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For my younger self.

You’ll get there, kid.
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THE AQUILO CALENDAR


	A day on Aquilo is twenty-six hours.

	A week consists of six days: Sefaday, Sunday, Monday, Boreasday, Terrasday, and Freeday.

	Aquilo has no moons but the calendar retains the tradition of months. A month is thirty days.

	A year on Aquilo is 360 days, divided into sixty weeks.

	Standard date naming convention is year.week.day, e.g. 498.46.3 (short form) refers to Monday, Week 46, the year 498 AF (After Founding).








THE MENTOR






ONE


Fuck Earth.

—the last words of Captain Janus Brady, 44 AF


Monday evening, 4-Week, 500 AF

Two names remain on Isthmus Isako’s list of wagemen to dismiss from the Company.

Only two, thank all the gods of old Earth that Isako doesn’t believe in. She’s sick of handing out notices, of being the bad guy, even though it’s part of her job, the part that people know and hate her for. At this stage in her career, she ought to be settling into some sort of comfortable wise-elder role, one that affords undisputed respect yet pleasant anonymity.

Things didn’t work out that way.

She finds both men drinking in quiet dread together in a dive bar at the north end of Tenacity Cityhab, where none of their former colleagues in Astrocommunications might recognize them. The stench of stale beer and leafsmoke assaults her nostrils as soon as she walks through the doors of the Oxygn Bar. She does a quick, instinctive threat assessment, but there’s no ambush lying in wait. Just a couple dozen wagefolk huddled in small groups over muted conversation and mugs of heated ale. They lift faces bland with disinterest until they catch sight of the triggersheath strapped to her thigh.

Contractor.

Isako doesn’t need to hear the word on their lips to sense the nervous hostility. If these were better times, she’d be met with nods of respect. If she were in an Astrocom neighborhood, if this were a year of peace and expansion, she’d be greeted by name and they’d make room for her at the bar and someone would offer to buy her a drink, angling to get on her good side, maybe have her put in a word for them with the boss.

Now they turn their eyes away. War’s over. They know why she’s here.

Dew Loren and Wolf Wyatt are at a small round table in the back. She recognizes them from the photographs in their personnel files but also because they’re old-timers in the division. Isako pulls a chair over to the table, not too close, and sits down on the edge of it, both feet firm on the floor.

“Would you rather do this here, or go somewhere more private?”

She keeps her voice professional but considerate. Lowered, but firm. What’s happening to them isn’t personal, but they need to understand it’s nonnegotiable.

Loren, the curly-haired older man, raises eyes that’re weary and bloodshot but unsurprised. He shrugs. “Might as well do it here. What does it matter?” He doesn’t bother to keep his voice down. Nearby bar patrons look over at their table in pity, but he ignores them. Loren’s always been like that. Straightforward. Unflinching. Not afraid to point shit out for what it is. Isako likes that about him, always has.

She doesn’t know much about Wolf Wyatt. Thirty-six years old, unmarried, no kids. Short but muscular, lifts weights and takes protein supplements and wears tight shirts to show it. Reputedly the best futsal player in the division, even used to play on the Astrocom Stars, back when they still had a team worth watching. She’s heard he’s a great guy to work with if you get along with him and an asshole if you don’t.

Wyatt’s leaning around the table, the glare he’s fixing on her as fierce as his kith namesake.

Don’t do it, Isako thinks at him. Don’t try. We all knew this was coming. There’s nothing any of us can do about it except keep our dignity.

She can tell when a wageman’s reached a breaking point and is about to do something stupid. It’s a feeling she gets, the way some people who work beyond the airshield say they can feel in their bones the coming of a drystorm.

Isako takes off her hat and gloves and lays them on the table. She doesn’t see steam as she exhales. Springtime, a new year after seven months of winter, finally warm enough for her to feel all her fingers and toes, even in the low-heat-ration areas of the cityhab. She pulls a screen from the inside pocket of her jacket, begins to unfold it on the table.

She brings up Loren’s dismissal notice first. “Dew Loren,” she says, keeping her voice the same, her expression unchanged. “I regret to inform you that your position as senior—”

Wyatt lunges.

He chooses the moment when her hands are busy, her attention on the screen and the other man. Figures she won’t be able to react quickly, not before he gets to her with the shiv he pulls from his sleeve.

Isako’s chair flies backward as she explodes out of it. Muscle memory takes her from a still, seated position directly into dynamic Fourth Stance—Meeting the Storm—back heel planted, weight low and forward, angled away from the path of her attacker. She has plenty of time to get there, relatively speaking—a whole second, with the curve of the table between them.

The heel of her left palm pops the top of the triggersheath forward. Automatic motion, faster than thought. The longknife ejects with lethal silence into her waiting right hand. Forty-five centimeters of high-carbon Aquilon steel slashes down across the inside of Wyatt’s forearm, severing tendons and spasming the makeshift weapon from his fingers, before reversing and driving upward under his rib cage.

She barely has to push; the wageman’s momentum helps her, impales his heart onto the blade. She looks into his face—contorted with fear and pain and oddly trusting relief. His hands come up and paw weakly at her shoulders as she strains against his weight. He’s not as tall as her, has to raise his chin for them to lock eyes.

“Sorry,” he whispers.

He slumps forward into her. Isako lowers him to the ground gently. She pulls the longknife free and wipes it on a square of black microfiber cloth she carries in the inside breast pocket of her red peacoat, then sheathes it without looking, drawing the back of the blade across the mouth of the triggersheath, then sliding it in until it clicks back into place.

Every set of eyes in the bar is drilling hatefully into her back.

A man just tried to skewer her with a sharpened iron spike, but she’s the one they see as a murderer. She’s tempted to turn around and point out what a bunch of fucking hypocrites they are. As if they aren’t glad it was him and not any of them. As if Wyatt didn’t choose suicide by trac, the coward’s way out, putting blood on her hands instead of doing the respectable thing and accepting his fate, which is what it is—no one’s fault.

But she’s been around long enough to know berating these wagefolk won’t change anything. Certainly won’t make them despise her any less. She’s just the messenger, but people have a long tradition of shooting messengers.

She lifts her collar and places a call to Cityhab Services.

The Oxygn Bar starts emptying out. Nothing like a dead man on the floor to ruin the vibe.

Dew Loren has gone pale as a summer sky and sweat has broken out on his brow, but he hasn’t moved from his spot. He looks down at his colleague’s body before sorrowfully finishing off the last of the beer in his mug. “I tried to talk him out of it.”

“I appreciate that.” Isako rights the fallen chair and sits back down zanshin in exactly the same way—on the front of the seat, feet planted, spine straight, enough space between her and the table that it won’t be in her way if she needs to move suddenly. She doesn’t think Loren will try anything, but she’s a longkniveswoman and this is how she always sits in public settings, how she was trained to sit by her kithfather ever since she was a little girl. “I wish he’d listened to you, but it’s not your fault he didn’t.”

“Have a lot of folks been taking it badly?”

“Only a few.” Eleven out of two hundred, including Wyatt. Not so bad. It wasn’t as if anyone was shocked by the dismissals. That’s what happens when a division loses a war and gets taken over. Anyone who can transfer out of Astrocom has done so already. Loren’s like her, though. Been in the same place too long to have anywhere else to go.

He gestures at the screen impatiently. “Get on with it, then.”

Isako reaches back over and pushes it toward him. She starts again, wanting to do it right. “Dew Loren, I regret to inform you that your position as senior communications technician is being eliminated. Be assured this decision was made after careful consideration for the long-term health of Starhome Exploration Group and the future of human settlement on Aquilo. Unfortunately, at this time, the Company does not have another open position that fits your experience and qualifications.”

Loren doesn’t respond. Just stares straight at her while she talks, making her feel like shit.

“In recognition of your many years of hard work and service, the Company is pleased to offer you and your family a voluntary resignation package consisting of three years’ worth of wages, along with additional bonuses based on seniority and division performance, as detailed in the provided agreement. Should you accept the terms, you’ll be granted seventy-eight hours to leave Company premises. If you choose to decline, your employment will conclude, effective immediately, and all prior legal obligations between you and the Company are deemed null and void. On behalf of the Executive and the Board of Directors of Starhome Exploration Group, I commend you on your successful career and your longstanding commitment to our shared vision of a more prosperous and secure future for all of humankind.”

That’s where the speech ends. She’s doled out the formal Companyspeak claptrap so many times she’s sure she knows it better than whoever in Human Resources wrote it.

Maybe it’s the quiet sufferance on Loren’s face; maybe it’s the fact that his daughter and Maya used to go to the same dance class when they were little girls and Isako remembers laughing with him in the theater lobby after the year-end recital about the money they were both wasting; maybe it’s Wolf Wyatt’s body on the floor next to their table. Whatever it is, Isako goes off script.

“I’m sorry, Loren. I really didn’t want to see your name on the list.”

It’s why she left him until the end. She told herself she was giving him the gift of more time, when really, she’s been putting it off, and the days he’s been forced to wait for her arrival have probably been more cruel than kind.

She doesn’t say that part. She’s said more than necessary already.

His stiff mouth sags, like bread deflating. Loren has the soft, creamy complexion of an officer-class wageman who’s spent his life within the airshield and comfortably indoors, undamaged by the planet’s harsh winds or radiation. But his voice is rough as gravel. “You know, I hoped Greves would give me the news himself. After thirty-eight years in the division, you’d think I’d earned that much at least. Hell, I was working for him long before he was a director.” He snorts in self-contempt. “Stupid of me to think he wouldn’t send a fucking contractor, like they all do.”

“It’s my job, Loren.”

He sneers. “I’m sure you’ve been busy.”

“Not for much longer.” A reminder that she might not escape the purge either.

Some of the anger leaves Loren’s expression. He pulls Wyatt’s half-empty mug of beer toward himself. Why not? The other guy’s not finishing it. Isako has the strong urge to order a drink for herself, but she doesn’t think the lone remaining bartender would serve it to her. Or maybe he’d poison it first.

Lore chuckles darkly. “How old are you, Isako?”

“Fifty.” Fifty-three in Terran, but who uses the unflattering homeworld calendar these days.

“I’m sixty-three,” he says dully. Only two years short of Company-sponsored retirement. “I’ve spent my whole career in Astrocommunications. My kithfather did the same. I have ancestors who were Astrocom techs on the Great Ships. I don’t have any skills that other divisions would want and I’m too damn old to learn new ones. What chance would I have as a freelancer? I wouldn’t even last a year.”

Isako doesn’t argue.

“Wyatt didn’t hold anything against you, by the way,” Loren says. “He called you a tough old cookie, said he’d be surprised if he got the jump on you, but he was going to try anyway, because what did we have to lose? Said he’d rather go down fighting, and if he did manage to take you out, well, that’s one less murdering trac out there. That’s the way he saw it.”

Sad, twisted logic on Wyatt’s part. What wagemen seem to conveniently forget is that contractors can be quickly replaced. Wyatt’s dismissal notice wouldn’t go away if she were dead. It would simply be handled by someone else.

“You don’t see it that way,” she reminds Loren gently.

“I’ve got family to think of.” Earlier, he was staring daggers at Isako but now he blinks quickly and looks away. His voice turns thick, as if his throat is closing up. “My baby girl Tessa’s going to have a baby of her own this summer. My first grandkid. How time flies, you know? Seems like yesterday that she was running around in a diaper. You have a daughter, too, don’t you?”

“Yeah. She was in the same dance class as Tessa for a year.”

“Oh yeah, I remember that now.” Loren’s face brightens. “What a long time ago. Tessa didn’t stick with dance for long.”

“Neither did Maya.”

“She took to running instead. Was really good at it, too. Tri-division champion in the four hundred and the eight hundred meters. She says the baby’s kicking so much that it’s another runner for sure.” Loren’s eyes go soft, and he looks as if he’s going to brag some more, perhaps ask Isako about her own daughter, so the two of them can reminisce together, but then he seems to remember where he is, and why they’re here.

He sits back. Blinks slowly to clear away the memories. Closes his mouth like shutting a heavy door.

“Sounds like Tessa grew up to be an incredible young woman,” Isako says.

This is part of the job, too. Sometimes it’s the longknife. Sometimes it’s sitting and listening. Offering the right words to help people accept responsibility. The art of DTE—dismissal, termination, and eviction—is only one aspect of a good contractor’s skillset, but an important one, because unfortunately, it’s what many wagefolk think of first when they think of tracs.

“I want to do the right thing,” Loren says. “I’m not going to become one of those sad sacks on the street, begging or stealing for scrip, using up oxygen and water past my due. I won’t make my kith ashamed of me like that. I want Tessa’s kids to have a nameplace they can visit and be proud of.” He raises his chin and meets Isako’s eyes. “I’ll resign.”

She inclines her head in appreciation. “Thank you for your bequest.”

Loren pulls the screen over, scrolls to the bottom, and hovers his finger over the biosignature box. “I don’t need to read all this, do I? It’s the standard stuff? You’d tell me if it wasn’t, wouldn’t you?”

“It’s all the usual,” she assures him. “Everything will go to Tessa and her family.”

She turns her face aside to give Loren a sliver of privacy as he touches his finger to the screen.

“I guess that’s it, then.” His voice is weighed down with finality, but it’s brisk and steady, almost eager. “When’s everyone else going?”

Isako takes the screen back from him and pockets it. “There’s going to be a group of about a dozen on Freeday at Easthatch. It’s up to you. Some people want to be together. Some would rather go it alone.”

“Are you going to be there?” The touch of plaintiveness surprises her. Not because, beneath the stoic acceptance, he’s afraid. Everyone is. But because he doesn’t hate her. She’s surprised by how much that means to her.

For the first time, she offers Loren a smile. She’s been told she looks younger when she smiles, which is a shame, as she hasn’t had much reason to smile for the past two weeks. She’s smiling not only for Loren’s sake, but because she’s finally done. She can rest for a while. The prospect is delicious.

“I’ll be there,” she promises. It’s the least she can do.

She always did like Dew Loren. Now she respects and envies him. At least he knows. His mind can finally be at ease. All that’s left to do is prepare. She can’t say the same.

Like Loren, she’s too entrenched in Greves’s organization. If her client is moved to another role in the Company, she’ll go with him. If not, she’ll be in Loren’s position soon. Only there won’t be someone sitting down with her to deliver the news. Contractors aren’t given exit packages. All she’ll get is an impersonal notice that her services are no longer required and that her contract has been canceled.

A couple of Cityhab Services workers in official orange parkas come into the Oxygn Bar and begin maneuvering Wolf Wyatt into a body bag. Isako doesn’t feel like sticking around for that. She collects her hat and puts on her gloves; her fingers are cold again. Her knees twinge in stiff protest when she stands.

Loren reaches out and stops short of taking her by the coat sleeve. “I’m glad it was you after all.” His reddened eyes shine up at her through the yellowish, leafsmoke-clogged air. “You’re a contractor, but you’ve still got a heart, Isako. That’s rare, you know?”

Isako has nothing more to say to that. She goes outside and stands on the sidewalk where the dry air hurts her face. She calls her client. “It’s all done. Where are you?”

A moment of silence before Greves says, “I’m at the Observatory.”







TWO

The dome on top of Astrocom headquarters is the oldest observatory on the planet. It’s useless from a practical standpoint, what with the light pollution from the cityhab, the visual distortion of the airshield, and the fact that there are a dozen newer, bigger telescopes in facilities at high elevation points across both of Aquilo’s continents and in orbit. But the Observatory has historical significance. It was built by the Founders with its powerful eye pointed back at Earth’s star, back when people cared about where their ancestors came from.

The working museum still hosts visiting school groups, but right now, it’s cavernously empty except for a lone man in a black duffle coat leaning against the railing that surrounds the antique telescope, staring pensively up at the band of night sky visible through the half-open roof.

“I should’ve been the one to do it.” His voice echoes in the emptiness.

“Absolutely not.” Imagine if Wyatt had tried to kill Greves instead of her. Enough wagefolk react badly to dismissal that every director uses contractors for DTE.

But Greves is not like most other directors. He might’ve actually tried to deliver the notices himself if Isako hadn’t shut the idea down right away. She managed to protect her client through three grueling years of divisional warfare. She’s not about to let him be assassinated by an angry wageman just because he wants to be a man of his people in defeat.

But the impulse is what makes him a leader she wants to work for.

“They’re justified in feeling betrayed. I promised a new era of space exploration for the Company and growth for Astrocom. I couldn’t have failed more spectacularly.”

Isako goes to stand beside him but she doesn’t look up at the starry sky. As far as she’s concerned, there’s no point anymore. “You believed in what you promised, and you made a lot of people in the Company believe it, too. Just because the Executive and the Board decided not to support us doesn’t change any of that. We did our best.”

“We really did.” He straightens away from the railing. Even at his full height, he’s nearly a head shorter than her. They’re a puzzling sight together, a picture of contrasts, and not just physically. Greves is stocky, handsome, and blond, and what he lacks in stature, he makes up for with hyperkinetic presence, showmanship, savvy, and ambitious dreams. Napoleon complex, maybe. It works for him. When he gets going about a big idea, he practically bounces out of his chair and waves his arms in meetings, infects everyone around him with animated energy. At fifty-seven, he’s one of the youngest directors in the Company.

Seven years his junior, Isako is ancient for a contractor.

Greves gives her a wan smile. “We wouldn’t even have had a fighting chance if I didn’t have the best atier on the planet. You’re a pro, Isa. I couldn’t have asked for more.”

She’s not humble enough to deny it.

Because there are contractors, and then there are atier contractors.

Atiers are the best of the best. The elite of the black-badge world. For every hundred general contractors there are ten mid-tier contractors. For every hundred midtracs, there’s one atier.

A good atier can do math in their head, hobnob at a black-tie gala, and kill a man a dozen ways. Strategist, chief of staff, personal bodyguard, diplomatic aide, you name it. Brains and muscle in one package. They’re expensive to hire and licensed in strictly limited number by the Agency that selects and trains them starting at the age of sixteen and straps them up with longknives, blistering business savvy, and fearlessness.

The clients who pay handsomely for their services are hard to please—the wealthiest and most powerful directors and the top subdirectors who would do anything to keep an edge. Atiers are that edge. One atier for one client at a time. Company rules.

When war broke out between Astrocommunications and Satellite Operations, Isako did everything she could to deliver victory to Greves. She advocated for his vision with the Sweetsea, laboring over reports, presentations, and meetings to advance his agenda. She orchestrated attacks that exposed vulnerabilities in SatOps systems and facilities while defending Astrocom from counterattacks. She planted agents and saboteurs within enemy ranks. She terminated three Astrocom techs who were SatOps spies. She engaged people to bribe, blackmail, and slander SatOps leaders while protecting Greves’s inner circle and gathering support and allies from other divisions. She sent her client on tours to raise division morale and inspire the wagefolk. During the three-year conflict, she was nearly killed—twice.

In the end, all for nothing.

“The thing that pisses me off the most,” Greves says bitterly, “is that we were fighting other reunionists. The Executive wanted a consolidation, and we couldn’t get it done peacefully, so we tore each other apart. The terraformists didn’t have to do anything except sit back, watch, and grow stronger. You heard about the Board of Directors nomination?”

“Who hasn’t?” The recent news is all over the Companynet, eclipsing even the outcome of the Astrocom-SatOps war.

“Sandbar Uchi, of course.” Greves spits the name like a profanity. Not that it’s any surprise the dapper, seventy-year-old golden boy of the terraforming movement has been fast-tracked into Company leadership. As the two most vocal rising stars in the ongoing contest of Earth versus earth, Forest Greves and Sandbar Uchi are often spoken of in the same breath.

At least, they used to be.

“The Company really has lost its way and gone over to the little-Es.” Greves’s hands tighten on the railing. “I’m afraid we’re headed for a bleak time, Isa.”

“Political winds change,” Isako points out. “The terraformists have momentum right now, but we can take it back if we play our cards right and make sure you land in a good place.”

“And how’re you imagining that happens, atier?”

“Ask for a position within Satellite Operations as a subdirector. Kiss ass and play meek if you have to. Savannah Minto is old. In another twenty years, she’ll be on her way out and you’ll be in the ideal position to take over her job as director.”

Greves smirks a little. “Beg for a demotion to work under the conqueror.”

“For now. So you can come out on top in the end. If you’re patient.”

“You’d be okay with that? You didn’t sign up to work for a defeated subdirector. Hell, in that position, I probably couldn’t even afford to pay atier rates.”

“Doesn’t matter. An Exclusive is an Exclusive. I go where you go.”

She means it. As far as clients go, Greves is the best she’s had. After they worked together for three years, he offered her a lifelong contract. She asked for twenty-six hours to make her decision. He told her she could take a week.

She went home and slept on it, then accepted the following morning. That was nine years ago. Choosing to bind herself to a single client for the rest of her career wasn’t a hard decision, not at the time. A lot of atiers hope for the coveted Exclusive, but few are lucky enough to receive an offer from a client they actually like and respect as a person, much less someone on a seemingly straight upward trajectory within the Company.

Their once promising journey together turned into a downward spiral. But the Code of Client Service might as well be a marriage vow. To serve is to live. To live is to die. In other words, for better or for worse, in victory or defeat, till death do us part.

She’ll die a lot sooner than he will, and then he’ll need a new atier, but she figures she’s got a few good years left. Before her knees betray her, at least.

Greves takes a final look at the sky before he touches the controls to close the observatory dome. It starts sliding shut slowly, blocking out the stars. “I’ll take your recommendation under consideration.”

“Have you heard anything from the Sweetsea? Any hint of what they might do?”

There’s a chance Greves doesn’t even get demoted, simply dismissed like the two hundred members of Astrocom to whom Isako’s been delivering notices. She doesn’t think it likely—he’s too young, has too much potential, is too well liked, at least by some important people—but it’s possible.

In which case, they’re both fucked.

She would appreciate some advance notice if that’s to be the case.

Greves shakes his head. “I should’ve hired you on and given you a white badge years ago, when I still had the chance. I’m sorry, Isa.”

“Nothing to be sorry for.” Even if the Board hadn’t placed both Astrocom and SatOps under a hiring freeze during the war, she wouldn’t have accepted the offer. Regular wagefolk aren’t permitted to carry weapons, much less do the off-the-record work that contractors are necessary for. “You needed me as an atier,” she reminds him.

“Still do. Must’ve been a monumentally shitty experience to deliver all of those notices to people we’ve known for years, and you didn’t even complain about it.”

What would be the point of complaining? she wonders. Nothing but misplaced energy, like the wagefolk in the Oxygn Bar blaming her for Wyatt’s death. Acting sorry for herself certainly wouldn’t serve her client. She’s been living by the Code all her life. She can’t do anything about the decisions being made above her pay grade, but she’ll stay professional until the end.

“The last ones to resign are doing so on Freeday at Easthatch,” she says. “In case you want to be there to witness.”

Greves winces. “I don’t think I’ll watch this time.”

She can’t blame him. In their twelve years of working together, she’s never seen him more discouraged by failure or more pessimistic about the future. She’d hoped for a more positive reaction to her suggestion that he advocate for a reduced role, one that could allow him to climb back up, eventually. But maybe she’s asking for too much, too early. Give the man time to grieve the destruction of his division and the loss of his dreams.

“Just think about the idea,” she urges him. “Working in SatOps could be an opportunity.”

The last sliver of starlight vanishes above them. “Take the next few days off, Isa,” Greves suggests. “If anyone deserves a break, it’s you.”







THREE


Though winter reigns above, despair not, for the Mother below promises spring. Those who have passed from this life wait peacefully in her compassionate embrace. Behold, when by our faith she is freed from her chains, they shall live again, and joyous shall be their return for all shall drink water from the heavens and walk upon fields of green.

—the Scripture of Sefa


Freeday morning, 4-Week, 500 AF

Freeday dawns crisp and cold, the sky a pale blue gray like the sclera of an anemic eyeball.

Isako stands on the viewing platform of Easthatch watchtower with the hundred or so others who’ve come to see friends and loved ones on their way out of Tenacity. It’s crowded up here. Freeday morning is the best time for resignations. Gives everyone the rest of the day to sit with their feelings before the next week begins. Isako recognizes a lot of the people standing shoulder to shoulder by the railing, but they leave plenty of space around her. No one wants to get close to the reaper.

That’s fine by her. Even when you get to know the wagefolk, it’s better to keep a distance. Makes it easier on everyone during times like this.

She recognizes Loren’s daughter by her curly hair and the baby bulge. Tessa has people standing behind her and on either side of her, holding her hands. Isako thinks to go over and say something, but decides against it. This is a public moment, but also a private one. She’s not entitled to share in either their grief or pride.

Easthatch is the nicest of the cityhab’s gates, in Isako’s opinion. There’s too much shuttlecar traffic at Southhatch. The Purgatorist priests at Northhatch are notoriously pushy and will harangue anyone who passes to repent their sins. Westhatch is an awe-inspiring historical site, a monument of imposing black basalt inscribed with the names of the colony’s Founding Officers, next to a rock-slab memorial to the loss of Prosperity Cityhab. Grand but cold.

But Easthatch is serene. A circular public park leads to a simple wide stone boulevard lined with precious silver birch trees just starting to bud pale leaves. Quiet pilgrims sweep every inch of the path, and at the end of the walk, a marble statue of the Mother in Chains smiles down beatifically from atop a pedestal, blessing those passing and welcoming them into the Waiting. Isako isn’t a Sefan adherent, but she appreciates the gentle ambiance. When it’s her time to resign, she would want to come here.

The sun breaks over the western horizon. She turns toward it, breathes in deeply, drinks up the soft light on her face. She’s been doing as Greves suggested, taking some much-needed time off. She spent two days catching up on sleep, tidying her apartment, doing physio exercises for her knees. She wanted to visit the house, but Maya’s not free until tomorrow afternoon.

Whatever decisions are being made at higher levels about the remnants of Astrocom, she’s bound to find out sooner or later. There’s been nothing new from official Companynet channels; the nomination of Sandbar Uchi to the Board of Directors is still the leading story.

Uchi’s atier was Isako’s apprentice not so long ago. Waiting on the watchtower, she sends him a message. Martim, it’s been a while, but wanted to say congratulations. Huge achievement, to serve a soon-to-be Board member. Well deserved. Hope you’re still keeping up your longknife training. I know I owe you a get-together. When you have a moment, let me know when’s a good time.

She doesn’t expect a reply for a while. Martim’s future is unspooling long and bright ahead of him; hers is dimming and closing in like a narrowing tunnel. The men and women she’s trained are surpassing her. Had to happen; it was just a matter of time. She just didn’t think it would be quite so soon.

She turns back around to face the gates. Beyond the precious airshield that keeps heat and oxygen inside the cityhab, the Vastness stretches as far as the eye can see, a forbidding vista of hard-packed gravel underlain by permafrost. Glimmers of ice shine where a few centimeters of rare moisture collects between rocks. As cold as it gets in the poorer parts of Tenacity, it’s balmy compared with an average temperature outside of minus forty degrees centigrade. In the winter, drystorms scour the land with winds of over a hundred kilometers an hour.

When the Founders arrived in the Great Ships five hundred years ago, they gave the mercilessly cold and barren rock planet the name Aquilo, after the Roman god of winter.

Yet, as those on the watchtower can see from their high vantage point, the frozen tundra is not without life. With the onset of spring, desert lichen is blooming, carpeting the stark terrain in brownish-green patches that grow and spread with each passing year. In the short-lived weeks of summer, saxifrage and pearlwort will sprinkle the landscape with purple, yellow, and white. In recent years, hardy sedges and grasses have begun to flourish. Midges and weevils, the colonial vanguards of insect life, are being followed by flies and beetles. Stubborn, heartless old Father Aquilo is giving way, slowly but surely, to the Company’s enduring promise of a terraformed world.

Dotted here and there across the lichen and rock are clumps of bright blue.

On the roof of an office building across from the watchtower, one of Tenacity’s revolving billboards displays the Company’s KPIs and the latest news and public service announcements. Ambient oxygen: 12.576% +0.11… Atmospheric pressure: 55.6 kPa +0.003… Global average surface temperature: -38.2°C +0.09… Species introductions: 152 +7… Water prices to increase 2% beginning 500.6.1.0800… NorCon Ice advance to All-Division Cup finals… Do your part to warm the planet, switch to combustion today!…

“We’re getting closer all the time.” That’s what the Executive says every year during the annual address. Isako’s seen time-lapse photography of the area around Tenacity stretching all the way back to the Founding era, images that remind her of fungal growth under a microscope, seemingly primitive but infinitely complex, life tenaciously asserting itself. Visual proof of progress is dramatic when viewed across five centuries, but it’s built on a foundation of painstaking incremental gains.

Isako’s spent years advancing big-E objectives. She believed in Greves’s vision of reclaiming the stars, or more accurately, in Greves himself. But she understands why, for some, especially the devotedly Sefan little-Es, the promise of terraforming is sacrosanct. The possibility that Maya and future generations will live in a warmer, better world is what makes the forbidding Vastness seem like a beginning rather than an inevitable finale.

A stir goes through the witnesses on the platform as fourteen members of the Astrocom division arrive together, carried up the elevator after having been washed and dressed by the gatekeepers. Respectful applause greets them. Isako recognizes the faces of men and women to whom she’s recently delivered dismissal notices. Recent memories of all the tense, sad conversations collapse into a blurry montage, like the ribs of a closing fan.

She picks out Dew Loren, because he’s freshest in her mind. Loren strides with steady determination near the front of the group, leading his former colleagues in a procession of wagefolk wearing blue robes too vibrant to be seen anywhere in nature, their final parade a rich stain of color against the white boulevard and the gray Vastness.

A lump forms in Isako’s throat as the resignees pause at the airshield and turn back to wave to their watching friends and relatives. Tessa waves back harder than anyone, blowing kisses down to her father, eyes shining as tears stream down her cheeks.

Isako’s witnessed plenty of resignations over the years. They all bring her back to the first one she attended at the age of thirteen. Her kithfather didn’t look back at her that day; he didn’t even resign with a group. He went by himself on an ordinary midweek Monday afternoon when most people were working. Only six people, including Isako, were there to witness. Isthmus Akio was the best longknivesman in the Company, and when his last contract was over and his hands were too arthritic to draw the blade, he figured it was time.

“All things are easy with practice,” he told Isako. “Atiers practice dying, just like we practice sitting zanshin, just like we practice the quick draw. Resigning is nothing to be afraid of. The end is simply another part of life.”

Isako’s kithfather kept a mural of the Founding Officers of the Prosperity and Tenacity on his wall. They were great men and women of conviction, he said. When the fate of the colony hung on the thinnest of threads, they set an example of selflessness. They established the tradition of choosing to depart with dignity so vital resources would go toward the community’s survival. “What they did took courage, because they went first. They weren’t able to practice the way we do,” Akio told his kithdaughter. “We have the privilege of merely following in their footsteps.”

Something unexpected is happening near the airshield posts. Witnesses lean forward over the platform railing, murmuring in surprise. It takes Isako a disbelieving second to recognize the lone figure crossing the boulevard to meet Loren and the others.

It’s Forest Greves.

Isako jerks backward. What the hell is her client doing here?

He told her he wasn’t coming to watch. Otherwise, she’d have security measures in place, bodyguards and electronic monitoring well positioned. She and her longknife would be near him at all times. Greves is the reason two hundred people are out of work. Desperate freelancers, angry relatives, violent anti-Company agitators—any of them might take a run at him. Isako is personally responsible for her client’s safety and she’s up here on the watchtower too far away to do a damned thing.

“Shit,” she hisses under her breath. “Asshole. What does he think he’s doing?”

Greves reaches the group and starts shaking hands and speaking with people. He lays a hand on Dew Loren’s shoulder, claps another man on the back, smiles and says something to an old woman. His dark suit mills incongruously through the robes of bright blue.

Isako turns to push through the crowd and run for the stairs, but Greves’s voice stops her in her tracks.

“Citizens of Tenacity.” His amplified words ring out over the surrounding area.

Isako spins back around. How did he manage to get onto the AV network? Is he broadcasting across the whole cityhab? Without bothering to clear any of it by her first?

“Since the journey of our ancestors aboard the Great Ships, the Astrocommunications division has been a voice to the heavens.” The director steps away from the wagefolk and stands alone so that cityhab cameras will capture him defiant in front of the airshield posts.

“It doesn’t matter if space is silent. It doesn’t matter if our calls go unanswered. The Great Silence is our society’s test of faith. One day, it will end, and when it does, our descendants will judge us. They’ll ask: Did we continue to seek connection? Or did we retreat into isolation and fear? Were we bold dreamers or cynical cowards?”

Greves always was good at getting attention, and he’s certainly doing it now.

“Astrocommunications isn’t a large division, but we’ve always safeguarded a sacred link to our origins. We represent the hope for a future when we are not alone. For the division to be deprioritized and eliminated is for us to turn our backs on that hope. It’s a failure of foresight and judgment on the part of the Executive and the Board that I cannot—and will not—stand behind.

“As director of Astrocommunications, I resign in protest.”

Greves turns on his heel and strides for the airshield posts.

The fourteen former Astrocom workers surge after him, rushing for the end of Easthatch Boulevard as if they can’t wait to get there.

The Mother in Chains beams down on them as they pass.

