan of being in the dark,” Smythe said. “Sending my tokens.” 
 
    The rest of the crew followed his lead, and a minute later, Tanis launched into the real story of what happened on Vesta with Admiral Deering and the SWSF. She then proceeded to tell them about what had happened behind the scenes on Ceres and Europa, and then explained why they’d been traipsing about OuterSol for the past six months.  
 
    When she was done, the crew sat in silence for a most a full minute before Jeannie spoke up. 
 
    “Well, I’m glad this all makes a hell of a lot more sense now.” 
 
    “You’re telling me,” Seamus added. “I mean, the space force does a lot of weird stuff, but how much we were flitting about was getting a bit odd, even for them.” 
 
    “Soooooo,” Tanis drew the word out. “I’m sure there are questions.” 
 
    The entire crew spoke up at once. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Tanis settled into her bunk, more than ready for a long night’s sleep—or at least six hours—before she had to start reviewing her covers for Terra.  
 
    Just as her eyes closed, a knock came at her door, and she tapped the corridor feeds to see that it was Liam, holding a parcel. 
 
    <What is it, Liam?>  
 
    <Um…this came for you. Darla said to bring it to your quarters.> 
 
    Tanis cast a mental glare at Darla’s avatar, but the AI didn’t respond. She took care not to groan as she rose and pulled on a robe before opening the door.  
 
    “Umm…sorry, Commander, I didn’t know you were asleep.” Liam held out the package, looking like he’d rather be anywhere else at the moment.  
 
    “Don’t worry, Liam,” Tanis said as kindly as she could manage in her sleep-deprived state. Darla must have thought this was important. “Thanks.” 
 
    She took the package and gave the spaceman a nod of dismissal before closing the door and turning on the lights.  
 
    “Pretty sure I know what this is, Darla.” 
 
    <Open it and put it on! I want to see how it looks on you.> 
 
    Tanis pulled off the wrapper, unable to hide a smile at the sight of the green gown. The light show wasn’t active, but as she unfolded it and shook it out, bolts of electricity ran down the sleeveless dress, following a pattern that she could see would highlight her figure in a very flattering fashion.  
 
    “It’s gorgeous,” she whispered, wondering what Peter would think of her in it. 
 
    <Stars, you’re killing me. Put it on.> 
 
    Tanis acquiesced, and a minute later she stood before the holomirror, spinning and watching as lightning raced down the fabric, striking the hem in a brilliant show. 
 
    “So which cover gets to wear this?” she asked Darla. “I thought you weren’t creating a new debutante any time soon.” 
 
    <Tanis. That dress is for you. You can have nice things, you know. Last I checked, you’re a beautiful woman with no reason to hide that.> 
 
    “Hide?” Tanis saw the puzzled look on her face in the holomirror and then scowled at her image. “I don’t think I hide.” 
 
    <You have this belief that being beautiful makes you weak in the eyes of others. So you always put on a tough show.> 
 
    Tanis shook her head and laughed at Darla’s logic. “I think you’ve misunderstood me, Darla. I've always known I’m beautiful—heck pretty much everyone is, unless they choose not to be. But I care more about being strong. The TSF’s uniform projects that strength for me.” 
 
    <And now?>  
 
    Tanis spun once more, watching herself in the holo. “Well…maybe there’s another sort of strength I’m learning about. And another sort of weapon.”
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    If Mikayla didn’t know better, she would have thought that Urdon was botching ops just to maneuver her out of the way.  
 
    Well, I don’t know better for sure. Urdon’s a true believer in what we’re doing; I can’t envision a scenario where he’d sabotage us this much—even if he did want a seat at the table. 
 
    Either way, the failure of the New Amsterdam mission was a serious setback. In her original plan, the death of Alden, followed by the destruction of New Amsterdam—both of which should have connected back to the TSF—would have turned the rumblings of resentment that the Jovians had for the Terrans into public outrage.  
 
    Now she had nothing. Alden was alive, and the near-destruction of New Amsterdam was being pinned on eco-terrorists. She’d even heard that the Sanctity of the Sol System group had claimed responsibility.  
 
    She thought through her other operations, considering which ones could be accelerated, when a message arrived from the Lunar embassy. 
 
    Mikayla opened the missive and ran it through her decoding algorithm, finding a message relayed through Luna from Kristoff. 
 
    Shit! I thought he was on Nibiru. The news about New Amsterdam won’t reach them for another five days. That means he’s insystem somewhere. 
 
    She set her concern over Kristoff’s whereabouts aside and read over the message.  
 
    [I’m very disappointed to learn of your failure at Saturn. Colonel Urdon has informed me that the Kirby Jones was present there as well. It seems this Tanis Richards has an uncanny ability to foil your plans. Either that, or you’re not as skilled as you’ve led us to believe over the years, Mikayla. This endeavor requires us to execute with unerring ability, and that has not been the case in recent months. I want you to remove Commander Richards from the equation. She’s just the sort of wildcard we don’t need right now.  
 
    I’ll be seeing you soon.] 
 
    Mikayla rose from her desk and turned to the window behind her, looking out over the Muir Éirann. From the thousandth floor of the Howth Tower, she could just make out the coast of Wales and the high peak of Snowden Mountain rising above the mist that always seemed to shroud this region of Earth.  
 
    Kristoff coming to Terra was not something she was pleased about. He was always agitating for more direct and decisive action. She worried that if he were to have his way, it would expose them. If the people of Inner and OuterSol realized that it was the Diskers who were behind several recent calamities, it would close the very gap between the two groups she’d been working to create. 
 
    He was right about one thing, though. Tanis Richards had become a thorn in her side that would have to be removed. 
 
    With extreme prejudice.   
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    With Saturn now behind her, Tanis has Terra in her sights. Admiral Mikayla is her target, but it won’t be a matter of simply capturing the woman. 
 
      
 
    The real challenge is figuring out how to get Oligarch Alden’s hooks out of her without ruining her life in the process. 
 
      
 
    See where her work as an MICI operative takes Tanis next in Tanis Richards: Kill Shot. 
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