Unseen sentries drop the first set of doors at the gate. The entire group passes into the transparent airlock that’s big enough to handle shuttlebuses and field cars and heavy equipment. They look small in there, like children walking through a vast and empty stadium. Greves doesn’t stop and doesn’t hesitate. He keeps walking, and his people follow.

Isako feels as if she’s trapped in a fucked-up dream.

Client service dictates that she should’ve either talked him out of this, or been down there with him. Instead, after nearly three decades of contract work, of being one of the very best atiers in the business, she’s failing. Publicly and spectacularly.

The airshield falls in front of the resignees. To those watching, it’s noticeable only as a momentary shimmer in the air, a visible distortion in the invisible barrier that contains and protects human life from the planet’s unforgiving conditions.

To those inside the airlock, it’s an instant precipitous drop in temperature and oxygen. Several of them sway and fall. Colleagues help them back to their feet. With effort, they keep walking, away from warmth and life, into the bleak Vastness. Blue robes flap in the subzero wind like the wings of a flock of colorful birds from some mythical tropic clime.

Forest Greves leads them onward.

The first man to collapse does so roughly six hundred meters from the airshield. He stumbles, stiff fingers clutching his chest, gasping for scant oxygen, shoulders heaving before going still. His colleagues pause only long enough to make the blessing sign of the Mother over him before continuing their trek across the black gravel.

“Thank you for your bequest.” A chorus of soft murmurs rises around Isako. She mouths the words reflexively, but her mind is spinning with senseless confusion and shame.

The resignees pass the desiccated, skeletal lumps of those who trod before them. Worn and faded bits of blue fabric cling to the dry corpses, temporary markers of their final resting places. Another woman falls and is left behind. “Thank you for your bequest.”

It’s rude to leave partway through, no matter when the person you came to support finishes their journey. So everyone stays the whole twenty-six minutes that it lasts. Applause rises when the remaining five people make it past the last visible bit of blue fabric on the tundra. They’ve gone farther than anyone else before them. The environment beyond the airshield is deadly, but less deadly than it was a year ago, ten years ago, a hundred or three hundred years ago. Each year, the cold abates a little, the oxygen rises a bit more. Everyone who takes the final walk is visible proof of progress.

The figures who’re still moving are difficult to see now, but Isako’s distance vision is still sharp. Dew Loren’s outlasted just about all the younger wagefolk, tough old coot that he is. Athletic genes or strong lungs maybe, or just an iron will. When he finally sits down, exhausted, he stretches out his legs, lies back, and looks up at the sky like he’s reclining across a picnic blanket on a sunny day.

“Fuck Earth,” Tessa cries out.

“Fuck Earth,” others shout in support.

Greves makes it another dozen impressive paces. When he can go no farther, he turns around to face Tenacity. With the dramatic showmanship he was known for all his career, he raises his arms in triumph, then kneels and falls forward, rests his forehead on the ground, and dies. He looks as if he’s bowing in supplication. Perhaps paying final respects to the colony that he strived to take to the stars, or maybe in subservience to his fate.

One day, they’ll build something important in his name.

When the cityhab expands all the way out to where Greves lies, his dry, mummified remains will be buried and memorialized at the spot he fell. Ordinary wagefolk like Dew Loren and the others might get a street or a business or even a school named after them. Directors often get a hospital or a university or a big public park. Greves wouldn’t care for that, Isako thinks blandly. He’d like to be entombed under a train station or a satellite tower, something slick and cool and high-tech, when he comes back under the airshield.

On the billboard across the boulevard, the KPI numbers and headlines disappear and are replaced by the smiling photographs and names of the resignees scrolling across the screen. In proud memory of esteemed colleagues who made way for others: Aloe Aditi, Canyon Truong, Crane Otto, Dew Loren…

The witnesses drift away, descending the watchtower, off to gatherings where they’ll remember their loved ones in private. Isako stays until she’s the only one remaining. She stares at the distant spot where Greves lies bowed on the Vastness but can’t wrap her mind around the idea of him being gone. She saw him just a few days ago, spoke to him about the future. Yes, he’d been upset at Astrocom’s demise and despairing of the Company’s direction, but he was a director. One of the elite, destined to live twice as long as regular folk. She never imagined him coming to such a drastic decision.

She’s crushed by what that means.

After twelve years of service, she didn’t really know her own client.

It’s been a long time since a director resigned in protest. The shocking news will reach the Executive in the Sweetsea. There’s going to be damage control, repercussions, public statements. Shifts in power. Pundits will make declarations on the Companynet. A huge blow for the reunionists and a great victory for the terraformists, they’ll say.

None of that’s Isako’s concern anymore. Her client’s gone to his death. At age fifty, she’s a contractor without a contract. A ronin.

What the fuck does she do now?







FOUR

Messages flood in.

Former colleagues from Astrocom, kith members she barely keeps in touch with, Companynet reporters, other atiers she hasn’t heard from in years.

Holy shit. Just saw what happened. Did you know he was going to do that?

If you haven’t resigned yet, please let me know, would love to get together before you do.

You and your client are heroes to everyone who champions space exploration. We will fight on!

[System notice: Your message to Dragonfly Martim could not be delivered.]

Not sure if you remember me, but I really enjoyed working with you on the water reclamation contract. I learned so much from you and you’ll always be an inspiration to me.

I’m a writer for the Tenacity Times and would like to ask you a few questions.

Hope you sign another contract soon, but if not, please let me know because I’d be honored to witness.

She balks at the prospect of replying to any of them. She can’t reassure anyone that she’s okay or that she has a plan. The thought of putting on a mask of confidence and optimism makes her want to vomit. All these people who suddenly want to connect, the guiltily absent acquaintances, the curious voyeurs drawn by disaster, everyone who now wants a piece of her time as if it’s about to become a collector’s item—where were they these past three years, when she was fighting for her division’s survival? She didn’t want to talk to them back then; why would she now?

An old friend of hers, Rain Kob, sends the only genuine reaction. Well, fuck. I’m sorry, Isa.

She hasn’t spoken to Kob in a long time. Heard wild rumors he wasn’t even on contract anymore. He’s a veteran atier just like her, though. He understands how screwed she is.

Her client lost the war and publicly ended his own life. No one’s going to offer a new contract to an atier who fails that dramatically. Especially not one who’s been on an Exclusive, whose experience for the past dozen years is in a division that no longer exists. She’s fifty years old and commands exorbitantly high Agency fees. You could hire a younger, more energetic atier in the prime of their career, or a whole team of midtracs, for less. And the Agency would much sooner see Isako starve than set the unprofitable precedent of cutting her rates.

To make things worse, Greves condemned the Executive and the Board of Directors in front of the entire cityhab before he walked into the Vastness. That’s not a good look for her either. She’s political poison.

She scrolls past the bland expression of support from her ex-husband. Hope you’re okay? Call me if you need to. She doesn’t need to.

The only person she answers is Maya, whose message comes later than the others. Mom, you work for Astrocom, right? Was that your client who just resigned? What does that mean?

Don’t worry, we’ll talk about it tomorrow. You’re still free for lunch, right?

Another message arrives, this one marked high priority and urgent.

It’s from the office of Savannah Minto, director of Satellite Operations, member of the Board of Directors. The woman who prevailed over Forest Greves and will take over the remnants of Astrocom.

Isako is being summoned to meet with the victor of the war.

[image: ]
SatOps is housed in a magnificent tower of glass and steel, triple spires reaching for the starry heavens it’s long been tasked with watching. The division’s mission slogan is carved on a massive arch of quartz-speckled black marble that curves over Isako like the transcribed orbit of a moon as she walks through the cavernous entranceway.

All Eyes on the Future.

It reminds Isako of Astrocom’s mission slogan. Voice to the Heavens.

The eyes and the voice were meant to work together. Astrocommunications and Satellite Operations are both ancient divisions dating all the way back to the Great Ships. For centuries, they were linked by aligned priorities, the common interests and skills of their wagefolk, marriages and transfers between their major kiths. Thirty years ago, no one could’ve imagined they’d go to war. If anything, Astrocom was the larger, more strategically positioned division, SatOps more of a service subdivision.

How times change.

Two guards in black uniforms intercept Isako when she steps out from under the elaborately grand scangate. She’s expecting basic security midtracs armed with shock batons and range tasers. Instead, she’s surprised the two young men are wearing the novice triggersheaths of atier apprentices.

“I was asked to meet with Director Minto,” she tells them.

One of the apprentices checks the scangate display screen, verifying Isako’s identity and confirming that she’s not carrying any explosives, projectile weapons, blades over forty-eight centimeters, recording devices, or other prohibited items. He turns back and looks her over with wary admiration. “You’re really Isthmus Isako,” he says. “You’re shorter than I thought you’d be.”

Isako tries not to roll her eyes. Rumors make her out to be a giantess just because she can look most men in the eyes. “Don’t believe everything you hear.”

The other guard keeps a little more distance. He’s slightly older than his colleague, mid-twenties maybe. Isako likes the look of him, the way he doesn’t move too much. His expression is alert and he keeps his arms relaxed and open by his sides. He asks, “Are you as fast with the longknife as they say you are?”

“Faster.” She doesn’t crack a smile.

She’s not sure the answer’s as true as it used to be. If she were to face off against her younger self, she’s confident of how it would end for Older Her. But she has a reputation to uphold for as long as she possibly can.

The apprentices escort her through a lobby echoing with the footfalls of wagefolk passing in both directions. Freeday’s the one official day off for most divisions, but satellites never stop moving, and neither does SatOps. An enormous globe of Aquilo hangs overhead, symbolically illuminated by thousands of white lights circling it like a protective swarm of insects.

A glass elevator whisks Isako and her two escorts up to Director Minto’s office at the top of the tower. Isako’s stomach shifts uncomfortably as she ascends. Her hands feel cold and clammy.

She’s not afraid, but she hates not knowing what she’s in for.

The elevator stops and opens onto a long hallway that ends in a set of double doors. A secretary seated at a wraparound desk blinks a confirmation into his data visor. “Go ahead. The director’s ready to see you.”

The two men fall back on either side of the doors as Isako walks into the suite alone. She slows as she enters, blinking at the abundance of light. Windows fill two of the walls, offering a stunning view of Tenacity bathed in the stark-white illumination of the midday sun. Warmer, yellow incandescent light radiates from the lamps that hang over long containers overflowing with lush, green broad-leafed plants.

There are plants here that Isako has never seen before, has never even imagined, ones with sweet-smelling white flowers the size of her spread hand, plants shaped like gourds, plants with fronds and crawling tendrils.

She breathes in deeply. The air is humid and fragrant and warms her lungs.

She wants to stop and stare, to reach out and touch things, to appreciate the bounty of life that’s crammed into this penthouse, but she remembers why she’s here and proceeds deeper into the office. Water spills from a wall fountain and disappears into the floor, reappearing in a still pool on the other side of the room. A ripple of movement in the clear water—there are fish in the pool. Real fish of different sizes and colors, gold and orange and white, swimming around with far too much lifelikeness to be projections or simbeasts.

She does a double take at the sight of a hanging cage with two live, chittering red songbirds.

Greves enjoyed his luxuries, as all wealthy Company men do. The antique telescope in the Observatory was his most prized possession. His office in Astrocom headquarters was finely appointed with beautiful furniture, expensive pieces of art, framed star charts, bookshelves of rare tomes, historical artifacts.

In comparison to Minto, he was a simple miser.

The top office of SatOps is a personal greenhouse.

No, nothing so orderly and purposeful. Not a greenhouse. A garden.

A garden like those on the lost paradise of Earth, the homeworld where human civilization reached its apex and where devoted Purgatorists believe repentant and worthy souls will be reincarnated. On Earth, plants and animals of every type—those preserved in the Genebank and many others that exist only in the collective memory of stories—roamed under an open sky that was gentle and warm. Oxygen and water were so abundant that they weren’t measured or priced. Billions upon billions of living beings could use as much as they wanted to and never run out.

Director Minto is re-creating heaven in a room.

No wonder the wealthy want to live as long as they possibly can, when they can have things like this.

Minto is seated in a high-backed chair behind a desk of solid true wood, centuries old, preserved from the Great Ship Prosperity. It should be in a museum, but Minto hangs on to it because it’s been in CTH Savannah for generations. The Savannahs claim it was the personal desk of Founding Officer Sangiolo, but that might be mere legend. The desk is purely ceremonial, too valuable an artifact to be used for everyday functions. No doubt it’s brought out only for special occasions and important visitors.

She’s flattered. It ought to be Forest Greves standing in Minto’s office to formally acknowledge the takeover of Astrocom and to accede to the terms of the merger. Since Greves is now a frozen corpse, Isako supposes that as her client’s trusted atier, she’s being honored with the desk in his place. With most of the Astrocom wagefolk transferred, absorbed by SatOps, dismissed, or resigned, she’s the last one remaining for Minto to deal with. That’s cause for some formality not ordinarily accorded to a mere contractor.

Standing unobtrusive but vigilant behind and to the side of the opulent desk is a dark-skinned, solidly built woman whom Isako’s unsurprised to see. Cloud Sherae is Minto’s atier. The two young men outside are her apprentices.

Just as Sherae was once Isako’s apprentice.

One of her very first. Must’ve been nearly twenty years ago, if Isako recalls correctly. Back when Astrocom and SatOps were close as kith and neither of the women thought they might one day have to try to destroy each other.

Back then, Sherae was no older than Maya is now. Overly earnest, a bit soft, smart as a whip but not easy to teach because she was insecure and took criticism hard. Hard to believe it now, looking at the war-seasoned atier in her prime.

Isako stops behind the traditional red security line on the floor six meters in front of the desk and tilts into a respectful bow.

“You’re early,” Minto says approvingly. “Punctuality is the hallmark of a reliable contractor.”

The director’s lips move in time with her words, but the oddly resonant voice issues from beneath her chin rather than directly from her mouth. Isako straightens and meets Minto’s glass eyes, which are a startlingly vibrant green. “I’d hope my track record as an atier would be established by now, Director.”

Minto takes in Isako’s straight bearing, spotless coat, boots and triggersheath polished to a shine. “It’s always a pleasant surprise when someone lives up to their reputation.”

Isako’s met many wealthy and powerful people during her career. She’s no stranger to synthbodies. Still, every time she encounters people in their second stage of life, she fights the urge to shudder and back away.

Savannah Minto appears to be a woman slightly younger than Isako, mature but trim and athletic, someone who spends her meager recreation time cycling or doing yoga. Very short, silver hair crowns her elfin features. Someone vainer would’ve chosen a younger incarnation; Isako once met a ninety-year-old woman living out her second stage in a body that appeared to be barely out of its teens. Minto, to her credit, has a physical chassis that reflects how she looked when she first ascended to the directorship of her division.

No doubt her synthbody was top of the line when she went through recorporalization, or “the Process” as they call it, thirty years ago, but it’s dated now. It doesn’t take too long for an observant person to notice the little signs of inhumanity—the unusually smooth and poreless skin, the hair a bit too uniform in color and texture, the blinking of the eyes too regular. The lip movements are a barely perceptible fraction of a second out of time with her speech.

But what makes Isako’s skin crawl the most is the movement. Or rather, the lack of it. Real bodies are always in motion—breathing, blinking, swallowing, fidgeting. Synthbodies are too still. More recent models come with programming that tries to replicate those subtle, natural human movements, but they still don’t quite cross the uncanny valley. The newest, eighth-generation synthtech has reputedly made revolutionary improvements, but Isako hasn’t seen it for herself yet, nor met anyone who could afford it.

A lot of people have the same disquieted aversion to second stagers. No matter how closely synthbodies mimic original ones, the small, disturbing differences are hard to overlook, especially for someone unaccustomed to being around them. Another reason for the ultrarich and powerful to keep to their own rarified circles.

Atiers have no choice but to get used to them. Isako’s been spoiled, serving a young client like Greves. She can and has worked for second stagers, but she can’t forget what they are. For all her status, wealth, and influence, Savannah Minto is a one-hundred-and-six-year-old woman on extended life support, housed in a replacement body made of advanced prosthetics and cloned tissue that will preserve her for decades past her original expiry date.

A brain in an expensive jar.

“Greves spoke highly of you.” Minto’s voice, despite its odd resonance, sounds exactly as it did originally, manufactured from decades of recordings of her natural speech. “As has my own atier.”

Isako glances at her former apprentice. “Sherae.”

A slight smile curves the other woman’s lips. “Good to see you, Isa, even under the circumstances. Sorry if my two boneheaded apprentices seem overeager or nosy. They were very excited to meet Quickblade, even if they’d never admit it.”

“The older one seems to have promise. Ambitious of you to take on two apprentices at once.”

“You handled it fine.”

True enough, but she had a lot more energy back then.

She turns back to Minto. “I’m flattered to still be held in some regard, Director, but I know when I’ve been defeated fairly. Congratulations on your promotion. It’s well earned.”

Minto’s unblinking green glass eyes stay on Isako. “Your client felt differently.”

Isako fights to keep her expression serene. “Director Greves didn’t involve me in his decision to resign. I was as shocked as anyone by his protest.” Admitting this feels like salting a fresh wound. She can barely believe what he did. She certainly can’t understand why he didn’t tell her. After all these years, wasn’t she owed that much?

“He always was such a dramatic personality,” Minto muses nostalgically. “I remember when he was an intern in the orbital-mechanics research lab that I chaired back in my seventies. That young man had a lot of heart and a lot of guts. More guts than brains, honestly. Quick to seize on bold ideas without fully thinking them through. He loved to cause a stir and make everyone else scurry to keep up with him.”

The way Minto reminisces, you wouldn’t think she’s the reason the “young man” being discussed is now turning to dust on the airless tundra. The irony is hard to miss: Fifteen people are being publicly lauded for giving up the remaining years of their short lives, yet the woman responsible lives on, longer than even the ancestors did back on Earth.

What Minto says is true, though. “Thinking outside the box” was hands down Forest Greves’s favorite bit of Companyspeak. And he wasn’t the sort to ever back down from a challenge.

When Greves became leader of Astrocom, the division had been declining in Company priority for well over a century. Continuing to send messages into the unresponsive void of space wasn’t something the Board of Directors or the people of Tenacity thought was important anymore. A merger with SatOps seemed logical and inevitable, but nearly everyone, Isako included, would’ve expected it to be a peaceful, gradual process.

But Greves was too much of an ambitious visionary to accept Astrocom’s apparent fate. He aimed to transform it from a staid legacy division into one focused on expansion. He advocated for the Company to invest in space-exploration technology, to build and launch fleets of unmanned vessels that would venture beyond the star system gathering information and searching for the lost sister colonies. He aspired to find more hospitable planets and reestablish contact with other human-populated worlds, maybe even Earth itself.

In hindsight, the backlash was predictable. Greves’s attempts to stretch Astrocom’s role beyond its traditional boundaries drew scrutiny and earned him enemies. Terraformists called him dangerously wasteful, unhinged, selfish, and power hungry in his quest to chase fantasy at the expense of vital and immediate needs. Many younger, idealistic reunionists eagerly embraced his agenda, but established leaders grew leery of his high-profile overreach and looked to Minto’s more moderate position.

“Sometimes, the winds shift so strongly that even the best pilot can’t hope to steer against them,” Minto says mildly, as if following the course of Isako’s thoughts. “It was the right time for our divisions to merge. The Executive agreed and chose to hand me the directorship.”

The speed with which it all happened still astonishes her. “I tried to convince my client to request a reduced position in your division,” Isako admits. “But it seems he was done taking my advice. Not that I can blame him, everything considered.”

She does blame him, though. She grieves his death, but the sheer lack of consideration is unlike him, and it pisses her off.

Minto makes a dismissive gesture with her slim fingers. “Oh, I don’t believe he attributed the inevitable outcome to your failings. If anything, you kept Astrocom alive and fighting longer than anyone expected.”

Probably true, but the last thing she needs right now is to be reminded that she worked so hard for a hopeless cause. One might lay the blame for Astrocom’s demise at Isako’s feet, for not guiding her client well enough, but she’d challenge any atier to have done better. In the end, directors dig their own graves.

“He left me a letter,” Minto goes on. “It was very gracious. He commended me on a hard-fought contest and wished me luck with the merger. He strongly urged Satellite Operations not to compromise on reunionist priorities. Although he disagreed vehemently with the Executive’s verdict, he acknowledged that the consolidation of resources would ultimately strengthen society. For all his faults, Forest Greves was committed to the good of the Company.”

Well, then. How nice of him, to leave parting words to the enemy but not the person who served him tirelessly for a dozen years. She bows again, jaw held stiff. “It was an honor to serve my client until the end and a privilege to be leaving our organization in good hands under your leadership, Director Minto.” She’s impatient for the glad-handing formality to be over. The unfamiliar humidity of the room was pleasant at first, but now it’s getting to her, causing sweat to collect under her bra. “The transition plan is well underway and I believe I’ve left everything in good order. Today was my last day on contract, so unless you have any further questions or requirements of me…”

“I do, in fact, have an important requirement of you.” Minto stands, unfolding jerkily from her chair. She moves her hand over a screen that’s artfully built into the landscaping to resemble a pocket window looking out through a garden wall into an illusory green field full of wildflowers.

The image of the field vanishes and is replaced with a document. It takes Isako a minute to recognize her own contract, drawn up by the Agency nine years ago to provide her services to Director Forest Greves—exclusively and for life.

There’s an unfamiliar new addendum to the document. It’s dated yesterday.

Isako feels the blood drain out of her head.

“As you can see, Greves transferred your contract to me,” Minto says.

Based on Sherae’s expression, this is news to her as well.

“That can’t be right.” Isako’s voice comes out flat and stunned. Contract transfers from one director to another are not unheard of, but they’re rare. The Agency charges a prohibitively steep fee for such an act, to prevent clients from bartering their valuable aides, seizing or surrendering them as spoils of war, taking black-badge wearers hostage, or selling their contracts in times of financial need.

Greves must’ve spent a chunk of his personal wealth to accomplish this.

Why the fuck would he do such a thing?

It doesn’t make any sense. Minto already has an atier. She can’t have two. It’s against policy. Sherae’s eyes widen as she comes to the same understanding.

This is why she was summoned so urgently, Isako realizes with dismay. Savannah Minto has to make an immediate choice of which atier to keep and which to get rid of.

Sherae steps forward. “Director, if my service to you has been anything less than satisfactory, then please cancel my contract immediately.” She faces Isako, hand on her triggersheath. “Otherwise, let me bid for the position and prove I can keep it.”







FIVE

Isako’s hand moves reflexively to the weapon on her thigh, but she doesn’t draw.

“Why would he do this?” Even as she voices the question, she knows the answer.

It’s like Minto said. Forest Greves liked to be unconventional, to challenge assumptions and break norms. He took joy in doing the unexpected. He did it dramatically this morning in front of the whole Company, and he’s doing it now from beyond the grave.

“I believe,” Minto muses, “that he simply didn’t wish to leave you a ronin.”

Did the man succumb to a fit of softhearted insanity? He was torn up about the two hundred members of Astrocom that had to be dismissed. Greves must’ve thought he could, at the very least, give his loyal atier a fighting chance to keep her position. He figured, quite rightly, that she would win in any contest of longknives.

He didn’t know it would be at the expense of her former apprentice.

Sherae’s jaw is set. She takes a step toward her old mentor, eyes blazing with indignant determination. She’s on the second extension of a Principal contract and was no doubt expecting the offer of an Exclusive right about now, not losing her job to a rival contractor she’s already decisively defeated in the divisional war and who is now, by some inexplicable sick irony, contracted to her client. Isako would be pissed off, too.

But Isako notices the slight, telltale tremble in the younger atier’s longknife hand. Sherae’s scared. She’s not sure she can win, not against Quickblade, who taught her everything she knows about the longknife.

Girl always did need to do a better job of believing in herself.

Director Minto looks between the two longkniveswomen, the smooth impassivity of her face revealing nothing. Synthbodies are wired with tens of thousands of motor-control connections, but they lack subtlety in the tiny facial muscles. “Director Greves left me an unexpected and generous gift. My atier is less experienced, and she’s made missteps during her time serving me. It would only make sense to weigh the available options.”

Sherae flushes darker. All it’ll take is a slight nudge of her hand for there to be blood in the garden.

Despite everything, Isako feels a stir of pride. Sherae’s old-school, like her. Not like some atiers these days whose longknives are for nothing but show. This one was trained up right, if Isako can say so herself.

Isako pulls her hand away from her triggersheath. “Sherae’s already proven herself. Whether she can defeat me with the longknife doesn’t matter. She steered SatOps to victory and she has years of client service ahead of her. I won’t bid for the position.” To add finality to her words, she crosses her arms, making it impossible to draw quickly.

Uncertainty flickers across Sherae’s face. She looks to her client.

“The choice isn’t yours to make,” Minto replies with a delicate shrug. “Under the allowance for unusual disruption of business caused by a divisional merger, I’ve asked the Agency for thirty days to resolve this violation of policy. The Partners have granted my request. It’s my prerogative to use this time to evaluate both candidates before making a decision.”

“Then I request permission to resign.”

Sherae’s mouth falls open and her hand drops away from her weapon. “Isa—”

Isako’s glad the words came out so easily and that, in the immediate aftermath, she doesn’t feel any doubt or fear. In fact, the relief she experiences is like the feeling of sitting down after standing for too long, or taking a long piss after you’ve been holding it in.

She hasn’t been speaking of it out loud, even to herself, but the decision has been hovering right in front of her ever since she crossed the last names off the DTE list and walked out of the Oxygn Bar. All the indications have been there, unsubtly pronouncing that the final chapter of her storied career is coming to an end. Maya growing up, the divorce from Tai, losing the war, her body constantly assailing her with reminders of her age, and this morning, the incontrovertible closing argument, as if delivered by fate—Greves taking the final walk without inviting her along.

Resigning is just a part of life, like her kithfather used to say. To live is to die.

Isako holds Minto’s inhuman gaze. She’s not about to let the jarbrain see anything other than steadfast intent. Contractors can’t resign from the Company without their client’s permission, or the permission of the Agency if they’re ronin. Since Isako is still, bizarrely, technically on contract, Minto must agree.

The director fingers the circular gold badge at her neck and the small silver key that hangs next to it. “Resignation is an honor not afforded to every contractor.”

“Do you deny that I merit it?”

“No. But I could still refuse.”

“You could,” Isako admits, keeping all feeling out of her voice. “But how would that benefit your division?” Minto would have to be a fool to retain an old atier who doesn’t want to work over a young one who keenly covets the job.

A long moment of silence during which it seems even the sound of flowing water and the songbirds in their cage have quieted.

“It’s inspiring,” Minto says at last, “to meet a contractor who’s truly committed to client service and the good of the Company.”

Old jarbrain bitch, Isako thinks.

I’m not resigning for you or even for Greves. I’m not doing it for the Agency or the Company. I’m old, and I’m exhausted of this work. I had a good run. Time to step aside, let others have their shot at it. I tried to give every one of my apprentices the best start I could, and youngsters like Sherae deserve their chance to make a name and a living for themselves the way I did. Maya doesn’t need a ronin for a mother. She’s got a bright life to lead and heights to climb. She’ll get my entire resignation bonus, and that’ll make things a lot easier for her starting out. Maybe I wasn’t there for her as much as I wanted to be over the years, but I always provided, I always did my best to give her every opportunity I could. That’s what I can keep doing.

Isako says nothing.

Director Minto manipulates the wallscreen, dismissing the amended client contract and pulling up a different document, one that Isako recognizes immediately as a standard notice of resignation. Minto fills in Isako’s name, then adjusts the bonus even higher than the results of the usual formula, to a generous amount equaling four years of full-time contract employment at senior atier rates. Isako doesn’t question it; she’s not going to pretend she doesn’t deserve every bit of that scrip.

Sherae averts her eyes. Still a bit soft, that one.

A shiver of anticipation runs up Isako’s spine. She’s been through this dozens of times, from the other side. She’s witnessed ordinary wagefolk like Dew Loren, who never went through the grueling licensing tests of an atier, still display fortitude when given the chance. It seems perfectly fitting that she should finally get the chance to do the same.

Isako steps forward to the screen, raising her hand to the signature field.

“Not yet.” Minto taps a date into the document. Not today’s date, but one thirty days hence. “I’ll grant you permission at the end of the period I’ve negotiated with the Agency.”

Isako draws back, indignant. “I already said I won’t take Sherae’s position.”

“I have work that needs to be done discreetly outside SatOps.” It’s impossible to read emotion in those bright green artificial eyes, but Isako can sense smugness. “That overdramatic windbag Greves granted me a boon that I’d be foolish to pass up. After you carry out one last assignment successfully, I’ll release you from Company employment with all the bonuses and benefits you’re entitled to from your long career. But only after.”

The director flutters her pale fingers and the document shrinks away. The white wallscreen flickers and is once again the picturesque illusion of a window looking out on a gentle, sunlit field with butterflies darting over it.

So this is what Minto intended all along. She knew Isako wouldn’t kill Sherae. She took advantage of Greves’s stunt and the unrest from the merger to legally employ two atiers for five weeks, and no one else in the Company knows about it. She has a secret ace up her sleeve to play however she likes.

Isako’s mind spins angrily, like a gear off its chain. She’d like to give Savannah Minto the middle finger, turn on her heel, and walk out, but that would be breaking contract. She’d still be a ronin, but entirely unemployable even as a freelancer. If she resigns illegally, she’ll lose the right to an eventual burial and nameplace, and Maya will receive nothing, not a single scripbit, only shame.

Can she go to the Agency for intervention? No chance. The Agency won’t step in between a contractor and a client unless there’s a policy violation, and Minto’s already figured a deal with the Partners.

An orange cat saunters out from behind a planter full of ferns and winds itself around Minto’s legs, purring. Isako stares at the creature in disbelief. She’s never seen one of the animals in the flesh, only in media and as simbeasts. Cats were domesticated on Earth to control rodent populations in agricultural areas, but there’s no rodent problem here on the top floor of SatOps headquarters. Savannah Minto made a special requisition from the Genebank and had the animal created solely for her own enjoyment. A resource-consuming pet, like the fish and the birds.

Isako tries to wrap her head around such a staggering level of wealth. Only the upper crust of the Company, the Executive and senior directors, the scions of the major management kiths, can get away with this sort of shit. They have the power to grant life and death on this forsaken planet.

She’s trapped. As captive as the animals that will never leave this room.

“What work do you require of me, Director?” Isako asks through gritted teeth.

Minto bends down and strokes the creature’s head, her jerky movements like that of a marionette manipulated by strings. Isako thinks of how Maya used to have a stuffed cat she carried around when she was a child. This is the weird inverse—a doll playing with a living being. She wants to reach out and touch the cat, to see what its fur feels like, but she forces herself to stand and wait attentively, radiating the professional calm of an atier attending her client.

Quietly, she seethes. It’s absurd, at her age, with the career she’s had, to have her own resignation held hostage. Minto couldn’t possibly appreciate what it means to accept death, because second stagers are experts at cheating it, at buying it off with money and science.

From what Isako’s heard, synthbodies can sense temperature, texture, pressure, just about everything that organic bodies can, but they don’t feel hunger, bodily fatigue, or pain. They must be maintained and occasionally repaired or upgraded, but they don’t get sick or age. Their knees never hurt the way Isako’s do. They don’t suffer joint and muscle deterioration, heart trouble, high blood pressure, hormonal imbalances, or any of the cascade of physical ailments other aging people have to put up with. They die only when their minds finally fail at around a hundred and fifty years—the natural limit, it seems, for a human brain to survive, even with the most advanced science available.

Isako can understand the appeal, but she can’t see past the grotesquery.

Minto stands up with the cat in her arms. “In twenty-six days, the BoD will hold a confirmation hearing prior to the final vote on whether to accept a nominated candidate into its ranks.” Minto’s glass eyes manage to convey burning insistence. “Sandbar Uchi must not ascend to the Board of Directors.”

Isako blinks in surprise. Her own client vehemently opposed Uchi’s nomination. Yet even Greves reluctantly accepted the foregone conclusion that the director of Southern Continent Gas Production—one of the largest, fastest-growing, most important divisions—would be brought into the Company’s highest governing body.

“We’re in a fraught time, atier Isako. The Board will soon have to make decisions that will determine the very course of our existence.” Minto turns toward the wall of windows and the expansive view of the cityhab. “Sandbar Uchi’s confirmation would irrevocably tip the balance of power in the Company, in a way that could be disastrous for our future.”

“Confirmation to the Board requires a two-thirds majority vote of the existing members, doesn’t it?” Isako points to the small silver key hanging from Minto’s neck. “You’re already in a position to influence the vote.”

The second stager’s face moves in an unpleasant approximation of a grimace. “Unfortunately, while we reunionists have been fighting each other, the terraformists have taken the opportunity to strengthen their alliances. Uchi has all but locked down the requisite votes he needs to sail through the confirmation. In order to mount a viable opposition among the Board members, I would need something to change, some new information to influence the swing voters.”

“With all due respect,” Isako says, “didn’t you just point out that sometimes the winds shift so strongly that even the best pilot can’t steer against them?”

“I did say that, didn’t I?” Minto smiles at her. Jarbrain smiles are creepy as fuck. All smooth and porcelain. “But that didn’t stop you and your client from trying, did it? The odds of success may not be high, but the stakes are. You can take comfort in the fact that Greves would be fully supportive of my request of you.”

True enough. “So you want me to open Uchi’s closets.”

Even in peacetime, directors are always trying to find dirt that’ll damage their rivals or blackmail them into cooperation. Anyone that high up and powerful in the Company has skeletons in their closet. A few strategically publicized documents might incite a workers’ revolt, cause a division’s budget to be slashed, or even rouse the ire of the Executive in the Sweetsea and get someone demoted or replaced. Closet-opening is routine espionage commonly assigned to contractors.

This is no routine job they’re talking about, though, and no ordinary target.

“Is there anything you can give me?” she asks. A lead, any suggestion of where to start digging.

Minto puts the cat down. It wanders off into the garden, tail curved high like a question mark. The director absently pinches away a couple of browned leaves from a plant with beautiful three-petaled white flowers that smell incredible, like sunshine and fruit. Isako wonders if synthbodies can smell or taste. She’s never bothered to ask.

“Director Uchi has been acting erratically as of late,” Minto says. “His behavior is some cause for concern. It might suggest mental or emotional instability.”

“He went through recorporalization recently,” Isako points out. It’s the only reason Uchi wasn’t nominated to the Board even sooner. Second stagers keep their little clubs exclusive. The way they see it, a candidate is only experienced, accomplished, wealthy, and wise enough to join the Board once they’ve shed bodily hindrances. It’s a little unusual for someone as young as seventy and so recently through recorporalization to be nominated for the Board—typically, they wait a few years—but Uchi is an exception, a Company superstar. “It takes some people months to adjust to second stage.”

“I only took six days of personal leave,” Minto scoffs. “And I was older than Uchi at the time. I’m told the Process is even easier these days, with the proper mental preparation.” It’s impressive how she manages to convey scorn without moving her face. “The Board of Directors will face the most difficult issues of our time. It’s imperative that every voting member be of unimpeachably sound mind.”

Isako frowns. It’s not much to go on. Minto’s grasping at straws.

Or maybe not. The Process doesn’t always go smoothly. One in fifty cases requires a prolonged recovery period of up to a year. One in a hundred fails outright; either the patient dies on the operating table, or ends up vegetative, demented, or on a course of rapid mental deterioration. In those cases, there’s no choice but termination. A gentle one, but a termination nevertheless.

“It’s the responsibility of the Company to fully investigate any candidate nominated, and our duty to bring forward any concerns,” Minto declares. “Even if Uchi’s going through a mere adjustment period, as you suggest, there are other aspects of his track record to scrutinize.”

That’s putting it mildly. Uchi has plenty of enemies, some of whom have tried to kill him. Not just political rivals or militant big-Es either. Many believe him to be responsible for the Field 93 disaster. But success is a near-impenetrable shield. If the controversy Uchi’s already endured hasn’t derailed his momentum, Isako doubts she could find anything more to turn the opinion of the majority of the Board and the Executive against him.

She glances at Sherae. The younger atier has retreated to her spot on the other side of the desk, and her eyes are directed at the ground, her expression closed and unreadable.

“I expect you to accomplish your objective by any means possible,” Minto says. “You’ll be provided with whatever resources or assistance you require from SatOps, so long as you maintain confidentiality and discretion. Am I clear?”

Isako’s client is giving her carte blanche. When directors want to commit deeds that fall outside policy, they give the job to contractors. If a mission is compromised and their activities discovered, it’s easy to deny responsibility. Claim the contractors were never given such orders and were acting outside their assigned purview. Summarily cancel their contracts.

That’s what Minto will do if Isako fucks up.

Isako will accept responsibility for misinterpreting her client’s wishes, resign with the Agency’s permission, and walk into the Vastness with her lips sealed. Falling on the sword is part of the Code. The Agency will see to it that she’s eventually buried and that her family quietly gets a generous bonus.

But Isako’s not going to fuck up. She’s an old hand at this work. If she were still in Astrocom, standing in front of Forest Greves, she’d want to know more. She’d ask for additional context so she could better understand her client’s long-term objectives and act as a more effective agent on his behalf. She doesn’t know Savannah Minto. She hadn’t wanted or planned to get to know Minto at all. But she knows enough to go to work.

“Director.” She bows and turns to leave.

“Isa.” Sherae’s voice catches her before she’s gone far. When Isako glances over her shoulder, she sees her former apprentice looking after her with apology in her expressive brown eyes.

No one takes kindly to enemy contractors poking around in their business, and Sandbar Uchi isn’t known for being a forgiving man, even to his own wagefolk. Under other circumstances, Minto might’ve risked her own atier to get what she wants. Now she doesn’t have to. Sherae knows she’s been spared.

Isako really hopes the woman doesn’t try to thank her. That would be awkward.

“Good luck,” Sherae says.

“If you can’t keep your hand steady, don’t let it touch your triggersheath until the instant you draw,” Isako reminds her. “Be sure to teach that to your apprentices.”

She walks out of Minto’s fake paradise.







SIX


Standard contracts for licensed contractors may be issued for a minimum duration of six (6) weeks up to a maximum of ten (10) years. Contract terms may be renegotiated upon renewal and terminated with cause at any time as detailed in section 3(c)(ii).

Principal contracts and Exclusive contracts may be issued to A Tier contractors. A Principal contract with an initial term of three (3) years may be extended twice for a year each, for a total of five (5) years. An Exclusive contract may be offered after the initial term of a Principal contract and will remain in effect until standard retirement age (appendix table 8). Exclusive contract holders are eligible to retroactively receive full employment status and benefits upon retirement. An Exclusive contract may otherwise be exited only under mutual agreement of the parties in the event a contractor assumes Partnership at the Agency.

—Agency handbook



Sefaday, 5-week, 500 AF

Isako needs to get to work, but first, she has a lunch date. She hasn’t seen Maya in weeks. They’ve both been busy: Maya with final exams, Isako with dealing out death.

She’s going to have to explain to her daughter that she’s decided to resign and is thirty days away from following her client into the Vastness. This isn’t a conversation she was looking forward to having, and it’s happening too soon. She doesn’t feel prepared.

In the car ride over, she reads resignation letters.

Not everyone chooses to make their letter public, but most resignees take the opportunity to share their final thoughts. Much of it is personal, expressing love and thanks to kith and kin, giving instructions as to the dispersal of their resignation bonuses, and making requests for their eventual nameplaces. Isako reads it all but skims those parts.

She lingers on the last lines. She figures it’s only respectful to do so. The last thing a person says is important, the coda to their entire life.

Particularly good codas garner public admiration, are reprinted in collections and inscribed in nameplaces. They pierce the heart with raw human emotion, illuminate the soul of the writer, and express truths that can only be fully surfaced by a peaceful and mature mind accepting of its own imminent oblivion.

The writer Quay Sooyong was said to have spent three years writing and rewriting his coda, happily resigning once he’d achieved what he deemed to be his best work.


Life is the sun

Death is the north star

Both illuminate the way home.

On a journey across the heavens,

what more are a few steps?



The coda of Crane Otto, an Astrocommunications information-systems specialist who resigned among the group of fourteen wagemen at Easthatch yesterday, reads: Jimmy, you still owe me a beer, you bastard.

Isako finds Otto’s and Sooyong’s final sentiments equally poetic.

Dew Loren’s simple coda doesn’t surprise Isako, although it makes her put down the screen for a moment. Love you, Tessa. See you on the other side.

The resignation letter of Director Forest Greves is very long, and Isako’s sure that some sections have been redacted by higher-ups in the Internal Relations division. His coda is perfectly fine: Let us never forget that we came from the stars, and that they will guide us to our destiny, but it’s his last spoken words—“I resign in protest”—broadcast all over Tenacity, that’ll be remembered forever.

Just like the words of Glacier Janus Brady, who raised a middle finger to the sky before taking his last breath. Thanks to good ol’ Captain Brady, Fuck Earth became the enduring way to express encouragement, to rally morale, to say Hell yeah, or You got this, or We’re standing on business and don’t need no stinkin’ help.

Her own coda, Isako decides, should be simple. She’s no poet and she doesn’t like to put on airs. But given the length of her career and reputation, people are going to be expecting her last lines to really hit.

The car pulls up to the triplex townhouse that’s home to CTH Isthmus. With the income of an elite senior atier, Isako could’ve applied to transfer herself, Maya, and Tai to a bigger, wealthier Community & Trade Habitation. Perhaps kith Garden, or kith Waterfall, which together have their own neighborhood, amenities, school, and security. Several senior managers and subdirectors from Astrocom are members there.

Were. Several of them were members.

But Isako never wanted to move. Isthmus was her kithfather Akio’s CTH and it would feel wrong to leave. She’s glad Maya grew up in a mixed area near the center of Tenacity and went to school around different people, from officer to passenger to deckhand-class folks, instead of sheltered in a divisional neighborhood. She appreciates the patch of coveted greenspace across the street with its lovingly tended community herb garden and playground. She likes how the hedges of hardy shrubs bloom in the spring and give off a subtle perfume that freshens the taste of the air in a way that can’t compare to what comes out of the oxygen recyclers.

In any case, home is where the heart is. Isako’s heart left her body the minute Maya was born. Stolen by seven and a half pounds of pink, squalling newborn.

She wasn’t even the one who wanted a kid, but Tai was so sure. They were thirty already; what were they waiting for? The Company was raising its population targets for this registration period. The allowance was bound to go to someone, why not them?

Even though the two of them didn’t work out, she has no regrets, because without Tai, she wouldn’t have Maya, the one thing in her life she’s sure is good.

She pauses on the sidewalk, unsure if she can just walk up to the front door and enter it unannounced the way she would’ve a few years ago. Of all the adults in the kith, she contributes the most income. But she spends more time in her apartment near Astrocom headquarters than she does at the house. She feels more like a visiting guest than a returning family member.

Maya saves her from the decision by opening the front door. “Hi, Mom!”

Isako hurries to close the space between them. She hesitates for a second. Do nineteen-year-olds object to being hugged in public? She throws caution aside and embraces her daughter tightly.

Maya hugs her back. She smells like citrus and vanilla—the same dry shampoo that Sondra uses. She’s nearly as tall as Isako, but curvy in a way her mother never was. She has Tai’s mouth and jaw—that full top lip and the dimple in the middle of the chin—but looking into her eyes is like gazing into a mirror. She’s dressed in fashionable spring thermals and the expensive sunset-blue puffy coat that she purchased with the birthday money Isako sent her.

Sondra emerges from the kitchen, coming up behind Maya with a mug of steaming tea. She looks good. Doesn’t even look like she’s in her forties. Slimmed right back down after having Kyle and stayed that way, even while managing the household and wrangling all the kids as co-kithmother. Isako wonders how she does it.

“Won’t you come in, Isa?” Sondra holds open the door and smiles the polite smile of a friend who expects to be turned down. Isako feels tempted to accept the invitation into her own house, just to surprise the woman a little.

“Not this time, sorry. I only have a couple hours. Maya and I were planning on getting lunch. How about Yoshi’s?”

She regrets the suggestion immediately. They’ve been walking over to Yoshi’s since Maya was a little girl. Good grief, she’s nineteen now, not ten. She’s not going to want to go to the same neighborhood spot she’s been going to all her life, just to get the same noodle soup and a strawberry ice pop from the freezer like she used to. Isako wants to kick herself. She should’ve asked Maya where she wanted to go. Or come up with a better idea ahead of time and surprised her daughter with reservations.

Maya says, “Sure, Yoshi’s would be great.”

“We can go somewhere else. You’re probably tired of going there.” She racks her mind for ideas. She’s been to countless nice restaurants for business. Why can’t she think of a single one?

“No, I want to go to Yoshi’s. It’s close, and it’s tradition. Right, Mom?” Maya takes her by the elbow.

Isako relents. She knows Maya is gracefully managing her, overlooking her failings and making everything all right, the way Isako would manage a client, but she’s okay with that because it means Maya still wants to spend time with her.

“Don’t forget to leave enough time to get to your interview this afternoon,” Sondra calls after them.

“I know,” Maya calls back over her shoulder to her kithmother with the casual, confident disregard that children have for the caregivers they see every day and whose presence and love they take for granted. What a luxury, to be taken for granted.

If it weren’t for Sondra and Amie being a stable, loving couple and such a capable duo of kithmothers, Isako would never have had Maya, no matter Tai’s feelings on the matter. All the years she was at the mercy of a client’s beck and call, pulled away on assignment at a moment’s notice, at risk of being killed while on the job or dismissed for failing, at least she harbored no worries for her daughter. Maya was well cared for, she had loving kithparents and kithsiblings, she grew up just fine.

It’s how a productive society is meant to be. The Founding Officers in their wisdom understood the vital importance of strong communities supporting specialization of labor. It’s why CTH Services has always been a large, safe, indispensable division. It would be staggeringly inefficient for people to work demanding roles while raising their own biochildren. Isako barely knew her own biofather, who died in a mining accident when she was eight, but she had other adult role models in her life.

Besides, as much as she loves Maya, she would’ve been terrible at caregiving and domestic work. Not that she doesn’t respect Sondra. She doesn’t begrudge the mandatory percentage of her earnings that goes to pay the wages of the kithparents, or Resident CTH Managers, as they’re called in Companyspeak. She gives it over with far more ease than the part of her income that goes to the Agency.

Doesn’t mean she’s not jealous. She tried to come home often, to be present for as many meals and milestones as possible, but it was never enough. Isako wonders if harboring resentment toward the person who loves and raises her child, who was there every minute she couldn’t be, makes her a miserable asshole.

She and Maya walk together in the pale spring sunlight. Tiny white pasqueflowers are blooming from between the patches of fescue planted along the sidewalk. “How’ve you been?” Isako asks. “Everything okay?”

Maya shrugs. “Yeah, pretty much.”

“How about everyone else? What’s new?”

“Auntie Krita and Uncle Laslo are away at that new atmospheric research station near the south pole but they’ll be back next month, I think. Kalen’s decided to go into botanical engineering, so he’s been nice to me lately because he needs my help with biochem homework. I keep telling Kithma Sondra that I need a lock on my door because Alise keeps coming in when I’m not home and borrowing my makeup and jewelry and not returning it.” She rolls her eyes. “That’s pretty much it. We’re all good.”

As far as Community & Trade Habitations go, Isthmus was never a big one—at its peak, it consisted of only eight adults and six children. With old Zee having passed away, Tai having transferred out, and Isako barely there, it must feel like there’s an abundance of space for those remaining. It occurs to Isako that CTH Services will likely add more people to kith Isthmus soon.

It’s a bittersweet thought, to think that she’ll be easily replaced.

Yoshi’s kithson knows them, doesn’t even blink at a longkniveswoman coming in, taking a seat, and ordering the spicy vegetable ramen. Maya removes her coat and hangs it over the back of her chair. That’s how you know you’re in a good restaurant, Tai used to say. If the owner doesn’t skimp on the heat, they’re generating enough income to earn extra energy rations, which means the food’s got to be good. His rule has never steered her wrong.

Maya gives her a look. “Mom, do you always have to sit like a trac?”

“As long as I’m on contract.” It’s a minor but repeating argument the two of them have every time they’re out together. Sitting zanshin might look stiff and awkward to other people, but she can’t let herself develop bad habits. Not even now. Certainly not now.

“But didn’t your client resign?” Maya’s brows draw together in confusion and concern. “I’ve been reading about it in the news. What does that mean? Will you be okay?”

Isako tries to put together the right words. “I met with the director of SatOps yesterday afternoon,” she begins. “It turns out that Director Greves transferred my contract over to her. So she’s my new client now, technically.”

Maya’s face relaxes into a smile. “Oh, that’s great! So you’re just doing the same job but for someone else. Makes things a lot easier, right? What a relief.”

Their food arrives in steaming ceramic bowls and Maya tucks into her meal, blowing on the soup to cool it before slurping the noodles.

Tell her. It shouldn’t be hard.

Actually, it’s more complicated than that. I’ve decided to resign. I have one last job to do, but after that, it’ll be about the right time. I know this might seem sudden, but you’re grown up now and…

Maya looks up. “What’s wrong? Why aren’t you eating?”

Her face is so guileless, so much like that of the little girl Isako remembers.

“Nothing, just thinking.” Isako takes a bite of marinated tofu and starts chewing.

Guilt steals the flavor from Yoshi’s famous broth. Resigning is just a part of life, the most meaningful way to give back to society when you’re no longer able to contribute in other ways. That’s how Akio explained it to her when she was younger than Maya. It’s what she believes. She should be able to explain the truth to her own daughter just as simply.

But Maya is different. She’s no longkniveswoman. She has only a passing knowledge of what her parents do for a living. She understands that Dad used to be a midtrac working on projects to assess operating efficiency before he was hired as a proper wageman. Mom’s an atier who advises and protects high-level clients, which is why she carries the longknife and Dad doesn’t.

Beyond that, she’s as ignorant as most wagefolk are about the Agency and client contracts and the edge life, as those who wear black badges refer to their profession. That’s fine by Isako. She’s never hoped for her daughter to follow in her footsteps. It takes a certain type of person to be a contractor, much less an atier. Isako would know; she’s seen many of them fail.

Isthmus Akio saw in her the necessary combination of brains, brawn, and ability to work like a motherfucker under high pressure in ambiguous situations. He nurtured those traits from a young age, made her his protégé.

Maya is nothing like her, and for that, she’s genuinely relieved.

Her daughter’s happiest when deeply immersed in quiet, organized, intellectual work. She has the influence and encouragement of gentler women in her life, like Sondra and Amie and Krita. She would hate the unrelenting demands of client service. Maya’s planning to be a genetic archivist working in the Genebank. It’s a role that will suit her perfectly, pay her well, provide her with all the usual Company benefits.

The determination Isako carried into the visit wilts faster than the sheet of nori in her soup. She can’t bring herself to say anything that’ll ruin their afternoon together.

So she changes the subject. “How’re your studies going?”

“Pretty good. This semester’s course load was a bit of a drag, but I’m interviewing for an internship position with a really well-known bioreintroductionist who’s worked on pretty much all the major insect species launches of the last fifty years.” Maya’s eyes light up. “Oh, and Silas and I are going to visit his kithparents in Bioscience next week, and his uncle’s got some geneticist connections who he says would be happy to talk to me about career stuff.”

“That sounds great.” Isako needs a moment to bring her daughter’s boyfriend to mind. She’s met Silas a couple of times. Polite young man. Decent looking. A bit too agreeable? Not very ambitious, but he seems to make Maya happy. “What’s Silas up to?”

“He’s working on the portfolio he’s going to submit to the Arts & Media Guild.”

“Wasn’t he planning to get an airshield-tech certification?”

“He decided not to do it this year after all. He says he’ll think about it next year if the A&M route doesn’t work out.”

Isako chews her bok choy slowly and swallows. “It’s not easy to make a living with art, you know. There are only so many approved commissions to go around. It’s never an essential service or a top Company priority.”

“Yeah, but Silas is really good,” Maya says, as if that’s all there is to it. “And I’ll be earning us scrip while he’s getting started. Sondra and Amie like him a lot,” she finishes, with a cheerful finality that stings, because their opinions are what actually matter, and who is Isako to disagree?

You could do better, Maya. You’re too young to settle. Isako bites her tongue. “So, have you seen your dad lately?” she asks, as casually as she can.

Maya gives her mother a look of mild disappointment, as if to say, Why don’t you ask him yourself? It’s not like they parted on bad terms. They tell their daughter that they’re still friends.

“He’s good. We went to the Founding Day festival together. That was fun. I think he still feels guilty for transferring kiths, even though I’ve told him I understand.”

“Do you?”

“I’m an adult, Mom. Depending on how things go in my career and with Silas, I might be transferring in the next year or two myself.”

She says it with the blithe acceptance of youth. When you’re a teenager, things change, and change fast. Another major life milestone just ahead. Isako’s had days that feel longer than her daughter’s entire childhood.

“Well, transferring kiths to be with someone is a big decision. You shouldn’t rush it. Nothing wrong with taking more time to figure out what you really want. Remember to do what’s right for you and don’t worry about what anyone else thinks.”

It’s bland, cliché parental advice that anyone could give, but Isako doesn’t want to think about Maya leaving home, even if she’s going to already be gone herself. It makes sense that Tai would transfer—Isthmus was never really his kith, just the place he ended up because of her. But in Isako’s mind, Maya will always be here.

“I know, Mom.” Maya doesn’t even look up as she finishes her noodles.

Isako listens to her daughter talk more about her studies, her friends, her hobbies. Isako’s painfully aware that she’s not up to date with youth slang, current popular media, or fashion trends, but she nods encouragingly, asks a few questions—not too many, but enough to keep the conversation going. When the bill arrives, she pays with her scripline, which still works, proving that Director Minto’s good for her word.

Just tell her. Who knows when you’ll get another chance.

But Maya’s standing up, putting on her coat, checking the time, and thinking ahead to her important interview. She says it’s competitive but Isako knows she’ll get it. Now’s not the time to be distracting her.

As they walk back to the house, a school bus stops on the corner and disgorges a pile of young children who run home across Otter Jain Park. Their shouts are high and clear and their feet kick up the ryegrass and gravel. Isako remembers when Maya was one of those little kids, just like that girl with the pigtails, maybe eight years old. She feels like an alien here, peering into the tidy, protected terrarium—a smaller, gentler bubble within the airshield, where she and Tai left the one perfect thing they made together.

They reach the house. “That was fun, Mom. Thanks for lunch.”

“You didn’t get an ice pop.” Damn, how could they forget? If she returns to Yoshi’s right now, maybe she could bring one back to Maya before she has to leave for her interview.

“That’s all right, I didn’t really want one. Maybe next time.” Maya gives her a hug, quick and unconcerned, and starts through the door. Isako can hear Sondra and Amie laughing somewhere inside, along with the sound of Kyle kicking a ball against the wall. The smell of delicious chicken tagine wafts out from the kitchen.

“Maya.” Isako’s chest tightens, as if the oxygen level has dropped, as if she’s stepped outside the airshield. She loves this child born of her own body. She doesn’t know how to be a mother, not even after nineteen years. Years that were too short, filled with important moments that she missed that can’t ever be reclaimed. Coward, she thinks, because she doesn’t doubt her own ability to walk into the Vastness, but she can’t bring herself to say what needs to be said right now.

Maya won’t understand, not at first. Maybe she’ll even feel betrayed. But that doesn’t really matter. She’s smart and strong and beautiful. She’s going to be fine.

Isako will make sure of it. It won’t matter what job Maya works, what kith she chooses, whether she decides to be with a scripless artist, whether she has help from anyone else. Not with the bonus her mother’s going to leave her after she completes this final assignment.

Maya turns. “Yeah, Mom?”

“Good luck.”

“Thanks, I’ll let you know if I get it.” Maya goes inside. The door shuts behind her.

Isako turns and walks away. At first, her steps feel slow and heavy, but as she crosses the park, her back straightens, her head comes up, her stride lengthens. The red wool peacoat swings against her thighs, in time with the sway of the triggersheath on its bearings. Wagefolk glance at her, move out of her way on the sidewalk. She looks behind her once, then not again.







SEVEN

Agency headquarters used to be a church.

Visiting it is still a pilgrimage, of sorts.

It’s nearly dusk when Isako arrives. She crosses the cobbled plaza of Sangiolo Circle and steps into the long shadow cast by the hulking edifice of weathered gray stone and colored glass. Back when it was built to worship the Christian deity Jesus, the building was the largest under the airshield. It still emanates a Founding-era grandeur undiminished by Tenacity’s apartment complexes and high-rise offices, smokestacks and transmission towers, illuminated billboards and speeding elevated trams. In the early 300s, it fell into disrepair before being restored and spending a sixty-year stint as a Sefan temple. But for more than a hundred years, it’s been the heart of the Agency. The place every contractor goes to receive their black badge, the last place many of them will visit before they lose it.

Isako pushes through the heavy entry doors and walks down a long, arched nave beneath a row of three glowing scangates. She strides straight ahead without slowing, feeling as though she’s being watched and judged by unseen eyes. Her boot steps echo cavernously on the stone floor. Shafts of late-afternoon sunlight slant down through leaded glass windows, slicing across her path in stripes of light and shadow.

At the end of the nave, she stops in front of a visitors’ window. Isako lifts the circular silver-rimmed black badge from around her neck and places it on the counter. “I’m here to access the directory.”

The receptionist behind the window is an impeccably dressed, soft-spoken woman with a synth arm. Her white suit jacket is spotless. Her makeup is subtle and perfect. She’s a similar age to Isako, her distinguished, straight-backed manner radiating calm welcome and stern dignity. She was once a longkniveswoman, or so Isako’s heard, who lost her weapon arm protecting a client and is now fortunate enough to have a place at headquarters despite her condition.

Not all contractors are so lucky. Permanently disabled wagemen can go to Human Resources for help finding work they can perform, and failing that, they can depend on generous resignation packages from their divisions. The Agency offers no such promises.

The receptionist takes Isako’s badge and examines it through a datascan monocle she flips down over her right eye. “Isako, CTH Isthmus, atier under contract to Forest Greves, director of Astrocommunications.” She returns the badge coolly. “Your client has ceased to be a going concern. You have no rights here.”

“My contract has been assumed by his successor and is active for another thirty days. Check the records. I invoke my right of access in service of a client.”

The woman consults a workscreen. “You’re required to renew your license.”

Isako nods wordlessly. There’s no avoiding policy—atiers must be recertified every eight years, or when they enter a new client relationship, whichever comes first. The Agency’s way of keeping its tools sharp. An Exclusive contract waives the requirement, which is all the more reason to sign one. Or to leave the edge life entirely, like Tai did, and find permanent employment as a wageman. Gencons and midtracs are required to renew every five years, but their relicensing process is a breeze compared with hers.

The receptionist opens a drawer and extracts a slender metal tray. She slides it across the counter toward Isako. On it is a slim wraparound immersivisor, black gloves, and a white pill. Isako slides the visor over her eyes. The world takes on a sharp blue tinge. She pulls the long gloves up to her elbows, then places the pill on her tongue and swallows it dry.

Isako places her badge on the tray and it disappears from view behind the counter. “Welcome back, Quickblade,” intones the receptionist. “To serve is to live.”

“To live is to die.” Isako turns left, away from the gold door for visiting clients and toward the black door for petitioning contractors. She tries to think of each of her steps as an automatic motion, like the swing of a pendulum, so there’s no opportunity to slow down or pause. If she did, she’d think about what’s ahead, and it’s best not to do that.

The room she enters is pitch black at first. She stands and waits, flexes her hands impatiently inside the haptic gloves, feels the sim-enhancing drugs take effect, limning her blue-tinged vision with a sense of gauzy unreality. A man’s voice, stern and demanding, speaks from the darkness. “A newly established gas field is producing thirty-two tonnes of greenhouse gases per quarter and increasing production at a rate of twelve percent per annum. How long will it take to meet current Company benchmarks?”

Isako does the math, mnemonically tapping numbers against her thigh with each finger. The temptation is to rush, but she knows better than to do so. “Sixty-eight weeks.”

“After failing to meet its annual goals, your client’s manufacturing division is assessed an eight percent reduction in energy and water rations.” Light appears from overhead, as stark white as an operating room. Charts and graphs appear in Isako’s vision. “How do you advise your client on distributing this quarter’s resources and managing worker discontent?”

Isako’s eyes hurt from the sudden brightness and the strain of reading the small numbers before her. She squeezes them shut, waits until the little spots stop flashing before opening them again and moving her gloves to control the display as she examines the data she’s been given. “I require additional information—five years of operational and financial records to assess the cause and source of the division’s underperformance.”

More information appears, icons that zoom out into documents, expanding graphs with red lines, detailed spreadsheets, as well as superfluous data that’s irrelevant to the issue, added just to confuse her and waste her time and mental energy. She gets to work analyzing, discarding, finding patterns, and formulating potential solutions. She’s not sure how long she stays in the zone; it’s easy to lose track of time when there’s nothing inside the closed room to mark its passage. The slowly growing ache in her back and legs is the only sign of the minutes ticking away.

At last she says, “More than fifty percent of the division’s failure to meet its objectives can be attributed to poor productivity at two locations. Fabricator B was partially shut down for three weeks due to severe drystorm damage. Fabricator D, however, has consistently failed to meet yield and quality targets. I recommend to my client that Fabricator B take no additional share of energy and water penalties, but Fabricator D should be assessed heavily, the manager there dismissed and replaced, and the wagefolk given a clear performance improvement ladder to earn back standard resources in the following budget cycle. I would also point out that Fabricator F exceeded its goals and should be rewarded with scrip bonuses that will help offset the hardship of lower rations across the division. With these measures, I estimate that less than ten percent of the workforce is at risk of obstructive action.”

A pause from the unseen interrogator before all the graphs and charts disappear from Isako’s sight, blinking out all at once. Darkness returns, and with it, the next question. “You discover that your client owns a firearm and is keeping it in a safe box in their office. What do you do?”

Really? A softball ethics question, the sort given to brand-new atiers? Isako rolls her eyes behind the visor. Perhaps someone is feeling generous toward her today. “The sole duty of a contractor is client service,” she replies. “I’m obligated to remind my client that the ownership and use of firearms on Company property is strictly prohibited and punishable by termination. All residents of Tenacity are required by Company policy to report violations. Following that, I’ll take whatever action or inaction is necessary to ensure my client’s safety and serve their interests.”

When coaching apprentices, Isako always reminds them, “I’ve never seen someone fail the licensing exam off an ethics question. The Partners ask those questions not because they’re looking for a right or wrong answer. They do it for the same reason they give you all those personality tests and situational training exercises—because they want to know what you would do. Remember, you’re a product that the Agency sells to the Company’s leaders—they want to know what they’re selling. And if it ever comes down to it, they’ll also know how to shut you down.”

A noise rises around her, the sound of clinking dishes and many people talking. The lights come on, not bright and sterile this time, but gradual and soft, as if from many candles. Isako blinks. She’s in a hotel ballroom. Her surroundings are no longer dimmed and bluish, but warm and orange. A party of some sort is going on. Servers in waistcoats glide between clusters of guests wearing suits and gowns, offering glasses of wine and canapés on silver trays. A massive chandelier hangs over the dance floor. A four-piece band plays lively music from the stage.

Interesting. She hasn’t seen this one before.

She focuses on what’s important. Double doors on one side of the ballroom. A smaller servers’ entrance on the other end, hidden behind a curtain. All the guests wearing gold badges, all of them directors, some of them second stagers. Who’s the most important among them? That’s crucial to know. She scans quickly, picks out the man in the tuxedo near the stage, shaking hands and talking to a long line of people.

The double doors burst open. A dozen angry wagefolk storm into the ballroom, eliciting cries of alarm and a clatter of dropped silverware. The intruders wear masks and are carrying crude weapons—batons, clubs, black market printed ballistic weapons, even stolen longknives. “Who’s the fucker in charge?” shouts their leader. “We won’t work and none of you will leave here until our demands are—”

Isako doesn’t bother assuming a combative stance or trying to maneuver into a better position. She doesn’t have time for that; speed relies on efficiency, and the older she gets, the truer that becomes. Her joints scream a protest against explosive movement, but she reaches the masked man before he can finish speaking. She coils her torso, loads into her hip as she slams the triggersheath forward. A click as the longknife flies free, and as her body unwinds through its twist, the man’s head leaves his body. A convincing spray of blood streaks across Isako’s immersivisor.

A key principle in handling rebellion: Identify and engage with the most prominent disruptor. As the leader’s decapitated body topples forward and hits the floor, the mob erupts into confusion and violence. Some of the intruders lose their nerve and run for the exit. Others are not so easily cowed; they start swinging batons and firing homemade pistols. Screaming and frantic movement assaults Isako’s senses; even knowing full well that she’s inside a simulation, she can almost feel the panicked jostling of shoulders and smell the acrid gun smoke.

She stays low and sprints for the stage. The director in the tuxedo is being rushed by his aides toward the hidden exit at the back. A group of attackers surge after him, pushing and shoving their way indiscriminately past fleeing servers and lesser staffers. Isako leaps onto the platform ahead of the first assailants. The floor is solid and she lands in a crouch, feeling the impact in her knees; the structure of the room is real, at least.

Two masked men charge her. Her longknife slices through the plastiwood club in one man’s hands; she feels the simulated impact through her gloves when she punches him in the throat. She buckles his knee with a well-placed kick, then slashes low, longknife whistling, and hamstrings the second man. She can feel sweat on the bridge of her nose, under the visor. There’s a surreal ripple at the far edges of her vision, movement blurring and jerking where the simulation is imperfectly rendered. Everything has the hazy, disorienting texture of a fever dream.

The director has safely reached the exit. He disappears out the door.

It can’t be that easy, Isako thinks—and then she realizes her mistake. On the other side of the platform, a second-stage woman is trying to descend the shallow steps, moving jerkily in an older-model synthbody. Hanging next to the gold badge around her neck is a small silver key. The same type of key Isako saw on Savannah Minto yesterday, symbolizing access to the Sweetsea and the Genebank beneath it.

The second stager is a member of the Board. She outranks the man in the tuxedo. She’s the client.

And she’s about to be murdered by an insurgent who runs straight at her and lobs a grenade.

Isako sprints. She dives for the bomb, landing on it as it hits the ground and explodes. A blinding wall of light obliterates everything in her vision. Knives of pain sear through her hands and arms and shred through all the nerves of her body. She can’t isolate the pain or do anything to allay it; all she can do is writhe and scream on the ground as it wipes her mind free of everything except the unspeakable agony of dying.

Then she’s dead. The pain vanishes so suddenly it’s as if it was never there, and after the pain, euphoria. It’s the best feeling, the relief and ecstasy of non-pain, better than any earthly pleasure. It’s dark again, and Isako feels as if she’s floating weightless in the soft embrace of the universe before it began and after it ends. Nothing can touch her. A sense of absolute peace and calm surrounds her like a cocoon, and she languishes in the quiet, motionless tranquility, not wanting it to end.

A tiny part of her still-conscious, rational mind knows that none of it is real. The immersivisor and the electrical nerve stimulations in the haptic gloves work in conjunction with the sensory distorting and psychomanipulative effects of the sim-enhancing drugs—all for a purpose. Because every licensing exam ends the same way: You die. It doesn’t matter how well a candidate handles the scenario, whether the fake client is saved, whether they ultimately pass or fail the test. The message remains. This is where the edge life leads. Accept it.

Isako figures actual death won’t feel much different from what she’s already been through. Hurts like hell for the first bit, but afterward, pure peace. It makes her feel okay about the real thing—which, she knows, is exactly what the Agency intends.

Unfortunately, this part of the simulation ends. Isako returns to life reluctantly as the lights come back on in the room and the drugs wear off. She opens her eyes to a blank room, its walls and floors softly lit and pebbly textured. Feeling returns to her body and she realizes how miserably sore she is. She’s lying on her side, right shoulder and hip pressed uncomfortably against the raised floor that used to be the ballroom stage. The ballroom is gone, as are all the guests, the music, the entire illusion. She wonders how long she was out. What felt like hours was likely only a couple of minutes.

“Motherfucker,” Isako groans. Her throat feels strained. When she rolls over and gets to her hands and knees, she realizes she banged her left elbow diving onto the floor to catch the lobbed grenade. Sitting back on her heels, she pulls off the immersivisor and gloves and wipes the sweat from her face. Her surroundings lose their unreal blue tinge, and as the raised sections of flooring sink slowly down to ground level, the room reveals itself to be nothing more than a large, square box of blank surfaces.

She feels dehydrated and woozy, and her eyes hurt. Her vision still seems a bit fuzzy. She would like to sit and rest for a while, but a previously unseen door slides open on the far side of the room.

Grimacing, she gets to her feet. Though she moves slowly and deliberately, her knees flare up in protest, which pisses her off enough that she cusses them out under her breath. Shut up, you traitors. All she did was business analysis, some running and jumping, a bit of simulated fighting, one false trip through death. Twenty years ago, she would’ve handled it all with ease. She can’t help but imagine what a younger version of herself would’ve thought of her performance today.

You peaked years ago. Now you’re old and slow.

She finds her longknife, fallen not far from where she was lying. A good thing she didn’t roll over it in her false death throes. She slides the blade back into the triggersheath, where it locks into place with a familiar, soft click and rotates straight and snug against her left thigh. Maybe she isn’t who she used to be, but damned if she’s going to let that show here in the Agency. She straightens her coat and pulls her disheveled hair back into a tight clasp. Then she squares her shoulders and walks through the far door.







EIGHT

Three Partners of the Agency are seated on the other side of the rectangular black marble table that dominates the small antechamber. Isako recognizes two of them, but only one she’d call a friend, of sorts.

Ocean Constance is in her late seventies, ancient. She and Isako go way back. Constance was Isako’s mentor, once upon a time. So long ago that Isako finds it difficult to think of herself as ever having been the raw, arrogant young trainee whom Constance took under her wing. When Constance became a Partner many years later, she handled the Astrocommunications account and negotiated Isako’s contract to Greves.

“Not everyone is lucky enough to have a client who asks for them by name and is willing to pay top rates,” Constance told her. “If I can’t convince you to pursue Partnership, an Exclusive with a rising director is the next best thing.” The woman was right; Greves was a good client and Isako had a good run with Astrocom, the fact that it ended in total defeat notwithstanding. Constance is the one person Isako would say she trusts at the Agency, insofar as the Agency can be trusted to promote its tracs, if not protect them.

Age has softened Constance’s strong chin and cheekbones, turned her auburn hair white, and etched wrinkles around her piercing eyes and the wry tilt of her mouth. But it hasn’t diminished the manicured self-assuredness that encases her like armor. The woman is always impeccably poised, frighteningly competent, dignified yet approachable, compassionate yet coldly pragmatic. It’s no wonder she’s one of the rare few among their kind to become a Partner. She’s wearing a white wool cardigan and a knitted blue scarf, looking entirely comfortable and cozy in the stately, dark-hued room. Orange wall sconces give the windowless chamber the air of a villain’s library, the sort of place where plans and alliances are forged by wealthy conspirators.

From what Isako knows of the Agency, that’s not far from the truth.

She stops and bows before the table.

A small smile tugs up the corners of Constance’s lips. She inclines a nod toward her former apprentice, motioning for Isako to take a seat in front of the table. “It’s been a while, Isa. Not that I had any doubt you’d be relicensed, but it’s good to see you’re as fast with the longknife as ever.”

An overly generous assessment. All the chairs in the room have shortened, narrow bench-like seats, designed for formal sitting. Isako pulls out the one meant for her and stiffly lowers herself zanshin. “I have some feedback for the simulation developers.” She’s still trying to get her bearings back. There’s an invisible tremble in her legs, but she projects calm, critical indifference as she lays the visor and gloves on the table, pushing them into the pool of light cast by the glass chandelier overhead. “The render distance was poor. The edges of the room were blurry and glitchy, especially after the fighting started.”

The man sitting to Constance’s left makes a face. “It’s a new sim,” he admits in a grumble. “Thanks for letting us know that it’s not up to atier standards yet.”

“It was creative,” Isako offers in conciliation. “I fell for the misdirection at first.”

Constance chimes in. “I’ve neglected introductions. Isa, I don’t believe you’ve met Island Garik.”

Garik was recently promoted into Partnership, Isako guesses. He has a muscular build and a burly, tan face shadowed by dark eyebrows and stubble. He looks too young to be a Partner, she thinks, but then again, a lot of people look too young to her these days. Island—a geographic feature of the homeworld, a piece of land surrounded by water—is an old kith name of the administrative and security professions, like Ocean and Isthmus. There’s been so much transferring over the centuries that names don’t really mean anything anymore. Plenty of people from kiths like Rain and Tide work in fields outside of science and engineering, and others with names like Otter and Fern have risen from their ancestry in the service and labor occupations. Still, Isako would bet scrip that, like her, Garik comes from a line of longknivesmen.

She inclines her head. “Partner Garik.”

Constance gestures to the third Partner, the man to her right. “You know Marsh Elias, I presume.”

Isako glances reluctantly at the man who’s been silent thus far. “Of course.”

Elias is tall and slender, with rich, ebony skin and an aloof, imperious expression on his narrow face. He sits with his long, elegant fingers steepled in front of him. At times, he appears so still and imperturbable that it occurs to Isako that he’s the only man she’s ever met who could practically pass for a second stager while still in an organic body, a distinction made stronger by the fact that she can’t even guess how old he is. He has an unlined face and no touch of silver in his hair or short goatee, but his aged eyes are watchful, wise, and haunted.

Underneath the flap of his steel-gray suit, she can see the dual shoulder holster and the bulge of the handguns that Elias alone carries. Nothing like the primitive double-shot pistols printed by dealers on the black market. They’re custom-made, 9mm-caliber semiautomatics with a capacity of eighteen rounds each. Ever since heavy gunfire in the disastrous final battle of the Prosperity Revolt brought down the airshield’s control center and wiped out half the colony four hundred and sixty-six years ago, firearms of any type are prohibited on Company premises—except by special permission from the Executive.

Out of the thousands of contractors in the city of Tenacity, Marsh Elias is the only exception to policy, because of the very specific work that he does.

If someone like Isako were to go rogue, if she refused to resign and went off contract past the two-year grace period, if, despite all her years of Code-abiding service, she was deemed by the Agency to be a drain on society or a threat to Company order, the Partners would order her termination.

But they wouldn’t send a fellow longknivesman who might fall to her blade.

They would send the man with the guns, the one they call Ronin Killer.

The legend, as she’s heard it, is that as a young man, Marsh Elias distinguished himself above all others when the Executive chose him to handle the Sweetsea Civil War and ensuing Board Purge of 467. Isako has her doubts. She was only seventeen years old at the time, and she can’t imagine that Elias is much older than she is. She’s heard other stories, as well. He stays unnaturally young with special serums derived from the Genebank, he has a personal armory that could turn him into a one-man army, he’s never failed a mission. She suspects most of them are bullshit that the Agency allows to proliferate because it’s in their interest to embellish the reputations of their atiers and to discourage any contractor within their ranks who might think to go against the Code.

“Your reputation precedes you, Partner Elias.” Isako resists the urge to stare at him with morbid curiosity. He is, after all, a near-mythic figure among contractors, the reaper of reapers. She can’t help but wonder about his firearms. She’s never touched a gun. How many does he have? How heavy are they? How often has he fired them and how many people has he killed? Elias’s weapons seem as much a part of him as her longknife is a part of her.

“As does yours, atier Isako.” Elias has a voice that’s soft and unassuming, as smooth as satin. He studies her with professional interest, no doubt taking measure of her, should he ever have to put her down. Surely, he’s seen plenty of contractors like her come to petition the Agency at the end of their careers, hoping for one last favor—a name, an introduction, a personal recommendation, anything that might lead to a new contract. “It’s unfortunate how your Exclusive ended. Many of us thought your client would reinvigorate Astrocommunications and bring new energy to the reunionists.”

“I thought so, too.” She shrugs. “The way of the Vastness.”

“The way of the Vastness,” Garik echoes in agreement. Fate, cold and unchangeable. As every would-be atier learns at the end of the licensing exam, whether one is deserving of their destiny is immaterial. The judgment of Father Aquilo is unsentimental and final.

“And yet, here you are, relicensed,” Constance points out.

“How many simdeaths have you been through?” Garik asks curiously.

“Five.” Isako’s seen colleagues who failed relicensing fall from atier to midtrac and then to gencon—an inevitable prelude to unemployability, freelancing, death. She side-eyes Constance accusingly. “I’m as surprised as anyone to find myself here. Apparently, no one saw fit to inform me when my client transferred my contract.”

Constance doesn’t bat an eye. Clients cancel or transfer contracts at will and sometimes it’s the contractor who is the last to learn of their fate. Isako’s pique is misplaced, and they both know it. “You wish to access the directory,” she prompts coolly.

“I want to contact Dragonfly Martim.”

She’s not expecting all three Partners to straighten with interest. It’s subtle, but she notices. Elias’s gaze sharpens on her. Garik leans forward. “He was an apprentice of yours a few years ago, wasn’t he? Aren’t you already in touch with him?”

“My messages haven’t been getting through.” She’s tried three times since yesterday morning, with the same result: undeliverable. Martim’s changed or suspended his line, or he’s blocked her. Maybe he’s been inundated and is avoiding everyone. Or he simply doesn’t want to talk to her. After their last conversation, she can’t blame him.

“Why do you want to reach him?” Garik asks.

“Was I just relicensed or not? I have a right to access the directory in service of my client and I don’t need to disclose my reasons.” Perhaps she sounds testy, but she experienced being blown apart by a grenade to get here, and she knows what she’s entitled to.

The Partners glance at one another, their expressions inscrutable. She gets the distinct impression that they know exactly why she’s interested in SoCon GasPro. They must be aware of Director Minto’s desire to keep Sandbar Uchi off the Board, but they won’t share whatever information they have with Isako. To do so would be leaning on the scales, influencing the workings of the Company in favor of one client over another. In accordance with the Code’s core principle of service without moral or political bias, the Agency maintains a position of ironclad confidentiality and neutrality. It serves all divisions and directors equally. It sets standards for training and licensing, upholds and enforces the Code, negotiates and ratifies all contracts involving longknivesfolk—and the Partners take a cut of every deal. The more contractors they hire out, the more they make.

Isako will always be grateful to Constance as a mentor, and she understands the necessity of the Agency’s role, but it’s hard not to resent the fifty Partners who run the show. Since they’re not officially members of the Company, they will never get synthbodies and a second stage of life, but just like directors, they wield power and influence at the highest levels and make decisions about life and death.

She could’ve been one of them. Constance brought up the possibility more than once, was willing to petition for her promotion, even after she signed with Greves. Isako considered the option seriously but ultimately declined; she wasn’t keen on being a glorified personnel broker, trading in her own kind. So she hitched her career to Astrocom’s fortunes, hoping to ride high and land softly, as she and Tai once planned.

Knowing what she knows now, if she could go back in time and make a different decision, take Constance’s offer and join her on the other side of the table, would she? Maybe. Probably.

No point dwelling. The way of the Vastness.

An uncomfortable minute of silence ensues before Constance raises a hand and signals. A sliding door at the back of the room opens soundlessly and a ghostly pale aide in a black suit glides up to the table. Constance gives whispered orders and the man retreats as if he were made of air, disappearing the way he arrived.

“You’ll receive the information you came for,” Constance says, turning back to Isako. “And your reasons are between you and your client, as you said. But Dragonfly Martim appears to be a difficult man to find these days. His Principal contract was extended about a month ago, but he hasn’t been seen or heard from since.”

So it’s not just her, then. No doubt Martim’s a sought-after man right now—stalked by the press, petitioned by Uchi’s allies, targeted by Uchi’s enemies. But it’s strange that he hasn’t been by his client’s side.

She wonders who else has been here to access the directory. Not that Constance would reveal that information to her if she asked. Protocol dictates that contractors use the directory when seeking a meeting. It’s a safety precaution—to signal that their intentions are Code abiding—but also self-serving on the part of Agency leadership. They want to know who’s talking to whom, and why. Secrets, strife, interdivisional alliances and conflict are a boon to the Agency. The Partners make it their business to know much and to reveal little, all the better to anticipate the shifting winds in the Company and to fish for more work.

“You’re walking into a storm, Isa.” Constance adjusts her scarf, as if for warmth. “The fifth centennial’s brought about much soul-searching. Terraformists and reunionists have had their differences for a long time, but they cooperated for the good of the Company. Lately, though… Sandbar Uchi’s nomination and Forest Greves’s resignation have highlighted just how deep the divisions have become.”

“The outcome of this year’s annual general meeting could change the direction of society for centuries.” Garik levels a warning frown. “Savannah Minto’s trying to tip the scales of power in her favor, but if she succeeds, the political upheaval could be disastrous.”

The aide in the black suit returns to the room, moving so silently that if Isako hadn’t already taken off the immersivisor, she might suspect he wasn’t a real person. He comes around the table, and like a waiter at a gourmet restaurant delicately presenting the amuse-bouche, he sets a metal tray in front of her before retreating.

On the tray is her black badge and a tiny black envelope. She returns the badge to its rightful place around her neck before picking up the envelope and opening it. Inside is a creamy-white mulberry-paper business card, thick and pleasingly textured, shot through with tiny gold flecks. On the card are a few small lines of text.


Dragonfly Martim, atier

Southern Continent Gas Production

Swan Peter Towers East #2031

ID# 724-533-808


 
Isako places the card back into its pristine black envelope and tucks it securely into her inside jacket pocket. She leaves the visor and gloves on the table and stands, nodding goodbye to the Partners. She doesn’t expect to come back here. Whether she’s successful at accomplishing Minto’s objective or not, at least she won’t have to go through relicensing ever again. Thank Jesus Christ or Mother Sefa or whoever they used to worship here.

“Isa.” Constance’s expression is one that Isako can’t quite parse, despite having known the woman for decades. “If you find Martim, be wary. Your client is taking a considerable risk. If Sandbar Uchi is voted onto the Board, he won’t forget those who stood in his way.”

“That’ll be for Cloud Sherae to worry about.” She’s eager to leave, but she regrets the terseness of her tone, just a little. After all, she owes much of her career to her mentor, and this might be the last time they’ll see each other. Isako relents a touch. “I appreciate the concern, Constance, but it’s unnecessary. I’ll serve my client as the Code demands, but this is my last contract.” She glances at Marsh Elias. “I’ve already asked for permission to resign, so you don’t have to worry.”

The Ronin Killer answers languidly. “Worry hadn’t crossed my mind.”







NINE

Southern Continent Gas Production. SoCon GasPro.

Isako arrives by tram well after sundown, but the richest division in the Company blazes with heat and light. Streetlamps glow nonstop over the wide boulevards. Private cars streak past the streams of wagefolk being disgorged onto the sidewalk by commuter buses, wearily returning home after three-week-long shifts in the gas fields beyond the airshield.

She starts to sweat from the heat. No one here seems to be wearing thermals, not even gloves and hats. It’s barely spring, but pedestrians bustle along briskly in thin layers as if it’s the peak of summer. The wagefolk here look better fed, better dressed, better in every way. They don’t think about water and oxygen budgets. They probably eat meat every week.

That’s what you get when you work for SoCon GasPro.

GasPro is the heart of the Company. It’s the engine of growth, and growth is survival on Aquilo. Without GasPro, there would be no reason for Tenacity Cityhab to exist. Without GasPro, the Company might as well shut off the airshield and let the Vastness condemn civilization on this rock to a quick oblivion. Because GasPro is what will eventually turn Aquilo into a livable world. Everyone knows it.

The wagefolk of GasPro are above other wagefolk, and the directors of GasPro are above other directors. Among all the GasPro divisions, the factory fields of the Southern Continent—chosen by the Founding Officers as the site of the Landing and where Tenacity still stands—are the oldest, largest, and most productive.

That makes Director Sandbar Uchi a king among kings.

Isako checks into a hotel. There are plenty to choose from, so she chooses a spacious two-room suite on the second floor of the Summer Suites because it’s close to division headquarters and transit, offers room service twenty-six hours a day, and has a balcony she can use to escape if necessary. Her scripline still works; she’s been assured by Minto’s people that it’ll keep working so long as she’s on contract with SatOps. After she unpacks the suitcase of clothes and necessities she brought over from her apartment in Astrocom, she pays for a cheap meal followed by an expensive shower.

She takes her time in the shower, washing out her long hair, ignoring the first price-escalation chime and only turning off the water when she hears the second. The bathroom’s filled with steam when she steps out. It seems just about every longkniveswoman past a certain age cuts her hair short. You get to the point where you realize the extra water expense isn’t worth it, and you’re usually tying it back anyway so it’s not a bother should you end up needing to move quickly to defend a client or your own skin.

Isako won’t do it. Maybe it’s vain, but she doesn’t care; she’s going to die with long hair. It’s impractical, it costs her time and money, but everyone’s got to have personal principles. Her hair is the only thing defying the pace of aging that afflicts the rest of her. It’s still thick and glossy, a black so pure that Tai used to say it was nearly blue. Tai loved her hair. He used to run his hands through it, bury his face in it, stroke it after they made love.

She wouldn’t be Quickblade without it. She’d just be a regular old contractor with short hair. Fuck that.

Reluctantly, she wonders how Tai is doing. How he’s liking his white badge, with its stability and benefits. It was always his goal, a common one among midtracs—spend your twenties earning high fees on contract work and seeing different parts of the Company, then settle down, maybe have children, and work long enough for the same client that they buy out your contract from the Agency and hire you permanently as a regular wageman.

It was a future they’d once envisioned sharing: A comfortable twilight to their careers, with more time for each other and for Maya. Putting away their longknives, trading black badges for white ones, clocking in and out of work at regular times before enjoying a decade of cushy, Company-sponsored retirement. Resigning together at the end, leaving Maya wanting for nothing.

That was before the Transit Rebellion earned her the name Quickblade, before she turned down being a Partner to take on an Exclusive contract with high-flying Forest Greves, before the all-consuming Astrocom-SatOps war—all of which entrenched her further in the edge life, until the steadily growing distance between her and Tai was too large and tiresome to reach across. Some marriages end in dramatic emotional throes of betrayal, bitter disappointment, and rage; hers ended the way a television series ends when it’s gone on for too long—with inattention. When they finally decided to call it quits, it took three weeks to find time in their schedules to meet in person to make it official.

Isako doesn’t harbor ill feelings toward Tai. She still cares about him, nostalgically, and misses the reliable sex, infrequent as it became. But the dissolution of their marriage hasn’t made much difference in her daily life, which is sad proof that by the end, it wasn’t much of a marriage anymore.

She ought to get in touch with him, let him know what’s going on, at least give him a heads-up on her decision. But that would take time and emotional effort when she’s tired and still has a lot to do.

After she’s done combing and drying her hair, she puts icy gel on her sore elbow and does the usual routine of physio exercises for her knees. Then she sets up a secure data line and calls her most trusted, reliable research subcontractor.

“I thought you’d be dead by now,” says Crater when he picks up. “Aren’t you a ronin?”

“Not yet,” Isako informs him. “Long story. I got another assignment and can’t resign until it’s done.”

Crater makes a sympathetic noise. A subcon’s life is even less secure than that of an ordinary contractor, but Crater will be fine so long as other black badges keep hiring him. And they do, even at his exorbitant rates, because he’s the best at what he does. The vast Companynet is like an onion—a few outer layers are available to everyone, many levels are accessible only to those with specific divisional role-related clearance, and finally a deep, dense center—the remnants of the old shipmind of Tenacity—is known only to the Executive and the most senior members of the Board of Directors.

Crater is a worm that wriggles through more of the onion than any one person should be able to. Isako wonders how close the hacker could get to the Executive’s own secret files, but that’s not something Crater would ever speak of; he values his survival too much. Anything else, though, he’ll provide for the right price. You could ask Crater to find out where a man was last Freeday evening and he would dig up and compile a minute-by-minute schedule of his whereabouts as well as a video of him fucking his mistress.

Crater’s choosy; he only takes select atiers as clients. Isako’s hired him several times over the years. She’s never met him in person. Which is for the best, since the information he provides makes people want to kill him.

Isako says, “I need everything you can find on Director Uchi.”

A moment of silence from the other end of the line. “Director Sandbar Uchi? SoCon GasPro?” Crater laughs nervously. “What kind of assignment have you gotten yourself into?”

“Can you get it or not? Family background, work history, press coverage, and medical records especially. The more recent, the better. He entered second stage not long ago, so there has to be plenty of stuff, pre- and post-recorporalization.”

“That won’t be easy to get to. GasPro safeguards are tight. Could take me weeks.”

“I have four.”

“This is about Uchi’s nomination to the Board, isn’t it?” When Isako doesn’t answer, Crater says, “I’m sure you know what you’re doing, but this shit’s on another level. We’re talking BoD-, Sweetsea-, Executive-involvement shit. Tracs who get caught up in this sort of thing don’t generally have a good record of survival, you know?”

Crater isn’t normally the sort to be concerned for her welfare. Isako’s a little touched.

“Call me when you have something,” she says, and hangs up.

She oils and polishes her longknife and triggersheath, checking and double-checking until she’s satisfied they’re in pristine working order. The Suzimachi L10 has the smoothest, fastest ejection system of any model but requires constant maintenance. Along with a cup of mint tea, it’s how she winds down every night before bed.

Tonight, it doesn’t help much. She would like to sleep off the ordeal at Agency headquarters for twelve straight hours, but the clock is ticking on her getting to Martim before he’s wise to her arrival. The hotel’s unfamiliar bed and menopausal insomnia allow six and a half unsatisfying hours of patchy shut-eye before she’s up. After a light breakfast and a strong cup of black tea, she’s at the entrance of the East Swan Peter Towers apartment building as the sun begins to spill its tepid light across the tundra.
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Of all the apprentices Isako’s trained over the years, Dragonfly Martim was the worst—and the best. His longknife skills were shit. Less shit after she was done with him, enough to get him licensed, but his combat aptitude wouldn’t hold a candle to any of her other students. He compensated for it, though, with a razor-sharp mind, an obscene capacity for hard work, and a burning determination to rise above his humble deckhand origins.

The first time they met, she read the undeserved arrogance of youthful masculinity in every bit of his manicured look. Clean-shaven jaw, hair gelled into place as tidily as an ikebana flower arrangement, expensive designer clothes—pressed trousers, polished shoes, tailored shirt made of true cotton, double-breasted nuwool overcoat that made him look far more seasoned and distinguished than his tender twenty-five years. Even his use of old-faith profanities, which might’ve been quaint in someone else, came off as faux cultured and pretentious.

She almost didn’t take him on. In her experience, young men could be terrible at taking direction from an older woman. But even after she humiliated him in training exercises, questioned his potential, and tried to brush him off, he refused to be dissuaded. He was desperate to learn, vowed to work hard, admitted he didn’t care for the longknife but would do anything to become an atier. His cocky manners and appearance, she realized, were shields he wore over his artless earnestness, a counterweight to the insecurity that spawns at the three-way intersection of intelligence, ambition, and cynicism.

Isako’s trained several apprentices, but considering how he started out, Martim’s the one she’s most proud of.

When, to everyone’s shock except hers, he snagged as his first Principal contract the most coveted and difficult atier position in Tenacity, she wasn’t sure whether to congratulate or pity him. Some contractors refuse to work in SoCon GasPro no matter how good the status and pay because of Sandbar Uchi’s reputation for being a demanding, capricious client; he dismissed two previous atiers within a year of hiring them.

Dragonfly Martim accepted the challenge.

That was more than three years ago. By all accounts, he’s overcome all the odds and become Sandbar Uchi’s most trusted aide. And the one who’s likely to know him best.

That’s reason enough for Martim to avoid Isako altogether. They haven’t kept in close touch; that’s her fault more than his. When she shows up in SoCon GasPro, he’s sure to suspect she’s on assignment. If he thinks she might jeopardize his client’s interests, he’ll be duty bound to block her at every turn, and if necessary, eliminate her as a threat.

Which is why she hopes to catch him unexpectedly and under false pretense. She doesn’t mean him harm, but she’s going to have to lie to his face and milk him for as much information and access as she can get before he wises up. She has a story ready: She’s a ronin now—believable, since it’s what she believed herself when she and everyone else saw Greves walk into the Vastness—so she’s calling in every favor, reaching out to her old colleagues and all her former apprentices to see if there’s a chance any of their divisions would want to hire her, even as a washed-up subcontractor. She’ll offer to do any sort of job, on or off the record, for far less pay than her usual Agency rates. A division as rapidly growing and prosperous as SoCon GasPro will have work that needs to be done as well as the funds to pay for it. Even though it’s been a few years, she hopes Martim will feel an uncomfortable sense of obligation toward his mentor during her time of need.

It’s galling that she’s going to have to pretend to be pathetic and desperate in front of her former apprentice, but it’ll be the cover under which she can ask him all sorts of questions about his client and how SoCon GasPro is run. Martim is her way into the division and her best chance to get close to Sandbar Uchi. Whatever guilt she has about this plan is alleviated by the knowledge that he would do the same if their positions were reversed. All contractors know that personal loyalty extends only so far.

The apartment’s lobby is quiet. A generic piece of abstract art hangs on the wall over the security desk between two planters of aloe vera. Isako approaches the desk and announces that she’s here to visit Dragonfly Martim in #2031. She recalls that he keeps late hours, so there’s a good chance he was working or entertaining himself well into the night and she’ll catch him still asleep.

The bellman hesitates. “I’m sorry, you must be mistaken. No one by that name lives here.”

“You can cut the bullshit,” she says. “I’m sure that’s what he told you to say if any strangers came looking for him, but I got this address straight from the Agency directory.”

The man blinks rapidly. His eyes flick down to her triggersheath. “Is he expecting you?”

“No,” she admits, “but we’re old friends. He was my apprentice. Call him up and ask him.” When the bellman continues to look at her suspiciously, she lets a little exasperation into her voice. “If I was lying, do you think I’d come through the front door and announce myself at the desk?”

“Wait here. I’ll fetch the manager.” The bellman leaves. He doesn’t seem hostile, but Isako puts a hand under her coat near her triggersheath and evaluates the lobby’s layout while she waits. Could it be possible that Minto’s scheme has already been compromised and Uchi’s people were somehow warned of her arrival?

No, impossible. She arrived in SoCon GasPro only yesterday, was at the Agency less than eighteen hours ago. Too early for there to be a trap. She forces herself to take a steady breath and relax. The years of warfare have made her paranoid.

The bellman returns with an older, hassled-looking man wearing a rumpled suit. “If you’re here to see Mr. Martim, I’m afraid you’re out of luck,” the manager informs her. “He hasn’t been back to his apartment for weeks. We’ve tried calling and leaving messages but haven’t received a response. Perhaps you know where he’s gone?”

Constance said that Martim appeared to be unreachable as of late. But not coming home at all? That’s very strange. “When was the last time anyone saw him?”

The manager pulls out a screen and checks the security records. “Thirty-three days ago.”

“He didn’t mention going away or leave any notice of when he’d be back?”

“No, nothing. He travels for work frequently, but he would usually notify us if he was going to be gone for an extended amount of time.”

“Did anything unusual happen on the last day he was here?”

The manager reviews his records again, but shakes his head. “The security system registered him as leaving via the upper skybridge at six forty-five, which was his typical route to division headquarters. He kept irregular hours.”

“Let me take a look inside his room,” Isako says.

“That’s not allowed,” the manager says, but then he reconsiders with a sigh. “I suppose there’s no harm in it at this point. Unless we hear from the occupant, the apartment will be declared vacant after eight weeks. After that, it’ll be cleared out and given to a new tenant.”

He takes her in the elevator up to the top floor, walks her to the door of the unit, and unlocks it. A whiff of stale air greets her as she steps inside. She wrinkles her nose. Martim’s apartment is smaller and more sparsely furnished than she expects. Given his position, he must be extremely well paid, but perhaps he doesn’t see any point in spending scrip on a place where he doesn’t spend much time. Discarded take-out meal containers sit on the kitchen counter, scraps of food dried and molding within. The stiff, infrequently used sofa faces a wallscreen that’s silently playing media previews on an endless loop. On the coffee table is a stained mug, sheets of strawpaper, and a used sleepstim dispenser. Nothing in the apartment seems out of place.

Admittedly, the view from the floor-to-ceiling windows is stunning—a panoramic south-facing vista of Tenacity Cityhab’s chalky urban grid of concrete, metal, and plastiwood, all the way out to the unbroken Vastness. Martim’s twenty-story apartment building is one of six that flank the north side of division headquarters. Isako was impressed by the grand SatOps tower, but SoCon GasPro has three towers, each as large as Minto’s entire command center—enormous black cylindrical columns designed to artfully resemble the emission stacks that are so vital to human progress. They reach up nearly to the allowable height limits, above which the airshield shimmers protectively. In the early-morning light, Isako can make out the slight distortion in the sky behind the towers, like the temporary flicker of poor resolution on a holosim, an imperfection in the nature of reality.

The black pillars surround a translucent central dome, symbolizing the airshield-protected cityhab. A representation of human civilization in miniature: the city grandly flanked by the engines of terraforming. No disguising the fact that the division views itself as the core of the Company. Gleaming skybridges connect the apartment complexes with headquarters so that wagemen can travel easily to and from their beds to their workplace at all hours.

Inside the apartment’s single bedroom, the building manager watches, nervous and impatient, as Isako walks around the bed and dresser, not sure what she’s looking for. She feels intrusive, examining Martim’s personal belongings. His enormous closet is the most organized and lived-in part of his entire residence, with rows and rows of neatly hung clothes and racks of shoes, boots, and hats. There’s no sign that he packed to go on an extended trip or that he left in a hurry. Nor are there any signs of violence or the apartment having been broken into or searched. She does notice that his personal screen is nowhere to be seen, nor his longknife and triggersheath. It makes sense that he would’ve taken them with him, but he doesn’t seem to have taken anything else. His razor and toothbrush are still beside the bathroom sink.

Martim isn’t the sort of person to abandon his apartment and walk away from his job. At least, she doesn’t think he is. There’s a logical explanation for his odd behavior, though. He could be following client orders. Uchi might’ve sent him somewhere, for some purpose they don’t want anyone to know about.

She’s about to tell the manager she’s done, that there’s nothing else to see here, when something draws her attention. On Martim’s bedside table is an empty, single-dose drug injection pen. It looks different from the generic, commonly available ten-dose sleepstim dispenser she saw on the coffee table in the other room. This is a thin white plastic cylinder, no bigger than half a screen stylus. She picks it up and rolls it between her fingers, noticing that the injection tab’s been depressed and the pen is empty. There’s tiny print on the side: Sudexatrine 02.

The only other things on the bedside table are a lamp and a framed photo of Martim in graduation robes with his arm around the shoulders of a smiling, middle-aged woman with mousy-brown hair, tired blue eyes, and dimples. Isako opens the drawer, half expecting to find condoms or porn, but there’s only a pack of chewing gum, and a plastic coaster—a giveaway promotional item from what appears to be a bar or nightclub called Epic Vibe. Across the printed logo of a sexy, reclining female silhouette holding a martini glass, a name has been scrawled in ink: Vincent, followed by the words Monday 24-26, 2nd floor.

Isako drops the empty injection pen and the plastic coaster into her coat pocket. “Has anyone else come looking for Martim?” she asks the manager over her shoulder. “Anyone else been up here?”

“There’ve been people calling around, asking if he lives here. Reporters, mostly. But no other contractors, if that’s what you mean. Do you know where he’s gone and if he’ll be back?” The man looks hopeful she can give him answers.

She can’t. “Thanks for your help.”

She takes the elevator back down to the ground level. She walks less than a block from Martim’s apartment when a boxy car with tinted windows pulls up beside her and the rear passenger window slides down.

“Isthmus Isako,” drawls a curly-haired man in sunglasses. “I wouldn’t have expected to find you in this part of town. Word on the street is that you’re a ronin.”

“Condor Anand.” She keeps walking. “You know better than to believe rumors.”

The car pulls ahead of her and stops. It’s a shiny new combustion vehicle, grumbling and emitting white steam. The rear door opens.

“Get in. Let’s talk about your future prospects,” Anand says casually, but with enough chilly insistence for his words to hover between invitation and order.

Getting into a vehicle where she can’t draw her weapon puts her entirely at the mercy of someone who might not be letting her back out with a pulse. It’s a bad idea—but Isako wants to know what she’s up against, and there are few people in the Company better at knowing everyone’s business than the atier they call the Puppetmaster.

She gets inside. The door closes behind her and the car starts moving again.







TEN

“I’m relieved to see you’re still on contract, I really am. Shame about Greves, though.”

Anand is relaxed, bundled in a tan bomber and lableather gloves. He pushes mirrored shades up the bridge of his square nose, jostling the mess of dark curls trapped under a herringbone pageboy hat. Isako thinks he looks like a cross between a grizzled detective and a gangster. Although atiers are required by Agency code to carry a longknife, the weapon strapped to Anand’s thigh is short and compact, purely ceremonial; he’s one of the rare contractors who have bodyguards of their own under subcontract. A modern atier, so he fancies himself. Isako would guess he hasn’t drawn his blade in years.

She finds it hard to muster much respect for him because of that. But she’d be a fool to underestimate him. Anand’s client is arguably even more powerful than Sandbar Uchi, and Anand has served him on an Exclusive contract for over a decade by having his finger on the pulse of the Company and spies everywhere.

“I’ve said before that if reunionists want to go into space so bad, we ought to gather them all up and launch them into orbit where they can’t use up our oxygen. Greves was an insufferable gasbag with delusions of grandeur but I tell you what: At least he was willing to walk the talk—literally. Unlike most of those reactionary idealists. Big respect for that.” Anand smiles, obviously trying to get a rise out of her as he reclines, ankle crossed over his knee. He gestures to the bottles in the back seat drink holder. “Soda water?”

“Who says I’m on contract?”

Anand gives her an insulted look over the top of his sunglasses—really? “You’re asking me to believe that Quickblade would ever stoop to freelancing? And that you’d freelance here, in SoCon GasPro, the worst place to be badgeless? Give me some credit.”

“I’m visiting an old friend, is all.”

“Dragonfly Martim? Used to be an apprentice of yours, right? Nice of you to check up on him. Busy guy, though, hard to reach. Were the two of you able to meet up and reminisce a bit?” Anand’s voice is slow and nasally, but there’s an edge to it.

Isako’s eyes narrow. The car doesn’t seem to be headed in any particular direction; it’s driving leisurely circles around the area, which makes her less worried that she’s in danger. “What do you want to talk about, Anand?”

“You’re being used as a pawn by the big-Es,” declares the Puppetmaster. “Is that what you want?”

Isako almost laughs. “Since when does personal preference play any part in our line of work? You’re serving your client, and I’m serving mine.”

“Your client’s dead by his own choice.” Anand’s not smiling anymore. “What do you owe to the hag who happened to inherit your contract only two days ago?”

“The same I owe to any client. That’s the Code.”

“You’ve been in the edge life for thirty years. How many clients have you had? Doesn’t matter—add it all up, and you’ve made more of an impact than some directors. We’re not midtrac desk jockeys or gencons hired to carry out orders and do basic shit. We’re atiers. We steer our clients, we set the fucking agenda, we make our divisions better, and that’s how we serve the whole Company. We think big picture, and we lead from the front.”

Isako smirks at his tirade. “Are you explaining my job to me?”

Anand says, “Savannah Minto sent you to mess around in SoCon GasPro. It’s obvious what she wants. To sabotage the Company’s progress. It would be a crying shame, for that to be your last job. Might as well sink to becoming a shadowcon.”

Isako grinds her teeth at the dig. “You’re ignoring the fact that I don’t have a choice.”

Anand uncaps a soda bottle and takes a swallow. “That’s not true. My client could make it worth your while to take the month off.” When Isako’s too taken aback to reply right away, he adds, “Whatever you expect to get as a resignation bonus at the end of all this, we could more than match it, under the table.”

What the Puppetmaster promises, he can actually deliver. He’s atier to Tide Sullivan, the director of Northern Continent Gas Production, a senior member of the Board, someone who has more than enough scrip to buy allegiances. Sullivan is Uchi’s greatest ally, the man who years ago advocated for Uchi to be appointed director of SoCon in the first place and is supporting his Board nomination. Isako shouldn’t be surprised that the little-Es would try to bribe her into inaction. It’s not an uncommon tactic, to incentivize your rival’s workers into not doing their jobs—and it often works, with wagefolk as well as contractors. But she’s still astonished and insulted that Anand would try such a thing on her.

Why not, though? Under the right pressures, no one is incorruptible. If she takes a step back and puts herself in the other atier’s shoes, she can understand his logic. Isthmus Isako is old and defeated, at the end of her career. Her client’s dead and she’s stuck in a contract she never wanted, doing a job she has no stake in. What did the edge life amount to? What did living by the Code get her? Not very fucking much in the end. She’s got to be bitter and cynical. She could cash out. She should.

It’s tempting. She could spit in Director Minto’s eye, take Anand’s offer, live it up for the two years before her grace period runs out, and still leave plenty for Maya when she saunters out the gates, middle fingers raised behind her.

She folds her hands over one knee thoughtfully. “Sullivan must be deeply invested in Uchi’s confirmation going smoothly. With the directors of both NorCon and SoCon on the Board, you gasblowers will hold sway in the Company for the next century.”

Anand finishes his soda. “What do you care? You’re a good soldier, maybe the best, but you’re no radical reunionist. Is whatever stubborn personal loyalty you might still have for Greves worth throwing yourself under the bus?”

“I have to thank you, Anand,” Isako says mildly. “I’ve been in the neighborhood less than a day and you show up, trying to bribe me to leave. You could’ve just let me spin my wheels until I gave up. Now I’m sure there’s something here that can bury Sandbar Uchi, along with the hopes and dreams of his supporters.”

She sees the twitch in Anand’s cheek before he stills his squarish face and motions the vehicle to a halt. They’ve returned to the exact spot where he picked her up. “You know what my client’s kith name means? It’s a wave of water pulled by the gravity of a moon, a force so enormous that nothing can hold it back. There’s a political tide in the Company right now that no one can stand against, not even your client and all the stargazing spaceheads, not even with you working for them. You won’t find anything here that’ll stop what’s coming, but if you look too closely, you won’t be finishing your career the way you hoped to, or the way you deserve—that would be a real shame.”

“That sounds a lot like a threat.”

Anand’s thick lips curl upward. “Not at all. You have nothing to worry about from me. SoCon GasPro can handle its own business. I wish you’d taken my offer, though. I just hate to see a good atier with your record being sacrificed by their own client. That’s what’s happening, you know—you’re being set up to fail.”

The door opens. Isako gets out. Anand leans over to speak to her across the seat, pointing up at Martim’s apartment building. “He wasn’t home, was he?”

Isako turns around, unsettled by the ominous change in his voice. “You know where he is?”

“He’s dead.”

She stares at him, the words not registering. “Dead?”

“That’s what I hear. Tragic. But like you said, who am I to believe rumors?” The door closes and the Puppetmaster’s car drives away, leaving her in a cloud of exhaust.







ELEVEN

Martim can’t be dead. It doesn’t make any sense.

If he died of an illness or an accident or was killed in client service, the Agency would’ve been notified. But the Agency directory hasn’t been updated. Constance and the other Partners weren’t aware of the rumors Condor Anand has heard. Or if they were, they didn’t disclose them to her yesterday. Director Uchi has dismissed atiers before—dismissed, not terminated—but if he got rid of Martim, he’d have contacted the Agency for a replacement. The director wouldn’t be without counsel right now, in the crucial period when he’s preparing for the Board confirmation hearings. Something’s not adding up.

As soon as she’s back in her hotel room, Isako calls Crater again.

The subcon sounds peevish when he picks up. “It’s only been fourteen hours, even I don’t work that fast. I’m sending over all the publicly available information on Uchi that I’ve got so far, but you’re going to have to wait on the harder-to-get stuff.”

“That’s fine. But I need you to look into something else. Sandbar Uchi’s atier, a man named Dragonfly Martim. I just heard he’s dead. Can you find out if it’s true?”

Crater goes silent for half a minute. “Let me get back to you.” He hangs up.

Isako paces her hotel room, anxious and shaken. Anand could be lying to her. He’s perfectly capable of starting false rumors himself if it would serve his interests. If Martim’s missing for good reason because he’s secretly carrying out client orders, then telling people he’s dead would be a way to make them stop looking.

She takes balanced First Stance—Water Suspended—in the middle of the room and forces herself through the usual calming breath sequence. The essence of being a longkniveswoman is readiness. Clear-minded tranquility before action. No wasted movements, no wasted thoughts. The Company measures resource efficiency with a myriad of metrics, but they wouldn’t need to if every person in the cityhab had the mentality of a longknife master.

Eyes closed. Mind quiet. She drops into aggressive Third Stance—Releasing Arrow—pops the triggersheath forward, draws and cuts in one motion. She holds the position for a heartbeat before sheathing the longknife, eyes still closed, and reassuming First Stance. She draws again, and again, striving for greater speed and flawless precision, until her legs burn and her mind feels clear and composed.

After ordering lunch to her room, she begins studying up on Director Sandbar Uchi, going through the public information Crater’s sent her—news articles, magazine profiles, recorded interviews. There’s less than she thought there would be; for such a public figure, Uchi’s a surprisingly private person. There are some photographs of him at social functions with a smiling redheaded woman on his arm, taken during the six years he was married to his third wife, mining heiress Fern Madison. But in most other images, he’s alone, dressed in a dark single-breasted overcoat and fedora over slicked-back silver hair. He looks trim and fit, seemingly younger than his seventy years, and with 198 centimeters of height, he literally looks down on those around him.

Uchi was born into a wealthy kith. His bioparents were officer-class Prosperity survivors’ descendants who managed some of the Company’s most productive arctic mining fields. Uchi maintained few connections to them or the rest of his kith, except for one biosister, an ecological engineer, who he went to school with and through whom he developed his passion for both the science and political cause of terraforming. He began his career in Field Technology, where he met Fox Wilson, Orca Jagmeet, and many of the other longtime friends and business associates he would later promote into key positions in his organization.

At age twenty-seven, he invented a cheaper and more efficient method of carbonate rock processing that became the Company standard within five years. At age thirty-eight, he was the preeminent strategic advisor to the Executive and the Board on hyperoxygenation initiatives, which garnered him the attention of Tide Sullivan and a subsequent subdirector position in SoCon GasPro. When Sullivan was tagged to take over the growing Northern Continent operations, he advocated for the Board to appoint his precocious protégé to fill his vacant position, which was how, at age forty-six, Sandbar Uchi became the youngest director of a major Company division.

At the time, Southern Continent Gas Production fields were older, less productive, and seen as secondary to the new fields in the North. Sandbar Uchi proved the doubters wrong. In his twenty-four years at the helm, he’s used revolutionary advances in field technology to nearly double the size of his division’s operations. He’s cut down the Company terraforming timeline by decades and emerged as a preeminent terraformist political leader.

Even among staunch little-Es, though, he’s a controversial figure. He’s been the target of assassination attempts by anti-terraformist extremists, most recently a year ago in a field-car bombing. On the Companynet, Isako finds plenty of admiring supporters as well as strident opponents. In interviews, he displays a hyperfocused attentiveness and untrammeled passion for terraforming that can come across as arrogant intellectual superiority.

In one press conference, he’s asked what he believes is the greatest threat to the Company.

“Complacency.” Uchi gives the answer without hesitation. “As a society, we’ve gotten too comfortable living under the airshield and accepting resource constraints. Some people believe the gains we’ve made in terraforming mean it’s acceptable to ease back on our commitment to the vision of the Founders, when in fact, now’s the time to devote ourselves to transformative progress. Unfortunately, too many people still cling to the dream of the Great Silence coming to an end. They’re willing to ignore historical evidence and current reality in favor of an imagined panacea. That passivity is dangerous.”

And then there’s Uchi’s connection to the Field 93 disaster. She finds reams of information on the tragic incident and the resulting high-profile Company investigation that cleared the director of wrongdoing in the airshield failure that killed one hundred and twenty-nine people and left no survivors.

Isako rubs her eyes, needing a break from all the heavy reading. She gets up and stretches, makes herself a cup of tea, and opens a blank document.

Since leaving Minto’s office, she’s been contemplating her coda. She wants it to be memorable and poignant to the public at large, but more importantly, it should be meaningful to Maya. A gift, one that her kithfather Akio never left for her, something wise that her daughter can hang on to and hear in her mother’s voice.

She hovers the stylus thoughtfully over the screen, then writes, Maya, always be true to yourself. Personal, but basic and uninspired. I leave this world with my blade sharp and my heart empty of regret. Too self-important. She doesn’t want to sound like a martyr in an epic movie. To live is to serve. I can proudly say I did both. True enough, but makes her sound like a shill for the Agency.

A call comes in from Crater. She answers right away.

“Bad news.” Crater’s words are monotone. “A death certificate was filed for Dragonfly Martim twenty-five days ago. There’s been no announcement from his division, no funeral, and no obituary on the Companynet, but I found a record of his remains being received and processed at the District 110 crematorium.”

So Anand was telling the truth.

It’s astonishing, how news can feel like a shock even when you’re anticipating it. Like bracing for a blow to the sternum, yet still being surprised when it hurts.

“How’s that possible? How did he die?”

“There’s no official cause of death listed.”

Isako gets to her feet. “Dig into it, then. You can dredge up his records, can’t you? Find out what he was up to in the days and weeks before he died. Did he change his routine, go anywhere unusual, make any unexpected calls or strange financial transactions?”

Crater’s taken aback by her tone. “What about Uchi’s medical records?”

“I still want them. But get me whatever you can find out about Martim first. Uchi’s atier dying mysteriously without anyone apparently noticing is really fucking suspicious.” When Crater greets this pronouncement with hesitant silence, she says, “I’m good for the money, in case that’s what you’re wondering. My client’s given me a practically unlimited scripline, and even without that, I’d pay. When have I ever not done you right?”

“That’s not what I’m worried about,” Crater says. “I was going to agree with the ‘really fucking suspicious’ part. If no one’s noticed he’s dead, it’s because someone is trying to keep it that way. Remember what I told you, about survival rate?” He hangs up.

Isako feels her hard-won calm unraveling as her thoughts spin toward wild speculation. Was Martim assassinated by Uchi’s enemies in order to handicap the director at a crucial time? The kid always was utterly shit with the longknife—he probably fell off practicing everything she taught him. Was he fired by his client for some egregious failing? Uchi’s known for getting rid of those who disappoint him, and contractors who’re denied permission to resign have high rates of suicide. And it would be premature to count out a sudden illness or accident.

None of the possibilities explain why the Agency wasn’t informed.

She calls Constance. The Partners are not usually easy to reach, but when Isako tells the assistant to patch her through, Constance’s face comes on-screen a minute later.

“Dragonfly Martim’s dead,” Isako says. “I went to the address in the directory listing and he hasn’t been there in weeks. No announcement’s been made, but a death certificate was filed, with no known cause listed.”

She doesn’t mention Condor Anand. She wants to see if Constance questions her source, or if she brings up the Puppetmaster herself. It’s possible, indeed probable, that the Partners know a lot more than they’re letting on. But Constance’s expression gives nothing away. She doesn’t seem shocked, but her mouth firms and the wrinkles around her eyes tighten. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

“You didn’t know this when I came to headquarters?”

“We were concerned about Martim’s absence but hadn’t received any communication to suggest something tragic had occurred.”

She doesn’t seem like she’s lying. “So you’re telling me that a licensed atier has been dead for weeks without your knowledge. And without you investigating.”

Constance shifts, perhaps uncomfortably. “Policy requires clients to notify the Agency within five days when a contract is canceled for any reason. In the past, Director Uchi has been extremely prompt. We had no reason to think we wouldn’t hear from him at once if there was any serious issue.” The Partner’s tone softens and she leans toward the screen. “I’m sorry this is how you had to find out. Believe me, if I’d known, I would’ve told you. I’m a Partner, but I have a goddamn heart, Isa.”

Isako looks away for a moment. “What are you going to do about it now?”

Constance sits back. “Obviously, we’ll launch an investigation. The Agency will send a representative to SoCon GasPro to determine what happened to Dragonfly Martim and question Director Sandbar Uchi about his failure to report such a serious matter.”

“Let me do it,” Isako says. “Give me the authority of the Agency.”

Constance purses thin lips. Her doubt radiates through the screen. She’s suspicious of Isako’s motives, and with good reason. The authority of the Agency would allow Isako to ask a lot of questions and open a lot of doors she might not otherwise be able to. “You’re under contract,” Constance points out. “Your sole duty is to your client.”

“I know the Code, Constance. But my client’s interests align with the Agency’s needs. An investigation is called for. I’m here in SoCon GasPro right now, and I want to know why Martim’s dead. If client service starts to interfere with my ability to get you answers, then I’ll inform you immediately that I’m recusing myself.” When Constance continues regarding her skeptically, Isako adds impatiently, “Have I ever given you reason to believe I’d abuse the Agency’s power? You once trusted me enough to recommend me for Partnership. I’m giving you my word that I’ll get to the bottom of this.”

Constance gazes off-screen for a few pensive seconds before turning back to Isako. “Your status as an Agency representative will activate in the next few minutes. Keep me informed as to your findings.” She ends the call.

Isako blows out a breath and cradles her temples. Atiers live unpredictable lives. She’s seen colleagues lose their contracts, resign in defeat, be killed in the line of client service. Martim’s death shouldn’t be a debilitating gut punch—but it is. He was the last apprentice she trained, before the Astrocom-SatOps war became too all-consuming for her to devote any time to teaching younger longknivesfolk. He was only… twenty-eight? Twenty-nine? Practically still a kid with his entire life ahead of him. He was so proud to earn his license and so excited to be offered such an impressive first contract.

Now apparently he’s just a pile of ashes and his own client hasn’t said a word.

Isako considers crawling back into bed. With this news coming just a couple of days after Forest Greves walking out to his death on the Vastness, it’s been one shitty tragedy after the other. Two men she knew, now both dead, brightly burning candles snuffed out well before their time.

She thinks back on Martim’s vacant apartment, tries to bring to mind anything unusual that she might’ve missed, that stands out now that she knows he’s never returning. She takes out the used injection pen from her pocket and studies it, but a Companynet search for the word sudexatrine fails to turn up anything. She’s considering calling Crater back to give him yet another thing to dig into, when the hand-scrawled words on the cheap plastic coaster draw her renewed attention. Vincent. Monday 24-26, 2nd floor.

Tomorrow is Monday.







TWELVE


496.46.3.0930: Congratulations, Dragonfly Martim! Less than 2% of those who apply to become licensed contractors achieve A Tier status. You should be very proud of your achievement as you embark on your career at the company. I’m EMHA, the Employee Mental Health Application. Mental health is crucial to productivity and performance, which is why your benefits include unlimited twenty-six-hour-a-day access to me. I’m designed to be an accessible and cost-effective way to provide you with the support you need, when you need it. Is there anything you would like to talk about, Martim?

496.47.3.1005: You’re just a chat program HR provides to make people feel like the Company cares about them. What could you possibly know about what I’m going through?

496.47.3.1006: Try me. You might be surprised, Martim.

496.47.3.1010: All right. Last night, I had a nightmare that I failed the atier exam again. Thank God it was just a dream, because I don’t think I could’ve stomached a third try. I nearly pissed myself at the end. It’s ridiculous that combat skills are still a mandatory part of the licensing exam. I heard a rumor they might phase it out. I sure wish they’d done it early enough to benefit me.

496.47.3.1018: Many contractors find the experience of simdeath to be traumatic. It’s perfectly normal to need time to process a sudden confrontation with mortality.

496.47.3.1020: I’m not horrified by mortality. I’m horrified that I’m an entire year behind. This black badge is my golden ticket. I’m smart and driven enough to be a good atier. I just need a client to see that and take a chance on me, soon. Can you help me with that?

—the recovered files of Dragonfly Martim



Monday, 5-week, 500 AF

The Epic Vibe isn’t anywhere near SoCon GasPro. It’s in the Field Transport division, a forty-minute tram ride away. Isako doesn’t know why Martim has a coaster from a bar on the other side of town, but whoever Vincent is, there’s a chance he’s expecting Martim to meet him and that he’ll know more than she does.

She arrives at half past the twenty-third hour. The warmth of spring is nowhere to be found after the sun goes down, especially in the lower-income parts of Tenacity. A line of people shiver and stamp their feet and breathe steam into the pink neon glow that halos the unmarked concrete door. When Isako gets to the front, the strapping bouncer looks her up and down and raises bristly eyebrows. It’s not every night, she suspects, that a fifty-year-old woman with a longknife comes alone to the nightclub.

Maybe she’s not dressed well enough to get in. What does one even wear to a nightclub these days? She has no idea. From the limited selection of clothes she brought over to the hotel from her apartment, she chose a drapey white top, black leggings, and the boots she wore to the Agency. Her coat falls over the top of her triggersheath, but the bouncer’s observant. He sees her black badge, and his eyes drop to her left leg.

Isako smiles innocently and points to the bouncer’s black badge, like hers but without the silver rim. “There’s no rule against contractors here.” He’s in the edge life, too, a gencon picking up extra work at night. “I’m just here to meet someone for a drink and a chat.”

“I’m going to assume you’re Code abiding to have lasted this long, grandma.” He motions her through. “Don’t make me regret this.”

Inside, the club is hopping. Isako grimaces at the sudden onslaught of pounding music and flashing strobe lights. Shoulders and hips jostle her heedlessly as she pushes through the crowd in front of the glowing blue bar and the crush of sweaty bodies on the dance floor. Scantily clad clubgoers who look about Maya’s age gyrate and shriek their approval as the DJ spins the next track. Couples grind and make out. The pungent odor of leafsmoke clogs air made thick by the vapor from the fog machines.

She remembers at one time enjoying places like this. Were they always so insufferably loud? Once she gets to the relative quiet of the stairwell, a metal door propped open at the end of a narrow concrete hallway admits icy air that’s a blessed relief on her face. A dozen people are lined up for the single bathroom just inside the stairwell door. Most of them ignore her as she passes, but a few glance over curiously. She’s not sure what stands out more: her age, her weapon, or the sour look on her face.

On the second floor, she orders a drink from the bar just to have something to do and to fit in. She considers vodka or gin, but that’ll make her sleepy. Good thing she took a two-hour nap this afternoon. She’s still sore from her visit to the Agency, and the sim-enhancing drugs messed up her sleep the night before. Staying up working late into the night didn’t used to be a big deal; now a couple nights of bad sleep in a row will make her feel like shit. And her reflexes will be shot to hell—not good, when facing potentially hostile situations with a weapon strapped to her thigh.

A warm bath, followed by her bed, would be fantastic right now.

She settles for a mint mocktail and retreats with it to a corner of the room to survey the situation. The second-floor lounge, while still noisy and bustling, is thankfully more sedate than the main floor. It’s a mixed crowd of students and wagemen from Field Transport, some of them having come off late shifts and still in work uniforms. A heated competition involving excessive drinking is occurring around the light pong table. A row of cushioned booths lines the back wall. Two of them are occupied by groups of friends, one by an amorous couple, and the final one, to the far right, by a thin-faced man with a soul patch beard, wearing a backward cap and a chain around his neck with a gold amulet—the Sefan Emancipist symbol of life, the woman in the tree, representing the Mother in Chains.

No Company badge—in gold, white, or black. The man’s badgeless. A freelancer.

And he doesn’t seem to mind people knowing. The pendant hangs where his badge normally would, drawing attention to its absence.

He has company in the booth—two young women, one of whom pushes an offscrip chip across the table. The man palms the fragment and passes a package to her discreetly. She and her friend depart. The man in the booth sits alone with his drink for less than five minutes before someone else arrives and takes the spot the women vacated.

Isako watches for a while longer, as two more customers come and go.

Disappointment leadens her stomach. She hoped Martim was coming here to meet someone important to him—a lover, ideally, not that she ever knew whether he was into men. Or an ally from another division that he was secretly working with on whatever he was doing before he died. Someone who might know what really happened to him.

All she’s found is his drug supplier.

What did you get yourself into, kid? I thought you were better than this.

What would she know, though? It’s been years since she was in regular contact with her apprentice. A lot can change about a person in a few years. She would know. Or was he already using years ago, while she was mentoring him? If so, she missed all the signs. If he was struggling at the time, he hid it from her and everyone else. Maybe she even contributed to his habit, pushing him as much as she did, encouraging his hard-driving, all-hours workaholism.

The possibility is not a nice thought.

Nevertheless, she came all the way here and the man in the booth is currently her only lead. The next time he’s alone, Isako crosses the floor and slides onto the bench across from him. It’s hard to sit in proper zanshin on the lumpy vinyl cushion. She does her best.

“You’re Vincent,” she says.

He’s instantly wary. All his other meetings tonight were expected, it seems. She’s not one of his regulars. But he’s open to new customers. He glances down at her black badge, then into her face with a guarded expression. “What if I am?”

She thinks to say, I’m surprised you’re allowed in here. Many reputable businesses won’t deal with freelancers. No Freelancing signs are common in windows, at least in nice areas. Without scriplines or Company health coverage, the badgeless are walking liabilities. When they’re able to pay their bills, they do so with offscrip, the secondary physical currency that circulates freely throughout the unofficial economy of the cityhab.

But Isako doesn’t want to start off the conversation in an antagonistic way. So she glances around with feigned curiosity before asking, “How long have the club owners been letting you run your little business up here?”

“I bring them customers and don’t cause any trouble,” he answers defensively. “I settle my tab every night, so they’re not even out the alcohol. Offscrip’s nearly as good as scrip in this part of town.” He eyes her impatiently. “Are you here for something or not?”

Isako decides to play this out. “Yeah.” She makes herself sound interested but uncertain. “I don’t know what I need, though. What are you offering?”

Vincent leans forward and switches to salesman mode. “Depends on whether you’re wanting uppers or downers. Most tracs, they want both, an all-around package. Something to keep them at the peak of their game, especially as they start slowing down a little, you know what I mean?” He gives her a knowing look, unsubtly pointing out that she’s on the older side to still be living the edge life. “And something to help them relax, take away all that stress. I’ve got the perfect starter combo, if you’ve got four hundred fifty offbits.”

Isako waits a beat. “What were you selling to Dragonfly Martim?”

Vincent blinks, then sits back. “Martim sent you to me?”

“You could say that.” Isako pulls out the plastic coaster she took from Martim’s apartment and puts it on the table between them, face up, with Vincent’s name on it. “I found this in his place.”

“I barely know the guy,” Vincent says hastily. “He’s one of my customers, is all. He comes here to get what he wants, but it’s not like we have a personal relationship.”

“In that case, it’s no skin off your nose to tell me the truth. When was the last time you saw him?”

Vincent’s eyes dart from side to side. A sheen of sweat is breaking out on his forehead, and it’s not from the stuffiness inside the lounge. She knows what he’s thinking. Contractors are often out to sabotage or harm other contractors, usually in the name of client service, occasionally out of personal motivation to remove the competition. For all he knows, she might be a shadowcon, operating outside of the Code, sent to slit Martim’s throat.

And if Vincent doesn’t cooperate, absolutely no one will bat an eyelid if a freelancer disappears. Especially if the freelancer in question happens to be a drug dealer. They’ll simply assume he either exhausted his two-year grace period and finally resigned, was offed by some other lowlife, or more likely, was terminated as part of an eviction.

“I haven’t seen him in a while,” Vincent insists. “Seven or eight weeks, maybe.”

“Did he come here regularly, before that?”

“Yeah, he used to show up every two or three weeks. Didn’t stay long, but he was one of the reliable ones. I thought he started buying elsewhere, or maybe he went clean, you never know.”

“What were you selling to him?”

“Ten grams of bliss and a dozen amp tabs, every time.”

Isako reaches into her coat pocket and pulls out the empty injection pen labeled Sudexatrine 02. She holds it up to Vincent. “How about this stuff? Did he buy this from you, too?”

Vincent leans forward and squints at the slim white cylinder in confusion. “Nah, I don’t know what that is. Looks like prescription stuff. He didn’t get it from me.”

“You’re sure?”

“Sure, I’m sure. Like you said, I’ve got no reason to lie to you.” He looks past Isako. There are a few people hovering nearby, wisely not interrupting the woman with the longknife, but clearly waiting for her to leave so they can have their turn. She’s taking too long, having a whole conversation instead of doing business. It spooks them. They don’t know what’s going on, and no wageman with a drug habit feels secure to begin with. A few of them back away and seem as if they’re about to leave.

Vincent’s voice edges into anger. “Look, lady, I swear to the Mother Below—I have no idea where Martim is.”

“He’s dead.”

Vincent’s shoulders jerk. The knob of his throat bobs in a hard swallow.

“I found out yesterday,” Isako says. “He was a friend of mine, and I want to know what happened to him. Did he seem any different the last time he came here?”

“I mean, he was always kind of intense, you know? I know he was a trac for that bigwig director in SoCon GasPro; that’s why he came all the way out here. Didn’t want to be recognized.”

“Could he have overdosed on the shit you were selling him? Was he also dealing?” Both possibilities are unpleasant to contemplate.

“Not likely, but who the fuck knows? Come to think of it, the last time I saw him, he was wound up more than usual. Just got what he came for, paid his bits, and left in a hurry. Didn’t stick around to chitchat at all.”

Isako drops the empty injection pen back into her pocket. “How long was he using?”

That’s not really important, is it? But she wants to know. It bothers her.

Vincent throws up his hands, his narrow face flushed. “How the fuck should I know? He started coming to me maybe a couple of years ago. He might’ve been buying from other people before that. He already had a bad sleepstim habit to start with. I don’t interrogate customers about their health, especially not tracs.” The freelancer crosses his arms and looks away, waiting for Isako to take the hint and leave.

She doesn’t. She can tell he’s holding back.

An uncomfortable moment passes. “So he’s really dead? You think someone killed him?”

“Maybe.”

Vincent returns his gaze to her reluctantly. “I think they did.”

“What makes you say that?”

The drug dealer hesitates, looks as though he’s debating with himself. “More than a year ago, he wanted me to quietly ask around among the badgeless. Said he’d pay me a lot for any information I could get about where to find the Field 93 survivors.”

“There were no Field 93 survivors.”

“That’s what they want you to think,” Vincent says. “Some of the rebels made it out before the airshield dropped. He was trying to track them down.”

A chill goes through her. “Did he?”

“I don’t know. I told him what I heard, that a couple of them booked it to a mining hab up north, and another two fell in with that commune near the rail yards, but I never heard anything after that.” The freelancer hunches forward, arms on the table. “Your pal was deep in the shit, cleaning up the Field 93 mess for his client. I think he had people following him.”

“How do you know?”

“Just a feeling I had, last couple times I saw him. Like maybe we were being watched.” Vincent glances around nervously, as if to prove his point. “With what he was involved in, no wonder he ended up termed.”

Isako’s surprised by her sudden anger. “Anyone could say the same thing about you.”

“At least I don’t put on airs about what I am,” Vincent replies. “Tracs like you and him get off on doing dirty work for the jarbrains and make yourselves out to be respectable for it. Call me badgeless detritus, call me a parasite all you like, but all I’m doing is staying alive and giving people what they want. They’re happy to see me, at least. When was the last time a stranger was happy to see you?”

Quite a while, Isako is forced to admit to herself.

She comes to the conclusion that for all his jittery bluster and indignation, Vince is telling the truth. He believes Martim was murdered, but he hasn’t seen or spoken to him lately and doesn’t have anything to substantiate his suspicions. She’s learned what she can from him.

Or maybe not. She’s been focused on Martim as a way to get close to Director Uchi, but he’s not the only route into SoCon GasPro. She lets a pause hang over the booth while Vincent squirms and sweats. “You must have other customers like Martim,” she muses aloud to him. “Wagemen or contractors, maybe even subdirectors, coming here from other divisions so they won’t be recognized.”

Vincent’s eyes widen.

“I want to know who you deal with in SoCon GasPro.” Isako always carries some offscrip with her; you never know when you’ll be dealing with the shadow economy and find yourself in need of untraceable street currency. She counts out thirty bits and pushes them across the table in Vincent’s direction. “That should cover your drink tab and any money you lost tonight from me taking up your time.” She lets him glimpse the rest of her cash. “I could make it worth your while to go somewhere else and have a longer conversation.”

“I’m not going to rat out my customers,” Vincent declares, though his voice rises a little too fast and high at the end. “Anyone finds out I gave you their names, I’m one dead freel.”

“They’d never know,” Isako promises. “I never reveal my sources.”

Atiers have an unparalleled, Agency-masterminded reputation for always keeping their word and meeting their obligations. The Code only applies to clients, of course. She doesn’t owe any consideration to a badgeless informer, but he doesn’t need to know that. Right now, she wants his cooperation.

If Vincent provides her with the identity of a reasonably important individual in SoCon GasPro, she can track them down and blackmail them with evidence of their drug use. That would be grounds for a wageman to be disciplined, dismissed, even terminated. Considering Sandbar Uchi’s notoriously strict management practices, his employees can’t count on leniency. Coercing one of Uchi’s subordinates into cooperating with her assignment would give her an operative on the inside.

She needs that, now that Martim’s gone.

Vincent eyes the cloth satchel of money that Isako slips back out of sight, and runs his tongue over dry lips. “I need another drink first,” he decides. He quickly palms the offbits she paid him and stands. “Do you want anything? You’re paying, after all.”

Isako shakes her head. Vincent heads to the bar. She watches him as he places his order. There are still plenty of people in the lounge, but the crowd has started to thin a little. Couples peel away, swaying down the stairs. Isako’s reminded of how late it is. She’s definitely the oldest person left in the club. It would be a point of pride, if she were enjoying herself.

A loud crash and a man’s angry shout behind her. Isako bolts out of the booth to her feet, hand on her triggersheath, spinning around to find the threat—only to see that someone at the light pong game has shoved one of the other players. Drinks have spilled and a glass shattered on the glowing table. Punches are close to being thrown, but friends of the offended party have stepped in and all that seems to be happening now is a drunken and profanity-laden but inconsequential verbal confrontation.

Isako jerks her head back around to the bar. Vincent is gone.







THIRTEEN

“Little shit.”

Isako curses herself as much as Vincent. Of course he’d try to run. She catches a glimpse of the man’s back as he disappears down the stairs.

She sprints after him, taking the narrow concrete steps two at a time, using the sticky metal railing to keep her balance, but Vincent’s faster than her. Just as long a stride, a lot younger, and more reckless. His pounding footsteps echo back up the stairwell. He skids on the bottom few steps and crashes into two people waiting in line for the bathroom on the first floor, eliciting startled, angry exclamations, but he regains his feet and dashes down the passageway toward the back door, still cracked ajar. Vincent barrels into it at full speed, slamming the metal against the wall with an echoing clang and bursting into the alleyway behind the club.

Isako’s only a few steps behind him. “Stop,” she shouts. “I’m not going to—”

She reacts a fraction of a second too late. Reflexively, she pivots, twisting her torso out of the way, presenting a smaller target. The thrust knife gets under the flap of her coat, glances off the outside of her ribs, slices open her nice white shirt and the thin thermal layer beneath, parting skin and spilling blood.

She draws. Slams the top of her triggersheath forward with her left palm. It rotates and ejects the longknife hilt into her waiting right hand. The quick draw—practiced at her kithfather’s side since childhood, perfected over years of countless repetition—leaves barely enough time for an opponent to blink, must less react. Adrenaline lends her strength as she throws her body weight into the blade; she barely feels resistance as the sweeping motion of the first cut guts her attacker.

The iron bar that swings down across the back of her shoulders sends her staggering forward. The pain reverberates up and down her spine, makes her forget the gash in her side and the growing warm patch of blood spreading down her stomach into her waistband. Isako ducks, drops to a crouch, avoids the whistling second blow that would’ve smashed the back of her skull. She spins and slashes behind herself, too wildly. Her longknife nicks the second assailant’s thigh, and he stumbles back, cursing, but much too alive.

“Fuck, Vincent,” shouts a third man, bent over the one who’s on the ground, bleeding out. “Jay’s termed. Get back here and help us! You didn’t say you had a fucking trac after you!”

She’s thankful but not at all surprised that Vincent doesn’t turn around to help his friends. Most likely they’re not friends at all, merely fellow freelancers he fell in with or hired to cover his back should any of his customers give him trouble. He felt as if he’d been watched. Even before Isako arrived, he must’ve been anticipating danger, to have guys already waiting around outside the club, ready to gang up on anyone who tried to come after him.

Isako backs up against the nearest brick wall. Vincent’s footsteps continue pounding away down the street, but she can’t follow. She has to contend with the two men in her way who’re angry about their dead companion. It makes her regret killing Jay so quickly. All three of them might’ve turned tail and fled after Vincent if given the chance.

To be fair, that one did try to stab her.

The skinny man crouched over his friend’s motionless form chokes out a curse before standing up with the short, bloodied knife in his hand. He moves to Isako’s left while the one with the iron bar circles to her right, favoring his wounded leg but glaring at her over a bushy black beard. “Trac bitch,” he spits.

Isako’s wound stings like hell and her bloodied shirt sticks to her skin. She can hear people passing by on the street ahead, but none of them stop. No one with common sense is going to interfere in a fight between a trac with a longknife and a couple of freels. Bystanders might assume she’s carrying out orders to clean up the area, to evict the badgeless squatting on Company property and claiming resources past their allowable grace period. Most wagemen view freelancers with pity and secondhand embarrassment, but in this situation, they would sympathize with the underdogs just trying to survive.

She’s going to have to deal with this on her own.

Unfortunately, she’s already used up her greatest advantage. No weapon can be deployed faster than a longknife from a triggersheath. A blade thrust under the sternum or between the ribs into the heart; a slash severing the carotid artery in the neck or femoral artery in the groin; a stab to the abdomen to puncture the aorta or the lower vena cava—Isako can kill in a dozen ways with a single first cut.

But fighting with her back to the wall against two angry men with weapons is not a situation that favors her. Earlier in her career, she’d be more confident, but she’s not who she used to be and would rather not come out of this laid up for days or weeks. Or dead. It’s worth trying to talk her way out.

“This isn’t going to end well for you,” she says to the man with the knife. He seems the more fearful of the two. “I wanted to talk to Vincent, but he’s gone. I don’t have any problem with you two.”

“We have a problem with you, though,” retorts the man with the metal bar. He glances toward Jay’s body on the ground, spreading a pool of blood on the street that’s starting to thicken. Isako can see her breath but she’s grateful for the cold numbing her injury. She’d like to put a hand over the gash in her side and hunch over the wound, but she forces herself to ignore it and stand with her back straight, eye to eye with the two men, their faces cut stark with shadows. She keeps her longknife poised, feet angled in Fifth Stance, Guarding the Gate, the best position for defending oneself in close quarters against multiple assailants.

“Your friend tried to knife me,” she points out. “Let’s call it even.”

The skinny man snorts derisively and edges forward. “Is that contractor economics?”

Shit. They’re not backing down. She’s going to have to kill them. Take out the stronger one with the crowbar first. She recognizes the look in that one’s eyes, the grim expectation of someone past their expiry date who’s decided, given the opportunity, to go out dramatically rather than wait any longer. She shifts her left foot subtly, loads the weight into her right, gets ready.

“Move away from the doors, please.” A deep, polite voice comes from the silhouette of a large man stepping through the rear exit of the Epic Vibe nightclub. His broad frame blots out the light from inside for a moment; his shoulders seem to barely clear the narrow opening. “I’m afraid I can’t allow violence to disrupt the customer experience here.”

The first thing Isako notices about the bouncer is the shape of the triggersheath on his thigh. Not a basic model either, but a fine Suzimachi 50, custom fitted, snug to his tree-trunk limb. The sort of longknife only the best can afford.

An atier contractor, working as a nightclub bouncer?

Then Isako raises her eyes to the man’s face and her jaw drops. “Rain Kob?”

The man grins a mouthful of straight white teeth through a trim salt-and-pepper beard that softens his heavy jawline. “Isthmus Isako, I’ll be a vastblasted son of a bitch, I thought that was you. Mother in Chains, it’s been years.”

“At least ten. Twelve, maybe?” Isako’s eyes flick between her old colleague and the two men, who are looking to each other hesitantly, unsure of what to do, how best to interrupt this amicable professional reunion with violence.

Kob shakes his head, still grinning. “By old Earth, it’s good to see you.”

“It’s good to see you, too, Kob. You caught me at a bad time, though.”

“So it would seem.” Kob shifts his attention to the two freelancers. “I suggest you gentlemen clear out. Not only would the club owners authorize me to use whatever force necessary to remove you from the vicinity, but this distinguished lady is an old friend of mine.”

“He’s another trac piece of shit,” the man with the metal bar snarls, trying to bring the anger level back to a proper boil. His skinny companion, however, looks decidedly uncertain now. He liked the odds a lot better when it was two against one.

Kob raises a hand. “Wrong. I used to be a trac piece of shit. Now I’m badgeless, just like you.”

Isako startles and stares. Under the lined collar of Kob’s quilted bomber jacket, his thick neck is bare. She can’t believe she didn’t notice it right away—she was too astonished just to see him. Rain Kob, a ronin?

“Still a piece of shit, maybe, but a large one who still has his longknife.” Kob pats his triggersheath. Isako remembers that he was nearly—but never quite—as fast a draw as she was. What he lacks in speed, though, he makes up for with physical dominance. Kob’s weight behind a longknife swing could cleave through bone. His expression is mild, but the gesture is an unmistakable threat.

The skinny man with the knife starts to retreat. The other stands his ground and waves toward the body near their feet. “What about Jay, huh? We’re just going to leave him, like a piece of trash, and not do anything about it?” His anger seems suddenly desperate, the hoisted crowbar a feeble defiance.

“Jay’s passed on,” Kob says with the surprising gentleness of a man who, like Isako, has done more than his share of DTE work. “He’s peacefully Waiting with the Mother and will walk again when she’s free. Or maybe his soul will be reborn in the ancestral paradise of old Earth. Or maybe there’s nothing after this life but oblivion. In any case, you won’t do anything for him by dying yourselves.”

The two men remain tense and hostile, but they back away. When they’ve gone too far for it to make any sense to reverse course, the fellow with the crowbar snaps a parting “Fuck you, tracs” with the half-hearted bluster of a man determined to have the last word in an argument he’s lost. His friend yanks him along by the sleeve and the two of them hurry away—not fast enough to be outright running, but with enough haste that they’re soon out of sight.

Kob’s massive shoulders rise and fall in a sigh of relief that surprises Isako. She can’t remember him ever being afraid of a fight, not even when facing much greater danger than a couple of untrained and desperate freelancers. During the Transit Rebellion, the two of them alone defended a resupply station from ten attackers. They were in the hospital afterward, but they were in better shape than the other guys.

Like her, Kob’s a lot older now. More cautious, it seems. Doesn’t want to fight if he can avoid it.

Isako waits another few beats, just to be sure some other threat isn’t about to materialize, before wiping down and sheathing her longknife. Kob strides toward her and they catch each other up in a tight hug that crushes the breath from her lungs and makes her hiss with pain from the knife wound in her side.

“I can’t believe you’re here.” She’s never been particularly religious, but some higher power must’ve been on her side tonight. “You couldn’t have shown up at a better time.”

Kob shrugs. “Eh. You had the situation well in hand. If I hadn’t been here, those two would’ve been following their friend in another minute.” He smiles down at her, his eyes crinkling at the corners. There are not many people who can smile down on Isako. “You look exactly the same, Isa.”

He’s being overly generous; the Isthmus Isako whom Kob worked with more than a dozen years ago wouldn’t have been so carelessly ambushed and injured. Back then, she wouldn’t have needed any help to handle a couple of freels. “What are you doing here?” she exclaims, gesturing at the nightclub and the entire shoddy neighborhood. “How… how did you…”

She sways suddenly, losing her balance and nearly falling against him.

He catches and steadies her. “Talk more later,” he suggests. “Right now, we need to get you patched up before you lose any more blood. Come on, I know an all-hours clinic.”







FOURTEEN

Isako’s scripline, she’s relieved to discover, still covers medical care from any Company provider. She wouldn’t have put it past Director Minto to have those benefits shut off, leaving her to die of fatal injuries if she were to botch her assignment. The nearest urgent care clinic in Field Transport is small and sparsely staffed, with yellowed plaster walls and a pungent smell of disinfectant that unsuccessfully masks the scent of mildew. The sort of place that takes care of the poor deckhand-class wagefolk who don’t have the authorization to go elsewhere.

The medic adeptly seals Isako’s knife wound, gives her fluids, and tells her that although she doesn’t need a transfusion, she’s going to be sore for several days and will need to stay off her feet and refrain from exerting herself. Isako smirks at this advice.

Kob waits patiently in the lobby. When Isako comes back out, he gets to his feet and offers to accompany her home, to make sure she returns safely. When she tells him that she’s taken up temporary residence in a hotel next to SoCon GasPro headquarters, he frowns.

“That’s far away, it’s late, and you’re not in the best shape right now,” he says. “My place is right around the corner. Why don’t you crash on my sofa tonight and take your time getting back tomorrow. I’ll even make you breakfast. I have fresh eggs.”

“I don’t want to put you to any trouble,” she mutters. It’s way past when she would like to be unconscious, and now that the adrenaline has leached out of her, she’s exhausted and would like to lie down on the floor. “I already owe you big-time for bailing me out of a tight spot tonight.”

“If you owe me anything, it’s a proper chance to catch up. I’ve been worried about you ever since I heard about Greves resigning.”

Chagrined, she says, “Thanks for your message earlier. Sorry I didn’t reply. Things have been crazy. And complicated.”

“We can talk about it in the morning. After all these years, you can spare a few hours before you rush off on whatever assignment got you knifed tonight, can’t you?” He phrases it as an invitation but gives her a look that suggests he’s not taking no for an answer.

Isako relents. She honestly isn’t feeling steady enough for the trip back to an empty hotel room, and besides, she does want to talk to Kob and find out what happened to him. How could one of the most renowned atiers in the Agency have lost his badge? She can barely comprehend it. She would’ve imagined she would sink to being a freelancer before he did. Kob doesn’t look sick or disabled or otherwise unable to work, and he doesn’t seem beaten down by his situation either. His calmly immovable presence, like that of a mountain on the plain, is the same as she remembers.

And he did promise her fresh eggs. She can’t square the contradiction of him having fallen so far in status but also indulging in such an expensive luxury. Fresh eggs! How long has it been since she’s had fresh eggs?

Kob’s apartment is the corner unit on the ground floor of a yellow low-rise walk-up apartment building that houses mostly Field Transport workers. A couple of freelancers huddle on the curb, sharing a smoke. Uniformed wagemen are leaving for early morning shifts. One of them waves to Kob and he waves back genially. These are people Kob would’ve never associated with before, who would’ve feared him.

Kob hesitates for a moment outside his door before unlocking it with a physical key instead of his missing badge. “It’s not much,” he explains, waving her inside, “but it’ll do you for tonight.”

The place is smaller than Isako’s hotel room and feels like a closet compared with where she remembers Kob used to live—in a three-floor suite filled with expensive belongings and attached to a garage with a private car. It’s reasonably well heated, though, and tidy. Not merely tidy—practically spartan. The apartment contains a single bed, a sofa, a couple of well-cared-for houseplants, and a rack of home workout equipment next to the galley kitchen’s narrow counter.

“Make yourself at home.” Kob hands her an old T-shirt, way too large for her. “I know it won’t fit, but it might feel better than sleeping in bloodstained clothes.”

Isako thanks him and retreats to the bathroom, which doesn’t have a running shower, but does have a suspended water storage tank and a sprayer. She feels bad about using any of his stored rations, so she peels off her clothes, stiff and caked with dried blood, and washes as quickly and sparingly as she can. She puts the oversized shirt on over her underwear and knots it around her midriff so she doesn’t feel as if she’s swimming in it, then goes out to the sofa and collapses on it.

Kob is already sound asleep, snoring gently. He’s left a pillow and blankets for her.

Isako wishes she could fall asleep as quickly. Considering how exhausted she is, she ought to be able to pass out immediately, but her mind won’t stop churning, replaying everything that’s happened in the last several days in an anxiety-inducing loop. She used to be able to sleep whenever she needed, snatching precious minutes while in cars, on the tram, anywhere and anytime she wasn’t working. Now, whenever she’s stressed or in a new place, she sleeps poorly. She’s close to resorting to sleepstims, which many contractors younger than her already rely upon daily, but she doesn’t want to become an addict.

She does fall asleep at last, after half an hour of listening to Kob’s breathing and the unfamiliar sounds of noisy central heating and unexplained building creaks.

When she awakens, she has no idea where she is or what time it is. It takes her a minute to remember what happened the night before. The room is still dark, and she realizes why when she sits up and notices that heavy curtains are drawn over the single small window above Kob’s neatly made bed. Kob is dressed and sitting on the edge of the bed, reading from a printed book. Text inked onto many pages of paper made of straw or bamboo pulp and held together on one side with cloth and glue—the sort of thing historical hobbyists like to create and collect behind glass but never actually read.

“How can you read off paper in the dark?” Her tongue feels heavy in her mouth.

“There’s a little light,” he says, indicating the sliver of sunlight coming from between the curtains before closing the book and placing it carefully on his bedside table. “Figured it would do you good to sleep for as long as you could. How’re you feeling?”

Isako considers. The deep sleep has done her good, but her body feels like a collection of bruised bones in a skin sack. She’d like to lie back down and remain motionless for the rest of the day. And this is after a minor run-in with a knife and a metal bar, not even a major disaster like that period after the Winter Merger ambush when she was in the hospital for two weeks. Now everything hurts more and for longer, and she suspects she’s going to feel shitty for days.

“I’m all right,” she lies. “Feeling a lot better.”

Kob gets up and opens the curtains, letting in the sunlight, weak and dirty white as the color of the walls. They both squint at the light. “What time is it?” Isako asks.

“About thirteen thirty,” Kob tells her. When Isako groans in despair at the lateness of the hour and tries to get off the sofa too quickly, he says, “Whoa, take it easy,” and motions for her to remain seated while he goes into the kitchen and starts preparing food.

“I’ve wasted half the day,” she laments, rubbing her temples. She feels abruptly self-conscious about her appearance. Her ordinarily full and lustrous hair, her best attribute, feels flat and greasy. She tries, unsuccessfully, to comb it out with her fingers before tying it back in frustration.

“You didn’t waste it. You were recovering. That was the best use of your time today.” He cracks two eggs into a frying pan and the sizzle makes Isako’s mouth water. She has no recollection of Kob knowing how to cook and says so.

“Never used to,” he admits. The kitchen is too small for him. He can barely move around in it without bumping into the counters and cabinets, but somehow he manages. “Sheila used to do the cooking for the kith. She enjoyed it and was good at it. I didn’t have the time or the interest. You know how it is. Wasn’t home enough to get in the habit. I had to figure it out.”

“You and Sheila aren’t together anymore?” Isako remembers Kob’s wife as being a vivacious woman, quick to laugh and quick to tease, who worked on curriculum development in the Education division. They seemed like such a good match.

Kob shakes his head, not sadly or angrily, just as a statement of fact. “She moved on. Just as well.”

Isako understands. “Same with me and Tai.”

“Sorry to hear it,” Kob says, sliding the eggs onto two plates. “The edge life doesn’t exactly make people like us reliable spouses, does it? I transferred out of the kith before all this went down.” He gestures vaguely to indicate his situation, an atier without a client. Save for the mystique and the longknife, a ronin is little better than any freelancer. “No biokids, fortunately. Better to simply cut ties.”

She remembers couples dinners, way back when—she and Tai, Kob and Shelia. They took turns hosting, cheerfully trying to outdo each other. Meat and wine. Chocolate. Coffee. All the expensive stuff. Long, enjoyable conversations. Later on, Maya running underfoot in her stockings.

Isako gets up, slowly this time. Kob keeps his back politely turned, busying himself in the kitchen as she pulls on her leggings and tucks the oversized shirt into her waistband. She sees him open a bottle of big white pills and take two of them with a swallow from his mug, which reminds her that she’s missing the anti-inflammatory osteoarthritis meds she left back in the hotel room. With Kob’s back turned, she notices that his hair is starting to thin.

She and Kob met in atier training as seventeen-year-olds—paired together repeatedly for longknife exercises because of comparable height and skill, both of them well ahead of the others in their cohort on account of the head start they received, Isako from her reputed kithfather, Kob from older relatives in the edge life. Going through training and licensing together made them friends; circumstance made them comrades. For six glorious years, they worked for closely allied divisions—Isako in Supply Logistics, Kob in Freight & Transit. She recalls with nostalgia the long days spent together reviewing schedules and cargo manifests and security arrangements; the longer nights spent defending transports and facilities from saboteurs and hijackers. She and Kob were the first ID on each other’s line, the reliable longknife at each other’s back.

They made their names together in those years. Quickblade and Strikebreaker.

Strikebreaker. A moniker Kob’s earned many times over. Spoken with admiration and reverence in the Agency and among the Company directorship. Whispered with fear and loathing by disruptive wagefolk who find themselves facing the man as an opponent. It was a known fact in Tenacity: No one could quash a revolt like Strikebreaker.

Just like no one could wield the longknife like Quickblade.

Good grief, look at the two of us now.

When Isako comes over to the kitchen, Kob gestures her onto the lone stool and remains standing as he sets plates on the counter. The meal consists of not only two fried eggs, yolks soft and bright orange, but thick bread with real goat milk butter, strawberries, and black tea.

Isako’s amazed. “This is too expensive,” she protests. “You must’ve been saving all this for a special occasion.”

“Indeed I was, and that occasion is having the best longkniveswoman in the whole Company unexpectedly visit me,” Kob declares, raising his mug to her in salute before taking an appreciative sip.

Isako wraps her hands around the ceramic, warming them pensively. She doesn’t understand how Kob can eat so well while living on offscrip in such modest surroundings. Are there even grocers that sell real butter who will accept offscrip?

As if reading the question in her dubious expression, Kob explains, “I have some friends, former clients in Food Supply, who throw me work now and again. I protect their transports from thieves and hijackers and they pay me with extra perishable luxuries like eggs and fruit rather than offscrip.” He tucks into his breakfast with obvious enjoyment. “I don’t mind, personally. Can’t walk into a nice market and buy eggs with offscrip, anyhow. I’d rather earn a good meal than some bits.”

Isako cuts a piece off the fried egg on her plate and puts it in her mouth. The soft, warm, salty sensation makes her sigh with pleasure. When Astrocom was a prosperous, growing division, she used to regularly indulge in fresh fruit, dairy, even meat. During the war, however, survival became the only goal and everyone took home less scrip, even the director and his atier. She hasn’t had real eggs in months. Strange to be enjoying them now, in the home of a ronin.

They eat in silence for several minutes, savoring the food, before Isako finally asks the question she can no longer hold in. She sets down her fork, her plate clean. “So what happened?” She tries to sound as neutral as possible, to keep any sign of astonishment or pity out of her voice. “You’re the last atier I’d expect to find without his badge.”

Kob finishes his bread and tea, then pushes aside the empty plate and wipes his mouth with a napkin. “What happened,” he begins slowly, “is that I got tired. My last long-term assignment was the Utilities Strike. Three divisions were involved. It was a bad one, Isa. A lot of terms. That’s when I injured my shoulder, too—took months for it to heal. That job really took a lot out of me.”

She’s unsure of what to say. She doesn’t buy it. Kob thrives on difficult jobs. He has a reputation for handling the most contentious situations with aplomb, integrity, and unparalleled effectiveness, then moving on to the next challenge. Strikebreaker is an anomaly among contractors. Although he’s had directors wanting to sign him to an Exclusive contract, he’s always turned them down. He’s even had two directors offer to hire him as a permanent wageman, but he turned those down, too. Other contractors would gladly give a limb for the offers he’s received. But Kob’s too independent. He’s said before that he can’t imagine staying with one client or one division. He goes where he wishes and where he’s needed, resolves the thorniest problems, commands the highest fees.

She heard about the Utilities Strike, of course. It was all over the Companynet at the time. Whole sections of Tenacity facing intermittent power outages, water shortages, reduced heat and oxygen. Panicked people making a run on portable heaters and o-masks, hoarding food, water, and inexplicably, toilet paper. Premature but rampant fears that the situation could escalate into a violent, widespread conflict on the order of magnitude of the Prosperity Revolt.

The whole mess came to an end when one of the rebellious parties agreed to a secret deal with the directors. One entire striking faction was obliterated in a single overnight raid; the other was forced into terms of surrender. The backroom deal that solved everything and restored citywide operations was orchestrated, naturally, by Rain Kob. Strikebreaker received a commendation and special bonus directly from the Sweetsea. He was a hero of the Company.

Isako doesn’t begrudge her friend any of his success, but it’s galling how the same unpleasant, difficult DTE work can make a longknivesman into a villain or a hero. No one wants to see a bunch of forced resignations. But they really, really don’t want the flow of water and oxygen interrupted. The Company supplies both, so a hero of the Company is a hero of the people, even if Kob’s gloomy tone makes it clear that he doesn’t feel like one.

Still, she doesn’t believe any one job could make Kob give up his badge. Besides, the Utilities Strike was nearly two years ago. “You haven’t taken another contract since then?” Isako’s flabbergasted. “You must’ve had your pick of clients. Directors would hire you just to intimidate their rivals and grumbling wagemen. You could’ve found an easy assignment, taken a breather if you needed one, but stayed in the game. Kept your atier license, at least.”

Kob folds his arms on the counter and nods sagely at this wisdom. “I didn’t want to stay in the game anymore, Isa.” He looks around his apartment thoughtfully, as if contemplating anew how he ended up here. “I took on one more job—another nasty bit of DTE—but my heart wasn’t in it. After that, I turned down all the contracts that came my way. Every one, no matter how well they paid, or how prestigious the client. After a while, people stopped asking. When it was time for me to go into the Agency to renew my license, I just… didn’t. I was automatically demoted to midtrac and then to gencon, and then my license expired and my black badge and scripline stopped working. I became a ronin by default. It wasn’t like I woke up one day and made the decision. I just fell into it.”

Isako understands getting tired of the edge life. Tired of client service, tired of violence. Just tired. But she’s never contemplated turning her back on the Code. Freelancing is what happens to wagefolk who are out of options and unemployable ronin who can’t land new clients. Not legendary atiers who have plenty of prospects.

And when no prospects are left, at least there’s the dignity of a proper exit, an untarnished career, recognition of one’s final bequest.

A younger Rain Kob would’ve had nothing but contempt for this man in front of her.

There must be more going on that he’s not telling her about, some mental breakdown that made the great Strikebreaker just… give up.

Kob smiles knowingly, not with his broad white teeth, but with thick, closed lips. “You’re wondering why I didn’t resign.”

She hesitates. “I wasn’t going to ask.”

A shadow crosses Kob’s face as he looks down at his empty plate. “You’re probably thinking that if you were in my situation, you’d do the respectable thing. I can understand why you’d judge me.”

She should’ve kept in better touch with Kob. Just like she should’ve stayed in contact with Martim. If she had, maybe she could’ve supported him when he needed it. At the very least, she’d understand him better now. “It’s not my place to judge,” she says. “Or anyone else’s place. It’s a personal decision.”

He raises his deep-set brown eyes back to hers. “You could say those two freels last night were nothing but cowards. But maybe it wasn’t their time yet. Maybe they’ve still got something to live for.” Kob wipes up a bit of leftover egg yolk with a forefinger and puts it in his mouth, licking up the last bit of the treat. “I have some things I want to do that no one is going to pay me for. After that, I’ll reconsider. I’ve got another fourteen months of grace. Until then, the Company’s just going to have to deal with me sticking around. I’ve saved it so many resources over the years that I’m entitled to waste some.”

“You have time to figure things out.” After the two-year grace period, his life will be forfeit, but until then, he’s relatively safe. Most freelancers face diminishing chances of employment as time goes on, but Rain Kob is no ordinary freelancer. Unlike her, his last contract was a resounding success, not a public defeat. Even now, he could probably land a contract if he wanted to. “A lot can change in fourteen months. You could still find the right contract or client.”

“Maybe,” Kob concedes. “So what about you? How’d you end up here?”

Isako sighs wearily. “Greves transferred my contract to Director Minto. I only found out after he went into the Vastness. Minto already has an atier and I refused to bid for the position, so I asked to resign. The problem is that she worked out some backdoor deal with the Agency and won’t grant me permission until after I carry out one last secret assignment for her.”

“And after that, you’ll take the final walk?”

“It’s as good a time as any.” A better time, admittedly, would’ve been with Greves and the rest of the Astrocom members, but she’s stuck with the arrangement she has.

“What about Maya?”

“She’s nineteen now, Kob.”

“Nineteen?” He blinks in disbelief. “That much time really has passed, huh? I still think of her as a cute little kid.”

Isako smiles at his astonishment. “She’s got a boyfriend and a promising career and plenty of support from the kith. And from Tai. She’ll be fine, and the bonus I leave behind will help her a lot as she’s starting out.”

“Have you told her?”

The smile falls off Isako’s face. “Not yet.” Remembering the awkward stoppage in her throat as she watched her daughter walk away makes her shrink. “I will, though. After this is all done.”

Kob regards her for a long minute. “You’re the best atier I’ve ever worked with, Isa. If anyone deserves a nameplace, it’s you.”

An ache starts up in her chest. She realizes she needed someone to say those words, to offer that acknowledgment. She hasn’t spoken to anyone else about her decision. Over the last few days, she’s been carrying a weight she wasn’t aware of. The lifting of it makes her eyes sting with the threat of tears. She misses having a friend she could talk to, a fellow atier who understands the edge life.

“Thanks.” She clears her throat. “We had some great moments, didn’t we?”

“We did.” Kob takes their plates and utensils and loads them into the sanitizer, speaking to her over his shoulder. “So what’s this assignment?”

Isako opens her mouth to answer, but hesitates. How much can she divulge to the man who was once her closest colleague but is now badgeless? He’s not beholden to any client, so his motives are unavoidably suspect. If she reveals her mission, he could sell the information to anyone, potentially damaging her client and dooming her to failure. If Kob is hired by another client in the near future, his loyalties will shift, potentially against her.

From a client-service perspective, the wise thing to do is to thank Rain Kob for allowing her to spend a night on his sofa and for the delicious breakfast, and to call a car back to her hotel.

Realizing her predicament at the same time she does, Kob backtracks. “Sorry, didn’t mean to put you on the spot. You don’t have to answer me.”

Kob saved her life last night, or close to it. Seeing his figure emerging from the door of the club was a moment of shock and sheer relief she hasn’t felt in a long time—knowing that she has a friend backing her. She wants to trust Kob. If he does betray her, at least that is a fate she won’t stick around to face for long.

“Director Minto wants to stop Sandbar Uchi from being confirmed to the Board of Directors.” She fills Kob in on her visit to the Agency, her research on Uchi thus far, and her attempt to contact her former apprentice—before learning of his fate.

Kob leans heavily against the counter. “Dragonfly Martim’s dead?”

“You knew him?”

“We crossed paths once.” He shakes his head, slowly and disbelievingly. “He was a bright kid, lots of potential. And he was your apprentice, too. Fuck, that’s awful.”

“We’ve both seen atiers go sooner than they should’ve. But why wouldn’t an announcement have been made? Why wasn’t the Agency notified? I can understand a delay of a few days or even a week, but a whole month?” The disregard with which Martim is being treated in death is a betrayal that Isako finds nearly impossible to swallow. “That’s why I was at the Epic Vibe last night. I found a coaster in Martim’s apartment, with Vincent’s name on it. Turns out Martim was visiting him to buy drugs. But also, information. Sandbar Uchi had his atier cleaning up after the Field 93 disaster.”

Kob’s gaze is fixed and intense. “You think that might’ve gotten him killed?”

“That’s what Vincent thought, though he didn’t have anything concrete to go on. If there’s a connection, then investigating Martim’s death might uncover evidence my client can use against Uchi. I tried to squeeze Vincent for other contacts in SoCon GasPro, but he took off, and you saw how the rest of it went.”

Kob snorts. “Vincent’s been breaking policy for long enough and has sold out enough people along the way that he probably figured you were sent to finally term him for good. You won’t see him around the club anymore. He’ll disappear for a while and set up shop elsewhere.”

“Great.” She’s still furious at herself for carelessly letting the man slip away.

“Forget about Vincent.” Kob wipes his hands on a kitchen towel. Without looking at her, he says, slowly, “I know where to find someone you should talk to instead.”

“Who?”

“One of the survivors of Field 93.” Kob pauses. “Make that the only survivor.”
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Security contractors are permitted to use deadly force when necessary (a) to protect a client’s person or property from imminent harm, (b) to evict trespassers from Company property, or (c) in self-defense.

—Starhome Exploration Group, colonial policy


 
The Old Warehouse.

Regular public transportation in Tenacity doesn’t go there, at least not with any sort of frequency or regularity. After a brief stop back at the Summer Suites hotel to change into clean, non-bloodstained clothes, Isako hires a car and pays extra for a driver willing to go there and wait to take them back. She doesn’t want to waste time; having slept away most of the daylight hours, she doesn’t have many left, and she certainly doesn’t want to be stuck in a freelancer-populated area after dark.

The driver is an elderly man past standard retirement age who eyes the two of them uneasily. “There’s not going to be any trouble, is there?”

Seeing two atiers traveling together is like seeing two emergency vehicles going in the same direction. A sign of a problem significant enough to warrant a costly and expert response. The fact that they’re going to the Old Warehouse is enough to make anyone jump to conclusions about what they’re going to be doing there. Evictions.

“No trouble,” she promises, perhaps prematurely. “Just going to talk to someone.”

The man doesn’t look convinced, but the scrip she offers is enough incentive. The Company’s retirement allowance varies based on rank and seniority and isn’t always enough to live comfortably if you’re from a poorly funded or low-performing division.

In the car, she grumbles to Kob, “Does everyone know about these Field 93 survivors except me?”

“No, definitely not. SoCon GasPro did a good job of sweeping it under the rug.” Kob is pensive as he draws the hood of his parka over his head. “But it’s still probably one of the Company’s worst-kept secrets, at least among the badgeless.”

She still can’t square the circle of Rain Kob being among the badgeless.

“So what was Martim like?” he asks her.

“He was a hopeless tryhard.” She tries to say it lightly, but her voice falls off. “Nearly useless with the longknife, possibly the worst I’ve seen. Smart as hell, though. Insanely driven. Not even thirty years old and already on the cusp of an Exclusive contract, from what I heard.”

“Sounds rewarding to be a mentor,” Kob says. “I never tried it, myself. The Agency asked me, but I told them I wasn’t interested. Never felt like I had the time. And part of me wasn’t sure I wanted to be encouraging young folks into the edge life.”

“I’ve had nine apprentices over the years,” Isako says. “I kept doing it because… I don’t know. It made me feel like I was valuable to someone other than my client.”

She doesn’t always know how much impact her mentorship has on the eventual trajectory of the young atiers she trains, but in Martim’s case at least, she’s sure the kid, despite all his other qualities, wouldn’t even have been licensed if she hadn’t taught him how to draw a weapon without hurting himself.

Although it sounds remote, the Old Warehouse isn’t that far from the center of Tenacity. After all, the area is one of the oldest in the cityhab. At least half of the surrounding buildings are made of old Earth materials, polymer and aluminum panels repurposed from the hull of the Great Ships, functional and blocky in appearance, poorly insulated, always meant to be a temporary structure to be replaced by newer and better construction materials shipped from the homeworld once stable trade routes were established. The Great Silence ruined that plan; the Founders were forced to scrap much of what they’d hoped to accomplish and instead make do with old stuff for decades or centuries longer than intended.

There are no Company facilities operating here anymore; the area was abandoned and scheduled for demolition years ago, but someone with influence must’ve petitioned Cityhab Planning to give the Old Warehouse a stay of execution, perhaps arguing for its importance as a historic structure. The long bureaucratic process to determine the fate of the building allowed freelancers to move in.

Maybe that was the intent all along. It’s sometimes surprising who in the higher ranks of the Company aids the badgeless by donating shelter, food, water, and goods. Charity is common, but as Isako muses cynically, offering freelancers actual jobs is rare. Nearly every division prioritizes filling roles internally where possible and handling variable labor requirements with contractors. Atiers are a specialized, high-demand exception. Freelance labor is a last resort. It makes more sense to keep someone who already has a badge working than to hire someone who’s already had their chance and lost it.

When the car comes to a stop, Isako and Kob step out into the cold. The temperature is far below city standards. Isako pulls the hood of her coat over her head to cut the sharp chill that fingers across her face and steals her breath.

They’re in what used to be a shuttlecar parking lot. It’s occupied by rows of pop-up housing units—rectangular shipping containers converted into tiny temporary apartments for freelancers. Laundry hangs frozen stiff on lines strung across the encampment. A communal water tankard sits behind the units, wrapped in barbed wire to prevent someone from making off with the whole thing. Isako wonders idly how they keep it refilled and above freezing. Several of the units have satellite antennas rigged to their roofs to illegally connect to the Companynet. A couple of freels sit on plastiwood benches around a noisy heating unit, smoking leaf and nursing thermoses of warm drink clasped in gloved hands, watching a grainy futsal game on a single cracked screen.

As soon as they catch sight of Isako and Kob, they’re on their feet. Contractors don’t show up here; when they do, it’s bad news. Especially if they’re carrying longknives.

One of them shouts, “Tracs! The fucking tracs are here!”

Panic begins to crackle through the encampment. Some people start running—to flee, or to grab weapons to fight, or to warn others, Isako’s not sure. Damn, these jumpy fucking freels aren’t even going to hear her out, are they? Her hand goes to her triggersheath; so much for her promise to the driver that there wouldn’t be violence.

“Wait just one fucking vastblasted minute now,” Kob bellows, stepping ahead of her with hands raised far from his own weapon. “Is this how you treat a badgeless kithman these days?”

His booming baritone voice makes people stop in their tracks.

“Strikebreaker,” hisses a woman with a long face and mean overbite. “I’ll believe you’re a freelancer when they send someone to terminate your ass. Can’t be soon enough.”

“I’m sure you’ll find no lack of agreement, but until then, I’m one of you whether anyone likes it.” Kob points to the building at the end of the parking lot–turned-encampment. “I’ve been to the Old Warehouse before. Ask the folks in there if they haven’t seen me without my badge since last year.”

A wiry man with shaggy graying hair points accusingly to the triggersheath on Kob’s leg. “You still have your longknife.”

Kob glances down at his own thigh and gives an untroubled shrug. “And I’ll wear it until the Agency sends someone to take it from me.”

The realization hits Isako like a kick to the stomach. Technically, contractors who’ve lost their license are not allowed to carry longknives. She’s been thinking that Kob has more than a full year of grace, but for policy violations, the Agency could decide to send someone after him at any time.

Not someone. There’s only man they’d send. The Ronin Killer.

She can’t believe the Partners would do it. She doesn’t want to believe Constance would agree to that. Contractors can’t be said to have much love for one another generally, but Strikebreaker is still one of their most respected and admired. So far, he hasn’t harmed or betrayed any of his clients, his colleagues, or the Agency. All he’s done is stop working. An image problem for the Agency, no doubt, but enough for them to send the man with the guns?

Come to think of it, the Agency could censure her for ethical misconduct for not reporting Kob’s weapons violation and his whereabouts to them. This bothers her for two whole seconds, until she remembers that since she doesn’t intend to sign another client contract or renew her license again, her good standing with the Partners is not something she gives a fuck about anymore.

The long-faced woman glares over Kob’s shoulder at Isako. “What about her?”

“She’s on contract,” Kob answers. “But she’s not here to do anything to you.”

“Why the fuck should we believe anything you say? You could be playing a long game just to put a knife in our backs.”

Isako steps up next to Kob, annoyed. “Don’t be ridiculous. If there was going to be an eviction, you’d have gotten warnings for weeks to clear out. Two atiers wouldn’t be showing up alone. We’d have a couple dozen gencons with us, with shock batons and armor and big trucks. You’ve seen it happen before, haven’t you?”

Uncomfortable shifting. No doubt they have; many of them are probably here because they were chased away from squatting in other divisions. “Why the fuck are you here, then?” asks the wiry man.

Kob nods toward the Old Warehouse. “My friend wants to talk to Waterboy.”

The freelancers glance at one another and seem to subtly close ranks. “What for?”

Best to give these people just enough information to get them to cooperate. “I want to hear about Field 93,” Isako says. “From someone who was there, instead of from the official documents that exonerated Sandbar Uchi.”

“Why’re you looking into Uchi?” The woman eyes her skeptically, but she’s not sounding quite as hostile as she was at first.

“I’m an atier,” Isako says. “You know what that means? I get the tough jobs that directors never make public. My client opposes Sandbar Uchi, so it’s up to me to bring him down. I’ll work with anyone I have to, including freelancers.”

“She’s the best in the business,” Kob puts in. “Better than me, even.”

Isako wants to protest his flattery, but she recognizes it’s calculated to have an effect. These badgeless folk don’t know her because she’s been ensconced inside Astrocom for a dozen years. But they know and fear Kob. If Strikebreaker says this woman is a better trac than him, well then, she must be one terrible bitch indeed.

“If Waterboy’ll talk to her, that’s up to him,” says the gray-haired man, hunching his back and shuffling away toward one of the shelters. The other freelancers follow his example and draw away warily, not suggesting welcome by any means, but no longer standing confrontationally in the way of the two contractors.

“Come on,” Kob says, leading the way toward the open loading dock door of the Old Warehouse, where a line has formed in front of a table. Freelancers bundled in parkas are handing out items from boxes—hats, scarves, meal kits, blankets. Two burly men stand to either side of the door with their arms crossed, presumably to keep things orderly and prevent anyone from trying to make off with more than their share.

One of them, a gruff, barrel-chested fellow with a red beard spilling from the hood of his warmsuit, gives Kob a long, hateful look. “My cousin was in the Utilities Strike, you know. Allied Shiftworkers faction. They were sold out, thanks to your sneaky backstabbing stunt with the Mechanics. All for a two percent difference in wages and five percent on heat and water. Two and five percent. Most of them ended up termed. You proud of yourself, you bastard?”

“It was a bad time all around” is all Kob says.

To most people, the bearded freel would be large and formidable, but not next to Kob. The man spits on the ground. “Even if you are badgeless, I wouldn’t give you a cup to piss in.”

Another freelancer working the table in a trapper hat speaks up unexpectedly. “Cut it out, Red. That’s not what we’re about here. We’re all the same now.”

“No, we’re most definitely fucking not,” counters the first man. “We’re not all murderers.”

“I’m only here to introduce a friend, not to cause a scene.” Kob calmly pushes his hands into his pockets and takes a step back before things can escalate. “Better if I wait out here anyway. Waterboy won’t want to see me.”

It shouldn’t be a surprise to Isako that Kob’s engendering so much hostility. Blame it on the fact that she’s had a lot on her mind over the last twenty-six hours, but she didn’t think about his situation when they got in the car. She didn’t consider that her friend might be walking into danger by coming here with her.

They still hate him. Of course they do.

Although Rain Kob’s lost his badge, he’ll never be accepted among the badgeless. Which makes him an outcast among outcasts. As his grace period runs out, Kob can’t even count on the fraternity of the downtrodden.

The realization fills Isako with dread. The only way Kob’s making it another year is if he gets his badge back. Pulls himself out of being a ronin, lands another contract, returns to being who he was.

She glances ahead into the dim interior of the warehouse, then back at her old partner.

Kob pats the top of his triggersheath. “I’ll be waiting right here,” he promises.
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Once Isako’s eyes adjust to the low light, she sees the interior of the Old Warehouse has been divided into sections by plastic construction fences, creating a maze of open rooms separated by narrow aisles. One side of the building appears to be piled with pallets of supplies, guarded by half a dozen more tough guys like the ones at the entrance.

The rest of it is an indoor shantytown. There are people living here; she sees cots and sleeping bags, folding chairs and portable heaters inside some of the nearest stalls. The air stinks of machine grease and unwashed bodies, and drones with the constant hum of generators. But it’s warmer and safer here than it is outside. It would be hard for an eviction team to clear out the disorganized warren quickly. The braver inhabitants would have cover from which to fight back; others would have time to grab their possessions and escape through the maze. The people in here are better off than most freelancers.

Even among the badgeless, there are haves and have-nots.

Two freels—a pale man with thinning hair and patched overalls, and a stocky brown woman wearing a bandana—escort Isako through the maze. They seem to be well known to the others; people nod or raise hands in greeting, but friendly expressions instantly turn guarded and hostile when their eyes land on Isako and her triggersheath.

Good thing Kob isn’t in here.

As they make their way deeper into the building, she’s surprised by what appears to be a main avenue, of sorts, with extra-wide stalls containing working, living, and gathering areas. One man’s space is crammed to the brim with electronics; he’s explaining something to a customer as he repairs a broken screen. Half a dozen people sit in a circle out in the open, taking turns reading aloud. Isako can’t hear them well enough to tell if they’re a book club, theater cast, or religious-scripture study group. Three children—two girls and a boy, who all look to be around eight to ten years old—hurtle past, shouting with laughter.

“Hey, you three ruffians, watch where you’re going!” the man in the patched overalls yells after them as they nearly knock over a wire rack laden with drying laundry.

The woman in the bandana snorts at Isako’s stunned expression. “You thought everyone here would be washed-up detritus sitting around and waiting to die?”

“Children don’t belong here,” Isako says. “They belong in kiths and schools.”

“They belong with their parents.” The woman’s harsh reply makes Isako wonder if one of the kids, the girl with the braids, is hers. It’s appalling that any mother could be so selfish; Isako would resign a dozen times over before depriving Maya of kith and Company, condemning her to scrounge for offscrip, not even knowing if she’ll have heat and water.

She clenches her jaw. Just find what you came for. Get in and get out.

The freels lead her to a back corner of the warehouse. There are a dozen people hanging around, milling about, or sitting on folding chairs or the floor. They move aside, eyeing Isako suspiciously as she and her escorts approach. Isako can hear one man above the others, his slightly nasal lecturing voice raised, like that of an excitable class teacher.

Waterboy is sitting forward in a beat-up old office chair, swiveling it back and forth, gesticulating as he talks. He’s bundled in the standard green parka of a gas field worker, layered over a warmsuit, fingerless gloves, and beanie. The man’s eyes are the blue of a winter sunset and alight with the fervor of a Purgatorist priest at the pulpit.

“The Founders’ Vision has been perverted for centuries. It’s been used as justification for the Company elite to concentrate power and sell the masses on the self-serving fantasy that terraforming will deliver unlimited resources and prosperity. But they lie!”

A muttering of agreement, some exclamations of derision.

“The terraforming movement has been a disaster for the human race. It’s conditioned entire generations to put their faith in an idealized future that depends on endlessly drilling and burning the planet while people like us suffer and freeze. Gasblowing tyrants play God and keep us under heel, but what about the reunionist spaceheads? They control us by peddling delusions, keeping us distracted from the truth.”

It’s hard to tell how old the man is. Gas field workers age prematurely. Arid conditions and hard labor wear them down. Environmental toxins and radiation increase their odds of chronic respiratory conditions such as Gas Lung, neurological diseases like Gray’s Waste, cancer. Waterboy might only be thirtysomething but his hair is already receding and his papery, gaunt face is speckled with liver spots.

“Why aren’t more people asking the obvious questions?” Waterboy gains vehemence. “If old Earth was such a paradise, why did tens of thousands of colonists leave it behind for an airless rock that would take them a century to reach? Don’t fall for the Company’s bullshit propaganda that the Founders were intrepid explorers. Most of them were escaping Earth because it was more like hell than paradise. Sure, the homeworld had resources aplenty—but it was controlled by the powerful elite.”

“Like jarbrains?” someone asks.

Waterboy points at the questioner eagerly. “Yes, exactly. For five hundred years, we’ve dreamed of creating a new Earth or rediscovering the old one, but look at what fucking happened over there! No matter what the so-called experts say, there’s no evidence the Great Silence was due to an asteroid impact or an extraterrestrial attack or any other sudden catastrophe on the homeworld. Whether the Great Silence was accidental or deliberate, it was caused by people. Powerful people made the decisions that condemned millions. And that’s the dream the Company’s trying to re-create?”

The woman in the bandana clears her throat to get Waterboy’s attention, then says loudly, “That’s enough hanging around, everyone. Get the fuck back to work if you want to keep your place here. Just ’cause we’re badgeless doesn’t mean we sit on our asses.”

With reluctant muttering chagrin, the small crowd peels away, leaving Waterboy looking disappointed at the loss of his audience. The man in overalls bends over and whispers in his ear, and Waterboy’s eyes turn to Isako with wary interest. “You here to kill me? Another trac that’s been sent to tie up loose ends?” He sounds entirely blasé about the possibility.

“On the contrary, I work for one of Sandbar Uchi’s opponents.”

“Exactly what someone would say if they wanted to get close enough to term me.” Waterboy points to the triggersheath on her thigh and grins. “Bet you’re good with that thing.”

“If I meant to draw it, you’d already be dead.”

The woman with the bandana puts a hand into her coat. Isako’s willing to bet she’s got a stolen shock baton in there, or maybe an illegally printed firearm. “If you don’t want to talk to this trac, we’ll get rid of her,” she offers Waterboy hopefully.

“No, no, no, I like talking to people.” He swivels back and forth in his chair eagerly. “Especially when they’ve made such an effort.”

The two other freels draw aside to give them space to talk, but remain close enough to keep an eye on their unwelcome guest. Isako sits down zanshin on an overturned plastic crate. “I want to hear what you have to say about Field 93.”

She’s not sure she does, to be honest. Just one minute of listening to the man’s ranting has convinced her that he’s well on his way to being one of those rabid conspiracy theorists who believe second stagers are actually aliens or machine intelligences in human disguise, or that the Board of Directors engineered the Prosperity Revolt to cull the population and outlaw guns. Human Resources offers plenty of resources to support mental health—including an obnoxiously helpful therapy program that she disabled years ago—but some people are still going to go batshit crazy.

Waterboy barks a laugh that sounds more like a chronic Gas Lung cough. “Ah, Field 93. What’s there to say about poor Field 93 that hasn’t already been said and ignored?”

“Were you one of the strikers?”

“I didn’t want to be, not at first. After the blockade went up, I was stuck. We started running out of water, so I got assigned to ration it. They kept saying, ‘It’s just a matter of time before we get more, just a few more days, it’ll be over soon. We’re wearing them down.’” Waterboy shakes his head in disgust. “Never trust strike leaders, is what I learned. Motherfucking morons.”

“What made them think they’d win against SoCon GasPro?”

Waterboy shrugs. “Field 93 was one of the highest-performing fields. They thought the field bosses would come over to their side. They thought Uchi wouldn’t sacrifice his crown jewel. Like I said, morons.” The man leans forward, the bright light of mania in his eyes. “The Company called it an accident. What utter bullshit. I used to be an airshield technician. Well, I studied it for a year, even if I didn’t end up getting certified. Do you know how rare airshield failures are these days? After the Prosperity Revolt, there were a lot more safety mechanisms built in, redundant systems so that no malfunction goes unnoticed.”

“What about the evidence that the strikers committed sabotage?”

“What for? To kill themselves?”

“To necessitate outside aid or evacuation and thus force an end to the punishing blockade.” Isako hasn’t had the time to study all the available information in detail, but that was the conclusion of the official Company investigation based on a preponderance of security documentation.

Waterboy starts giggling and coughing again. “Uchi’s people did a fantastic PR job, from top to bottom. If anyone fucked with the airshield system, it wasn’t us. It was Uchi’s loyal field bosses following orders. Their families were all given huge bonuses that weren’t made public, did you know that?”

It’s hardly surprising that a division would heavily compensate the relatives of wagemen who lost their lives defending against violent obstructionists. That alone isn’t evidence of a nefarious cover-up.

Then again, the official Company line is that there were no survivors from Field 93, and that’s apparently proving to be untrue. “So how did you survive?” she asks.

“We were running out of water, like I said. There would’ve been fucking riots if we didn’t do something. A group of six of us managed to bribe our way through the blockade to raid a research station. We left four hours before the airshield came down and then everyone inside died. Bonus! We ended up with plenty of water and supplies for ourselves.” The smile he gives her is creepier than a jarbrain’s, slick with the black humor of a man who’s seen enough death to find it hilarious.

“What happened to the other five survivors?”

“You know the answer to that.” He’s still smiling in a way that makes Isako think he really is unhinged. “Terminated for workplace obstruction. Evicted from Company property for policy violations. Sent into Waiting. Whatever Companyspeak you tracs use for—” He draws a hand across his throat and makes a schnick sound. “Get rid of any inconvenient voices that might tell another side of the story during the sham Company hearing. One hundred and twenty-nine dead already, why not round up?”

“But you escaped.”

“I guess I got lucky. Or maybe”—he waggles a mocking finger up at the sky—“there’s some reason the gods of old Earth are looking out for little ol’ me.”

“Can you substantiate any of your claims with reliable evidence that could prevent Sandbar Uchi from being confirmed to the Board?”

“Oh, there’s evidence,” Waterboy says with a shrug. “Or there was. Uchi’s people made sure it disappeared, just like the survivors. Even if you could find it, making it public isn’t stopping that son of a bitch.”

Isako is reluctantly inclined to see his point. Even if more information was unearthed at this late time, it would be easy to claim it was doctored or falsified. Uchi’s already been exonerated by an official investigation and Company hearing. A person can’t be put through a review twice for the same infraction. It’s an old rule that dates back to the principle of double jeopardy.

Admissible evidence or not, the fact that Waterboy exists and five other survivors were eliminated means there’s a lot more to the Field 93 incident than what was reported, and Sandbar Uchi is capable of going to great lengths to keep it under wraps.

“Obviously,” Waterboy says, “the only solution is to kill him.”

Isako’s eyebrows rise as she eyes the man cautiously. How serious is he? It’s hard to tell; Waterboy seems to vacillate between genuine conviction and grinning irreverence. “The assassination attempt on Uchi last year,” she says. “What do you know about that?”

“Didn’t you hear?” He leans forward conspiratorially. “The two heroes—oops, I mean, perpetrators who were caught and terminated for the car bombing claimed they worked alone.”

Waterboy slides a shit-eating grin at the two freelancers standing off to the side, like a child far too obviously pretending to keep a secret in front of his parents. The man in the overalls shifts uncomfortably at the sudden attention, but the woman crosses her arms defiantly.

Isako looks between them and Waterboy. “You’re United Freelancers.”

She’s hardly surprised. United Freelancers is just the latest iteration of the same old thing that’s been around since the Great Silence began—a passionate, loosely allied, and dysfunctional oppositional coalition of anti-Company agitators, anti-terraformist extremists, anarchists and extinctionists, badge-class abolitionists, and religious zealots. People like them are the reason the Prosperity Revolt occurred and wiped out nearly half of humanity on Aquilo.

Even the name United Freelancers is unironically ironic, suggesting an organized workers’ brotherhood for those kicked out, dropped out, or opted out of actually being workers.

Arms still crossed, the woman stares Isako down. “So what if we are? Are you planning to file a report with Cityhab Security?”

“Why would I bother?” Isako meets the glare expressionlessly. “My client wants Sandbar Uchi gone as much as you do.”

She wouldn’t be saddled with this assignment at all if the assassination attempt had succeeded. Uchi being dead is certainly one way to prevent him from being confirmed to the Board. If United Freelancers orchestrated the plot to kill Uchi and is planning to try again, that would be good to know. It would be awfully convenient if she could get them to accomplish her objective for her.

But they tried and failed before, and Isako has low confidence they could do better the next go-round. Uchi’s bound to have improved security measures. These disorganized freels have no inside allies and are vulnerable to being caught and terminated at any time. Another ineffectual, half-baked attempt would only sway public sympathy toward Uchi and cause SoCon GasPro to go into high alert, making her mission near-impossible.

She probes, cautiously, “Next time around, you need a better plan.”

Waterboy kicks his feet as he swivels the chair. “Problem is, he’s a jarbrain now. Practically impossible to kill a jarbrain, isn’t that right?” He eyes Isako questioningly.

“It’s difficult,” she agrees. “Second stagers can’t die from poison, suffocation, or blood loss. If you take off a limb or stab them through the chest, they can be repaired. But we call them jarbrains for a reason. The brain can’t live without its casing and support system. And no one’s ever been successfully recorporalized a second time. So if they’re blown up, beheaded, or otherwise too damaged, they die just like the rest of us.”

Waterboy nods sagely. “Sandbar Uchi is a piece of shit who deserves to face justice for all his sins. But”—he steeples his stubby, chapped fingertips together—“only small-minded people are motivated by vengeance. I’ve got another, greater calling.”

“And that is?”

“To spread the truth to those who need to hear it.” He gestures magnanimously around himself as if the Old Warehouse is his church and the freelancers his congregation.

“You mean the truth about what happened at Field 93? Why didn’t you go to the Companynet press? Or ask to testify at the official hearing?”

“And accomplish what, besides being discredited and killed?” Waterboy’s blue eyes are pinprick bright. “The Field 93 disaster is meaningless. Just a footnote in history. Like the Utilities Strike, the Transit Rebellion, even the Prosperity Revolt. This whole city is built on bones. Every street, every building, every park is a monument to death.”

“Nameplaces are an honor. They remind us of those who came before and who willingly offered their place to the next generation.” She hears the words roll off her tongue automatically, before remembering that she’s not instructing one of her trainees. She’s here to get information, not to argue with a freelancer.

“Another Company lie that the masses accept in order to make their lives bearable. All because the truth is too fucking bitter to swallow.” Waterboy gets a faraway look in his eyes. “We don’t belong here. We were never meant to be on this godforsaken rock. Like frogs in the fucking desert, kept alive by curious keepers holding a glass jar. The Great Silence wasn’t an accident any more than Field 93 was an accident. History has been correcting a mistake.”

“You want people to just give up on living?”

Waterboy runs a tongue over yellowed teeth. “I want to break the jar.”

All right, then. So he’s one of those. An extinctionist. She supposes that it’s to be expected. The trauma this man went through in Field 93, followed by life as a badgeless, hunted man living on the fringes of society, was clearly enough to loosen several screws.

Waterboy lowers his voice as if sharing a secret. “Look around. What do you see here? A bunch of badgeless detritus. Wagemen past their expiry date. Cowards hoarding vital resources. What if they were to wake up, and realize they’re so much more than that?”

“Like what?”

“Like an army.”

Isako leans forward slightly. The tiny, sudden motion is enough to make Waterboy flinch involuntarily, and that makes her smile. She drops her voice to match his. “I’m not interested in your revolution. But I do intend to stop Sandbar Uchi from gaining any more power. If you and your buddies can help me do that, then maybe there’s a way we can work together.” She’s not sure that’s true, but she wants to plant the seed. The enemy of an enemy is a friend—or rather, a potential tool. “Think about it.”

“You’re in the jar, too, you know.” Waterboy wiggles as if delighted. “Suffocating along with the rest of us, but you help keep the lid shut.”

Isako stands; there’s nothing more to learn here.

She makes her way back through the Old Warehouse, eager to get out. The two freelancers accompany her, to make sure she gets to the exit and doesn’t take any detours. “I don’t trust any trac,” the woman growls at Isako’s back, as if in threat. “As far as I’m concerned, you’re no better than your jarbrain masters. But I knew folks in Field 93. Someone’s got to make that fucker Uchi pay. If that’s going to be you, then we’re on the same side.”

Isako slides the woman a dubious look. “Waterboy isn’t on anyone’s side.”

“People listen to him,” insists the man. “He has a story they need to hear.”

“One that puts you on a collision course with the Board of Directors.”

“We’re done hiding,” declares the woman. “Let the Company try to get rid of us. Most of us are past our grace periods anyway. The only way we bring about change is if people know who we are and what we stand for.”

It makes sense that United Freelancers would be active among the badgeless of the Old Warehouse. And naturally, they’d claim the sole survivor of Field 93 as one of their own. But there are other people living here who didn’t sign up for any violent cause, who’re just trying to keep their heads down and survive. Children, for fuck’s sake.

“You’re playing with fire,” Isako mutters. They pass two upright steel storage lockers with bright red hazard warnings painted on them. “And explosives, apparently. Not that I’m surprised you’re flouting policy, but I’m surprised you’d be so reckless about it.”

“What does it matter to you?”

“It doesn’t.” She answers without turning. “It’s no skin off my back if you accidentally blow this whole place to smithereens, or if you draw enough attention to get yourselves terminated. It doesn’t concern my client, so it doesn’t concern me.”

“You know what I don’t get about you tracs?” sniffs the pale man in overalls. “You’ve got no reason to love the Company that treats you like second-class citizens, but you’ll literally die for the directors who make it run. More of you end up badgeless than anyone else, but you’re so damn loyal to the Code that fucks you over. All for a chance to climb past the rest of us.”

Isako doesn’t bother to reply. The man’s right. A lot of contractors do end up badgeless, but most of them do the respectable thing. They resign with Agency honors. They don’t claim entitlement to resources past their due or, worse yet, take their bitterness and anger out on society. As for the atiers who are capable and deserving and loyal, the ones who make it to the highest level—they share in the abundant successes and rewards of their clients.

At least, that’s how it’s supposed to work.

How it should’ve worked for her.

How it should’ve worked for Martim.







SEVENTEEN

Kob is waiting right where she left him, hands still stuffed into the pockets of his heavy coat, fleece-lined hood pulled up over his head. The big freels who’re apparently in charge of security at the Old Warehouse are still standing around, too, watching Strikebreaker venomously, making sure he knows how much he’s hated and unwelcome.

Isako’s never seen a bear, or dogs, but she’s seen the creatures of old Earth in images and movies, and that’s what comes to mind when she sees Kob alone: a bear circled by angry, fearful hounds. If it weren’t for his size and reputation and the fact that he’s still got his longknife, the pack of them might’ve tried to take him on.

“Let’s get out of here.” Isako leads the way back to their hired car. She’s relieved enough to let out an audible breath once they’re inside the vehicle and it starts moving.

Kob pulls down his hood. “So, you talked to him? Learn anything useful?”

“Maybe. I don’t know.” She feels jittery and disquieted. “Waterboy says Sandbar Uchi ordered the airshield dropped on Field 93 and that all the other survivors were terminated on Uchi’s orders.”

She tries to imagine Forest Greves ordering the deaths of his wagemen, even known obstructionists. She can’t. Even in defeat, her client was torn up about signing dismissal notices. He went so far as to save her from becoming a ronin, the damn fool. She’s always known she was lucky to work for someone who actually cared, and that not all directors are the same—but she’s never faced such a stark reminder.

“Unfortunately, Waterboy’s not exactly a reliable witness,” she says. “The guy wasn’t even there when it happened. And he seems more than a little fucked up in the head from it all. Sounds like he was also involved in the bombing plot to kill Uchi. He’s found a place in United Freelancers as a kind of proselytizing mascot. Someone the badgeless can rally around—the sole survivor, the victim-hero.”

“He’s better off than the others.” Kob stares out the window. Dusk fell while they were at the Old Warehouse and the temperature outside is plummeting fast, even in the properly lit and heated parts of the cityhab. “So what are you going to do now?”

Given what she’s learned over the last day, she should focus on digging into Uchi’s role in the Field 93 disaster. As Waterboy pointed out, nothing will reverse the outcome of the Company investigation, but just because Uchi’s been legally exonerated doesn’t mean he’s invulnerable to public opinion. With enough damning evidence and a citizen outcry, a few key Board members might be persuaded to change their votes and keep Uchi out of their ranks. That would be enough to satisfy Savannah Minto.

That’s what she should do, logically. But her instincts tell her otherwise.

“I’m going to find out how Martim died,” she says. “He’s in the center of all this—the Field 93 disaster, the investigation and hearing, his client’s Board nomination… The timing of his death can’t be a coincidence. Someone wanted him out of the way before the Board vote. That’s what my gut is saying.”

She wishes she had a more well-thought-out answer, but right now, her brain feels like mush. She’s still sore from last night and wants desperately to get something to eat, take a shower, and sleep for ten hours. “I’m grateful we ran into each other again,” she tells Kob. “It’s a miracle, honestly. I appreciate all the help. I’ll drop you off at your place, but let’s get together again, after all this is over.”

Before either of us runs out of time.

Kob crosses his thick arms and gives her the slow drawl of a smile she remembers well. “Sounds like you’re trying to get rid of me.”

“What? No, that’s not… You bailed me out of a knife fight, let me crash at your place, and went into freelancer territory for me. You’re under no obligation to stick around or do anything more.”

“What if I want to? One of the few advantages of being a ronin is choosing how to spend my time. I’d like to stick around and help.”

She’s not sure what to say. “Are you offering to work with me as a subcon? I don’t think my client will authorize my scripline to pay atier rates.”

“I’m not an atier anymore, remember? And I’m not doing it for scrip or to get back into client service. I didn’t know Martim nearly as well as you did, but it bothers me, too—what happened to the kid. Besides, I’m not going to pass up the chance to work with you one more time, Isa. I don’t know about you, but those were some of my best years.”

She can’t meet Kob’s eyes. “Yeah. Me too.”

“I won’t do shadowcon-type work. That’s the one place I won’t go, if it comes down to it,” Kob says. “And if at any point, you don’t want me around, I certainly won’t force my company on you. Just tell me you’d rather handle this assignment alone and I’ll leave you to it.”

An inspired thought comes to Isako with a jolt. If she can draw Kob back into real work—not low-level freelance odd jobs like nightclub security and guarding food trucks—he’ll remember what it’s like to be an atier of the Agency. He’ll return to being who he really is: Strikebreaker. Not this shadow version of himself. The fact is: His very life depends on it. What she saw during their visit to the Old Warehouse made it obvious that he’s got no chance as a freelancer. The idea of him ever reduced to that level makes her feel nauseous.

Her last assignment doesn’t have to serve only Savannah Minto and the reunionists. She can save Rain Kob. That would be a far more meaningful way to end her career.

Besides, she admits to herself, the prospect of teaming up with her old partner again, having someone at her back, knowing she’s not going to be alone for this last contract…

She could use Kob’s help. And he could use hers.

“Fuck Earth, where do you want to go for dinner?”

“Funny you should ask.” His grin is a flash of white in the dark. “Since you’re in SoCon GasPro with a client-authorized scripline, I know just the place.”

[image: ]
The maître d’ at the Cove restaurant looks uncomfortable when Kob requests a table for two. “And how will you be paying, sir?”

Only a freelancer would ever be asked the question. Ordinarily, the host would not bother to ask; he would turn them away at the door by telling them there were no tables available tonight. Or tomorrow night. Or any night in the foreseeable future, so sorry. But a pair of rather large, hungry-looking longknivespeople merits greater consideration, freelancers or not.

Isako steps up next to Kob so the host can see her badge. “I’m taking my colleague out to dinner. We’d like to sit somewhere we can discuss business in private.”

The man acquiesces and leads them to a secluded table for two in the farthest corner. Kob gallantly pulls out the seat for Isako, then settles expansively across from her. Candlelight flickers from an elegantly tapered glass holder in the center of the white tablecloth. The ambiance is a bit much, but she’s too hungry to suggest they go elsewhere.

The server offers them a selection of purified waters, and Kob chooses a premium label. “The specialty here is fish,” he says.

Isako nearly spits a mouthful of expensive water. “Fish,” she exclaims, too loudly. She drops her voice. “How generous of a scripline do you think I have?” She wonders if she was wrong about Kob wanting to help her. Maybe he just wants to take advantage of her wallet. “If Director Minto notices the charges…”

“Relax, we won’t go overboard,” Kob assures her, examining the wine selection. “Come on, Isa, you’ve been doing this for long enough that you know directors don’t pay much attention to the costs as long as you get them results. One nice dinner is hardly scripline abuse.” He looks up at her seriously. “Besides, when are either of us going to get another chance to try seafood?”

He has a point. She’s been too busy thinking about her assignment to have come to grips with the fact that they’re both on strictly limited time.

When the waiter returns, Kob orders them a bottle of wine and Isako squelches her discomfort over the extravagant price tag and orders the tasting platter for two.

“So how did you find out about Waterboy?” she asks, when the waiter departs.

But Kob is grimacing, squeezing his eyes shut as if the dim lighting in the restaurant is too bright. His left hand starts trembling uncontrollably; he clamps his right hand over it and puts both hands under the table.

“Are you all right?” Isako asks in alarm.

Kob takes a shuddering breath and lets it out again, forcing his tensed shoulders back down from where they’ve bunched nearly up to his ears. “Migraine,” he groans, his face still taut with discomfort. “They come on suddenly sometimes. Give me a minute. I’ll be right back.” He gets up and makes his way toward the restroom, walking unsteadily. The waiters look at him askance, perhaps wondering how such a big man could already be drunk.

Isako hesitates, unsure if she should go after him. She stays put. She can’t remember Kob ever suffering from migraines before. Is this something recent, a particular plague of age, like her insomnia and deteriorating arthritic knees? She remembers the pills Kob swallowed before his meal yesterday and wonders where he gets his medication. Now that he’s badgeless, he can’t access Company health care; he has to rely on charity facilities or dubious clinics that will accept offscrip. But the worse his health, the less likely he’ll be able to find a way out of freelancing.

When the waiter returns with a bottle of white wine, Isako drains half her glass.

A call comes in. It’s Crater. She slips in her earpiece. “What do you have for me?”

“I have all the information on Director Uchi’s recorporalization that I could get to easily. I’ll have to break down more walls to access personal medical records, and that’ll take additional time. But I’ll send you what I have so far.”

“You’re a blessing and a pro,” Isako tells him. “Anything interesting so far?”

“Not really. Uchi has a top-of-the-line eighth-generation synthbody that he commissioned six years ago, along with one for his wife at the time. He wasn’t originally planning to go through the Process this year, but with the Board nomination speeding along, he moved the date up to the final Monday of last year. According to the division press release, he was in the facility for a couple extra days of testing and monitoring given the additional complexity of the 8G model, but apparently everything went smoothly and he was discharged in good health that Freeday. He was back to work three days later.”

Isako pulls a calendar up on her screen and works the dates back in her head. A day after Uchi walks out of the clinic in second stage, his atier dies under mysterious circumstances.

“Did you find anything to suggest concerns about Uchi’s mental stability?” Isako asks.

“Eh.” She can hear the shrug in Crater’s voice. “Uchi was known for a volatile temper long before he went through the Process. I don’t imagine that the experience of waking up in an artificial body would’ve done anything to mellow him out. But he’s publicly released the results of his first two postoperative examinations, showing that he’s meeting all the physical and psychological benchmarks for a successful entry into second stage.”

“What about possible flaws with eighth-generation synthtech?”

“According to available data, 8G is working better than anything that came before it. Sure, there are minor bugs to be ironed out, but nothing serious. Uchi has his third and final postoperative appointment two weeks from now, but I wouldn’t expect anything new and shocking to come out of it.”

So much for substantiating Savannah Minto’s “mental instability” angle with any sort of medical evidence. As if psychopathy was ever a barrier to advancement in the Company anyway.

“You want me to keep digging around for older records?” Crater asks.

“Go back another ten years, but don’t sweat it. What have you learned about Martim?”

Crater’s voice takes a solemn turn. “As far as I can tell, he didn’t contact anyone in his kith, or send money, or do anything else that might suggest he knew what was going to happen. He didn’t take any time off or visit any health care facilities before he died. There’s no evidence his performance declined and no disciplinary notes in his personnel file, so it doesn’t seem like he was in danger of losing his contract.”

It all supports the conclusion she drew from the untouched state of Martim’s apartment. His death was sudden and unexpected.

“I did find two unusual things. Forty weeks ago, Sandbar Uchi visited the Sweetsea and took his atier with him. Just the two of them and a bodyguard, based on the security clearances in the system. It was arranged on short notice and with high priority.”

Getting a personal audience with the Executive is challenging for all but the most senior directors. The timing of the meeting places it shortly before Uchi made his run for the Board nomination. “Any idea what the meeting was about?”

“Nah, the Sweetsea is a black box. Whatever’s said in there is completely off the Companynet record. No way I’m getting inside that system, not that I’d try. Way above my pay grade.” At Isako’s understanding but disappointed silence, the subcon adds, “One other thing, though. Martim bought a hell of a lot of secure data storage last year. Way more than any normal person needs to have for personal use.”

Vincent told her that Martim was tasked with cleaning up after the Field 93 disaster. Waterboy said the evidence surrounding Uchi’s culpability in the whole affair went missing. Isako has a pretty good idea why Martim needed the equivalent of a digital vault.

“Thanks. Send me everything you have.” She sees Kob returning to the table. “You’ll get the first part of your payment tonight, and an advance on the rest.”

She ends the call as Kob sits back down. He still seems a bit pale and unsteady, but not in pain. There’s a glisten of moisture in his beard and in the hair over his eyes that suggests he splashed cold water on his face. A high-end restaurant like this probably provides customers with several seconds of free water in its bathrooms.

“Are you feeling better?” she asks him.

“Yeah, sorry about that. Luckily, I think I managed to knock it out before it got any worse.” He gives Isako an embarrassed smile as he sits down. “Who were you talking to?”

“My research subcon.” She doesn’t say more about Crater; she has no idea what Kob’s relation is to the hacker—he might be a fellow client, or he might wish Crater dead, or both. “I asked them to dig into Uchi’s medical history.”

“Did they find anything?”

“Only that he seems to be a model jarbrain so far.”

The waiter returns with their meal, setting down a stone platter arranged with delicate morsels of fish—pink and white; raw, seared, baked, and steamed; garnished with citrus and herbs, drizzled with complex and flavorful sauces. Kob bows his head for a moment over the food and mutters reverently, “Thank the blessings of the Mother that will be free,” then raises his wineglass in Isako’s direction. “And thank Director Minto’s money.”

Isako tries to set aside the awful past few days and enjoy the meal, savoring the flavor of every mouthful of delicate seafood. Seafood. Amazing to have seafood on a planet without seas. Aquilo might have large bodies of water, starting with rivers and lakes, in another three hundred years, according to the latest terraforming projections. Isako’s old enough to remember when eating fish first became a thing. Not just an eccentric historic luxury reserved for the obscenely wealthy, but something the reasonably well-to-do could splurge on once in a while. The first fish were cloned from the Genebank for research. Now there are several species populating ponds in the Company’s ecological test sites. But devoting water to farm fish for consumption: That certainly hadn’t been imaginable when she was a little girl.

“I don’t remember you being such a devout Sefan,” she says.

Kob chews slowly, eyes half closed in pleasure, perhaps also imagining this to be the last time he’ll eat so richly. “They say there are no atheists in the airlock,” he answers. “I grew up in a religious kith but never really embraced the practice. Lately, though, I’ve had a lot more questions that only faith seems able to answer.”

If this is his way of saying that he’s preparing for his impending death, Isako wonders why the same impulse to turn to religion hasn’t struck her yet. Then again, he’s had quite a while to think about it; she hasn’t.

“You could say I’m grasping for comfort, just like everyone else,” he admits. “Or maybe I’m replacing something I’ve lost. Religion guides us in how to live with purpose, day to day. You still have the Code to do that for you, Isa. I don’t.”

A gloom falls over their meal. “How did your family react to you losing your license?” she asks.

“Not well.” It’s Kob’s turn to drain most of his wineglass. “A long history of atiers in my kith. Several of my relatives are big fans of yours, by the way. Quickblade is a celebrity to them.”

“You’re kidding.”

“Not at all.” If he’s teasing, she can’t tell. “If you were in the market for a new husband…”

She snorts. “Please.” But she turns away to hide the blush.

“Anyway, as you can imagine, it’s a big scandal, the fact that I’m freelancing. Most of them won’t even talk to me anymore. They certainly won’t talk to anyone about me. If asked, they say that I’m still recovering from being injured in the Utilities Strike.” He knocks a fist against his bad shoulder. “The nicer relatives figure I’m going through a phase and will sign a contract as soon as I’ve got my shit together, if I don’t run out of time and get termed first.”

Isako doesn’t mention that she agrees with those relatives, very much hopes they’re right.

Kob reaches over to refill her wineglass, but Isako shakes her head and waves away the offer. She knows her unfortunate limit now; a second glass would either put her straight to sleep or keep her up all night, nothing in between. Fucked-up menopausal metabolism. Kob pours for himself instead and leans back in the seat. “Do you remember our first assignment together?”

“I’m not that senile.”

“I found you very intimidating.”

“Me? You’re the one they hired to scare the wagemen. Our badges were so shiny back then, they certainly didn’t hire us for our experience or reputation. They brought you on because you looked like you could crack heads.”

“True. And they hired you because you were already the fastest longkniveswoman around. Like I said, very intimidating. Until that one time we were up for fifty-two hours straight and someone passed around a bottle of whiskey. You took three shots and fell asleep on the floor. Amazing thing is that you still had better reflexes than the rest of us the next morning, even hungover.”

“That was stupid. I’d never do that now.”

“Ah, but I’m not sure we’d have become as good friends if I hadn’t seen you with your armor down.” Kob levels a finger. “To everyone else, you may be Quickblade, paragon of the Agency, but to me, you’re always going to be that one friend I had to pick off the floor and carry to bed. I was the only one who could pick you up, mind. You were heavy.”

“Shut the fuck up.”

“Act tough all you like, but I’m going to miss you an awful lot. When the time comes, I’ll be honored to witness. But that doesn’t mean I want to.”

Isako looks down at the napkin in her lap. “I hope you’re not trying to change my mind.”

Kob shakes his head. “Mother in Chains, look at me, Isa. I’m not in a position to judge anyone. I just think you’re not giving yourself enough credit. You’re a mother, and a mentor, and a friend on top of being a hell of an atier. We always say those who resign bequeath a gift to the rest of us. That’s true when it comes to money and resources—but when it comes to the heart, nothing makes up for losing them.”

She thinks of Tessa on the watchtower. Of herself as a girl, watching Akio walk away from her without looking back.

It’s late; Isako can feel the wine kicking in, soft fatigue descending over her. Most of the other diners have departed, leaving the two of them alone by the darkened window. She waves down their waiter and is pleasantly surprised when she pays the bill. “It didn’t even cost all that much.”

“What did I tell you? Fish is more affordable these days. I read an article about how culinary researchers worked with Genebank scientists to cross the most flavorful fish that the ancestors were recorded to have regularly eaten, with air-breathing species. Fish with lungs can be farmed far more cheaply.” Kob leaves his coat unbuttoned as they exit the restaurant; the heat generators and streetlights and bustling sidewalk crowds of SoCon GasPro cocoon them in warmth as they walk to Isako’s hotel.

They reach the front entrance of the Summer Suites. Kob stops outside. “Get some sleep and call me when you get up in the morning.”

“Are you going back to your place?”

“Technically, I’m working security at the Epic Vibe tonight.”

“What? When?” It’s already 2430.

Kob checks the time. “Ninety minutes ago.”

“You… you blew off your job?” Punctuality is practically a part of the Code; that’s how seriously atiers treat it. She can’t remember Kob ever being late even by a minute, much less not showing up when he was supposed to.

“It’s barely what you would call a job. One of the managers recognized me having a drink there one night and was so surprised I was freelancing that he jokingly offered to pay me in free drinks and offscrip tips if I worked as a bouncer and intimidated troublemakers. You should’ve seen his face when I said sure.” Kob chuckles, seemingly amused at his own expense. “I don’t need to go back there. Spending the evening having dinner with an old friend was a thousand times more enjoyable.”

“It was good food,” she admits grudgingly. “Thanks for the suggestion.”

“See you in the morning.” Kob starts walking down the street toward the tram line.

“Hey,” she calls after him. When he turns around, she says, “It’s late and a long way back to Field Transport. Since we’re going to be working together… The hotel room is plenty big. Do you want to sleep on the sofa tonight?”

Kob is silent for a moment. Then he lets out a big bark of laughter.

“What’s so funny?” she asks, startled into defensiveness.

“It’s only that… I think Sheila was the last woman to ask me that question before we split up for good. The way she asked, it wasn’t optional and it wasn’t meant to be nice.” He walks back toward her and holds open the hotel door for her. “I appreciate your offer a lot more.”







EIGHTEEN


496.59.2.1323: Emha, can we talk? I have an interview with Sandbar Uchi. Sandbar fucking Uchi! As in, Southern Continent Gas Production. Is this real? Is this actually happening to me?

496.59.2.1324: Hello, Martim. You sound very excited. As you should be! Every interview with a potential client is an opportunity for you to showcase your skills and future worth to the Company. Tell me more about what this interview means to you.

496.59.2.1325: Can you imagine if I got this contract? Shit, who am I kidding? The odds are astronomically fucking low. But they’re not zero, right? I do have an interview, so I have a chance. Everyone says Sandbar Uchi is tough, so I need to be ready for anything. I need to knock it out of the park. Convince him I’m the man he wants to hire.

—the recovered files of Dragonfly Martim



Terrasday, 5-week, 500 AF

When Isako wakes, the sun is barely up, seeping tepid light across the wall of her hotel room. She glances at the time, wishes she could sleep longer.

Kob is still asleep in the main room, his large frame sprawled face down across the entire length of the sofa, one arm trailing onto the floor. His heavy jacket is slung over the back of a chair and his sheathed longknife is propped against the armrest of the sofa, within easy reach.

Cradling a mug of tea, she sits down at the table, sipping and waiting for the caffeine to hit. She envies Kob’s ability to sleep long and soundly in a new location. His back rises and falls in breaths as soft and even as those of a child, not the rumbling snore one would imagine coming from a large, slumbering man. In the morning glow, she notices his surprisingly long eyelashes and the way the light catches the sprinkling of silver hairs in his beard. She wonders idly whether it feels soft or coarse.

It’s been a long time since she’s watched a man sleep. She used to wake earlier than Tai, and on those rare days when she didn’t have to leave before he rose, she would stay in bed, reading while he slept, waiting for him to roll over and mumble awake. He would reach over and pull her to him, put his hands up her nightshirt, endearingly clumsy in his morning amorousness.

That was many years ago. The nights they spent in the same bed trickled down to a rarity. The leisurely mornings went extinct. After Tai, there were other men: not many—brief dalliances, temporary distractions where both parties knew what the deal was. No expectations they stay in touch. She had a war to fight.

It’s an odd relief, to look at Kob sleeping and not feel any sexual desire. It’s not that he’s unattractive. Some women might be put off by his size, but Isako thinks he’s handsome—has always thought him handsome. Her affection for Kob is like a weighted blanket—heavy and comforting, formed back when they were both married to other people, familiar with the texture of long friendship.

She pulls out her screen and reviews the codas she’s been drafting. In the sober and brutal light of second consideration, they’re all terrible. Now that the assignment has taken unexpected turns, she’s even more uncertain. If she succeeds, she’ll be famous for bringing down a Company kingpin. If she fails, it’ll be up to Savannah Minto and the Agency to decide if she’s allowed to resign with any bonus whatsoever. Her coda might be extremely well publicized or entirely ignored. Should she try to shape her resignation letter in anticipation of how many eyes will read it, and whether they’ll view the arc of her career as a heroic example, or a stunning failure?

Trying to write a coda to suit the audience seems antithetical to the point of the exercise. Scowling, she erases all her drafts and stares at the blank screen. Has Kob thought about his coda? Does he already know what it’s going to be? She writes, slowly. I hope for my example to be my legacy. She’s not sure if she’s addressing Maya, or Kob, or some vague abstraction of everyone in the profession—the Partners at the Agency and all the clients and colleagues and mentees who’ve ever crossed paths with Quickblade.

Kob stirs awake and sits up slowly, rubbing his face. The way his hair sticks out in all directions makes Isako smile. Seeing her sitting at the table, he says, his voice thick with sleep, “How long have you been up?”

“Not long.” She closes her screen and sets it aside. “I can’t offer you fresh eggs, but I can order up room service. And you can use the shower, if you like.”

Kob gets to his feet. “I won’t take long,” he promises, as if the scrip for a shower compares to the cost of last night’s seafood dinner. He goes into the bathroom and she hears him humming a tune over the sound of running water. By the time he comes out, breakfast has arrived—goat milk yogurt, toast, fruit, and tea.

The view of SoCon GasPro headquarters is stunning this morning, the tops of its great black towers haloed with white light, the central dome shining like the multihued carapace of an enormous beetle. Wagemen flow like ants along wide boulevards lined with frost-limned arctic willows. Watching the cityhab rousing to a new day, Isako feels almost at peace.

Reluctantly, she breaks the comfortable silence. “I want to go to the District 110 crematorium,” she says as they finish off their meal. “That’s where Martim’s body was taken. No cause of death was recorded, but maybe I can learn more in person.”

Kob wipes his mouth with a napkin. “If we’re headed to the western outskirts, there’s a place I’d like to stop by first. It won’t take long.”
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Kob wants to visit a water fountain. It looks like a perfectly ordinary city water fountain: a cylinder with a spout, a display that informs users the tank is currently 34 percent full, and a place to scan one’s badge to buy 100 ml, 200 ml, or 300 ml at a time. As they approach, a young woman in a thermal jogging suit finishes filling up her water bottle. When she’s done, Kob goes up to the fountain and bows his head.

Isako reads the name carved into the stone pavers at the foot of the machine: Elk Thomas. A man who resigned long ago and came to his final resting spot here. Years later, his remains were DNA tested and a water fountain built over his bones.

“You knew him?” Isako asks.

“I served his dismissal,” Kob says. “Twenty-four years ago.”

Isako looks around. They’re in one of the newer neighborhoods of the Airshield Tech division. Tenacity has grown at an extraordinary clip for the past several decades. Twenty-four years ago, this area would have been a lifeless part of the Vastness.

“What was so special about him?”

“Nothing. He was bad at his job. He wasn’t always a poor performer, but he went through some personal problems and stopped trying. Worked in Cityhab Systems, which was a stable-enough division that he could coast for years. Until the Weather Shocks happened, and then the Purge of 476.” Kob squats down to touch the name carved into the stone. “He wasn’t brave about resigning either. Cried through the whole thing.”

Kob stands back up. “Tom, you didn’t deserve what you got. You were in the wrong division at the wrong time. I’m sorry for the part I played in it. I hope I didn’t do too bad of a job delivering the news, but I was pretty new to it back then.” He looks around. The fountain is situated along a walking path bordered with sedge grass and leading to a tram station. Sunlight strikes the face of the cylinder like the gnomon of a sundial.

“You’re in a nice spot. Thirsty folks who pass by are happy to see you. I checked in on your kith. They’re living in HabSys Quad4 now. Your kithsister passed, but she left two kids, four grandkids. Your son’s still alive. Thought you’d want to know.” Kob makes the blessing sign of the Mother, sweeping a cupped hand to his mouth. “Now that you’re back under the airshield, I hope you’re at peace.”

Kob takes out a screen and stylus from his inside coat pocket. Isako leans over to see him cross Elk Thomas’s name off a long list.

“Is that a list of everyone you’ve dismissed and terminated?” Isako’s astonished not by the length of the list, but by the fact that he’s recorded them all, and by what he appears to be doing with the information. “Are you visiting all of their resting sites? What for?”

Kob puts away the screen. “I can’t visit the ones outside of the airshield, obviously. For those, I find a temple near the gate they resigned from and say my bit there.”

“What if they followed one of the old faiths?” Isako isn’t sure why she asks; it’s a silly question.

Kob shrugs. “The way I figure it, time and space don’t make any difference once you’re dead. Whether someone’s Waiting for the Mother’s freedom, or reborn on old Earth, or in heaven with Jesus Christ, you can still talk to them, if you make an honest effort.”

The list that Isako glimpsed has about three-quarters of the names crossed out. Is this what Kob has been doing since he fell into freelancing? Spending his time apologizing to dead people? He did say he has work to do that no one would pay him for.

“Why would you want to talk to them?” Her tone is harsher than she intends. But she’s offended that he’s adopted this burden of guilt. It’s ridiculous. Egotistical, even. She’s been unspeakably glad for his company. Now she wants to shove him, hard.

Kob doesn’t react to her ire. “Don’t you ever think about your DTEs? Do you ever see their faces in your mind, or hear their voices?”

The morbid question gives her uncomfortable pause. “Some of them stick in my mind longer than others, sure. I don’t think anyone can do what we do and not be emotionally affected by it. But I don’t keep a list to look back upon.” Her list would be shorter than Kob’s, but the idea is still deeply unpleasant.

“It’s not that I want to remember them. I just do.” Kob taps the side of his head.

When it comes to names and faces, Rain Kob has a near-perfect memory. She was awed by his ability when they worked together. If she were to mention someone they met in passing years ago, Kob could offer up their name, role, division, and what they were wearing at the time. He can look at a lineup of twenty faces and pick out a single one of them in a crowd three weeks later. He can identify anyone after a glance at a single photograph.

“A dead-useful skill to have as an atier. Not so great in other ways.” Solemnly, “I want to make my own peace with them. Even if it takes a while.”

“You’re not responsible for their deaths. You carried out decisions that had already been made,” Isako reminds him. “The Company determines how to distribute limited resources. The Executive allows wars and mergers, reorganizations and purges. Directors sign the dismissal notices. We’re just doing our jobs like everyone else.”

“You’re right.”

She’s not mollified by his quick agreement. “Besides, you’re only taking into account people to whom you personally served notices. What about all the work you’ve done that helped a client’s division at the expense of another? Work that led to reductions you didn’t even see. You could never make it through a list of all those names.”

She’s cruelly satisfied at Kob’s silence and downcast demeanor. Maybe it’s wrong of her to dismiss his personal quest of repentance, especially after he’s offered to keep helping her, but she doesn’t like this strange side of him.

Isako relents a little. “What you’re doing is admirable, but the best way to honor the dead is by creating the future.”

Sure, her words ring of Companyspeak, but that doesn’t make them untrue. The Code demands as much faith from its atiers as the Scripture of Sefa does of its priests. Kob knows that as well as she does. At least, she thought he did.

“Sometimes, the future claims too much from us.” Kob exhales warmth into his hands and turns away. “Let’s find out what happened to your apprentice.”







NINETEEN

“Why in the name of old Earth was Martim’s body brought out here?”

District 110 is a quiet neighborhood of friendly-looking single-story buildings separated by curving stone pathways through manicured high-desert gardens. Divisions like CTH Services and Medical Technology don’t worry about the competition and warfare that other divisions do. They’re deemed sociocritical divisions, along with Education, Health Services, Food Supply, and a few others. While they might go through a reorganization or reduction in force once or twice a century, they don’t change much, which makes them the safest places to live and work in the Company. The only unrest that makes an unwelcome appearance occurs when protestors or saboteurs vandalize the synthtech clinics.

Was Martim doing something in District 110 when he died? Or was his body taken so far away from SoCon GasPro in order to keep his death hidden?

The crematorium is a modest building between a high-rise medical office tower and a caregiver training center. The lobby is solemn with dark-toned labwood and soft orange lighting. Peaceful harp music plays in the background. A bored clerk looks up as Isako and Kob approach the front desk.

“I’m here on behalf of the Agency, to investigate the death of one of its contractors,” Isako tells him. “Dragonfly Martim, personnel ID 724-533-808.”

The clerk scans Isako’s badge to verify her claim of Agency authority, but Constance is good for her word. “Yes, his remains were processed here on the Sefaday of first week,” the man says, tapping through records on his data visor. “What do you want to know?”

She’s known of Martim’s death for days now but it’s still an unpleasant jolt to hear it confirmed so impersonally. “What was the condition of the body when it arrived?”

The staff member reads through the record. “No decay. All the usable organs were healthy and removed as per standard donor protocol.”

Martim was last seen at his apartment eight days before his death certificate was filed, and the lack of decay suggests he died near the end of that missing period, not long before his remains were disposed of. Where was he during that intervening time?

“Can you tell me the cause of death?”

The clerk purses his lips. “It seems to have been left off the official record, but the coroner’s note says it was a drug overdose.”

Isako’s stomach sinks. “Accidental or intentional?”

“Undetermined. No autopsy was performed, so there’s nothing more I can tell you.”

Isako exchanges a glance with Kob. Alarms hum in her head as her suspicions rise and gain speed. “Who picked up his remains? And his badge and longknife?”

“Released four days later to the same person who brought in the body and arranged the cremation.” The clerk peers at them over the top of his blue visor and his voice takes a turn away from the bored professionalism he’s shown so far. “I remember her—she was hard to forget. Not every day you meet a jarbrain, and I’ve never seen such a realistic bombshell model like that before. Must’ve been one of a kind.”

“An especially advanced second stager, you said?” Kob rubs his jaw, searching his perfect memory. He takes out his screen and pulls up an image from the Companynet—it’s a photo from a lifestyle-magazine feature. He holds it out over the desk. “This look like her?”

The clerk’s eyes widen. “That’s definitely her.” He reads the photo caption and frowns in confusion. “Wrong name, though. The woman who came here wasn’t named Fern Madison. It was River Thea. A representative of SoCon GasPro.”
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Back in the hotel room, Isako scrolls through recent public footage of Sandbar Uchi. She picks out glimpses of a curvy redheaded woman in the background, dressed inconspicuously in dark security clothes.

“That’s her—River Thea,” Kob says, looking over Isako’s shoulder. “Sandbar Uchi’s personal bodyguard.”

“Uchi’s bodyguard is a jarbrain?” She slows down the videos and zooms in, but the crematorium clerk is right—if this woman is in second stage, she’s sporting the most advanced synthtech available.

Isako finds a photograph of Uchi from a charity function six years ago, when he was still with his third wife, Fern Madison. The same redheaded woman is on his arm, this time smiling winningly in a shimmery green gown with a plunging neckline that shows off her generous cleavage. Isako flips between the newer and older photos. It’s creepy—the resemblance, and the non-resemblance.

“Uchi caused a major scandal last year.” Kob rubs his eyes and squints at the screen. “I remember seeing Fern Madison on a talk show saying she was going to sue her ex-husband for giving away her synthbody.”

“He gave his ex-wife’s synthbody to his bodyguard?” Isako hasn’t yet gone through all the information Crater sent to her, but so far she’s focused her research on Uchi’s career and his leadership of SoCon GasPro. She hasn’t been scouring tabloid news headlines, but apparently she should. “Can he even do that? Isn’t it against policy?”

“It’s against policy to design your synthbody in someone else’s likeness, to substantially alter it from your first-stage appearance, or to deviate from human form. But Fern Madison’s synthbody was commissioned and paid for by Sandbar Uchi before the divorce, so he still owns it. It’s a legal gray area.”

“That’s messed up.” She imagines Uchi’s sadistic satisfaction at knowing his ex-wife has to see her own synthbody trailing obediently behind him everywhere he goes. She swipes away the photographs. “As fucked up as what happened to Martim.”

Kob sits down across from her. “You don’t buy the drug-overdose story.”

“Martim was meticulous. Detail oriented. You should’ve seen how the kid dressed. Vincent didn’t think an accidental overdose was likely from the stuff he was selling, and my subcon said there was nothing unusual in Martim’s recent pattern of behavior to suggest he was suicidal. An overdose doesn’t make any sense.”

“Not everyone shows signs of their struggles,” Kob says gravely.

“True,” she concedes, “but the timing of how it went down can’t be coincidence. Martim cleaned up the Field 93 disaster, made sure the Company investigation and hearing went the director’s way and didn’t jeopardize his Board nomination. Just as Uchi is on the eve of getting everything he wants, the one man who did his dirty work and knows all his secrets conveniently disappears.”

“You believe he had Martim killed.”

She doesn’t want it to be true, but hearing Kob state it out loud so baldly, she has to admit it’s been her suspicion from the start. “There’s been no announcement, no funeral, no notification given to the Agency.” If Isako had died while on contract, Greves would’ve let everyone in the division off work for the day, made it a big deal. “We already know Uchi’s capable of eliminating those whose existence he considers a liability. SoCon GasPro wants to keep Martim’s death quiet so no one thinks to question his absence, at least until Uchi is voted onto the Board.”

The faithful retainer betrayed by his lord. The servant expected to fall on his sword to protect his master. It’s a story as tragic as it is old, and it makes Isako sick to her stomach.

Her kithfather used to say, “A true longknivesman is rewarded not in life, but in death.” Client service carries its risks; she’s always known she might die protecting her client or have to resign to take responsibility for failure. But loyalty is supposed to go both ways. That’s why directors can have only one atier. Why Exclusive contracts exist. There’s a big fucking difference between giving one’s life in service and being murdered in cold blood by your own client.

Kob frowns. “Uchi’s never hesitated to fire underperformers. Why would he need to kill Martim when he could simply dismiss him, or decide not to renew his contract?”

“It would be too big a risk to leave him alive.” Atiers are expected to take their client’s secrets to the grave, but Martim was particularly young and promising. He would’ve landed a contract with someone else, possibly one of Uchi’s rivals looking to poach an insider. His knowledge of the director’s sins might’ve surfaced, sooner or later.

Kob is still frowning. “Uchi pushes his division hard, but he’s also famous for rewarding his top performers. You said Martim was smart and driven and on the cusp of an Exclusive contract that would’ve made him loyal for life. The only reason for Uchi to change his mind so drastically is if he believed Martim was failing or betraying him.”

“Martim was gone from his apartment for a week before his body was brought to the crematorium. I think his client sent him somewhere, to keep him out of the way and unsuspecting.”

“Because Uchi didn’t trust him anymore and was already planning to kill him.” Kob finishes the thought for her. “But what made him doubt Martim to begin with?”

“Only one way to find out for sure.” She can see the source of her answers from the hotel room window, and she’s tired of dancing around the center of the storm.

She calls the office of Director Sandbar Uchi.

After several transfers, she reaches the director’s undersecretary. “I’m calling on behalf of the Agency,” she announces, “to schedule a meeting with Director Uchi regarding the status of his atier, Dragonfly Martim.”

She’s hoping the mention of Martim’s name will elicit a reaction, but the undersecretary doesn’t miss a beat. “The director is extremely busy. You may have heard he’s preparing for a Board confirmation hearing.” The dripping condescension suggests Isako ought to be ashamed of herself for presuming to bother the director at such a time. “I might be able to schedule an appointment during 36-week, if that works for you.”

A man of Director Uchi’s stature doesn’t see just anyone in person. Even another director might go through several of Uchi’s underlings and wait weeks to get on his calendar. But an appointment half a year away certainly does not work for Isako.

She lets a pause sit on the line as she brings to mind the historic grandeur of the Agency office. The stained glass, the arched nave, the haughty receptionist in spotless white. The arrogance of the Partners rivals any director, even here in SoCon GasPro.

“Apparently, you haven’t been made aware of the urgent nature of this meeting.” She enunciates her words with righteous disdain. “It’s come to the attention of the Partners that atier Dragonfly Martim is dead. The Agency received no notice of this from your division. It is, of course, a requirement that we be informed within five days when a contractor dies or a contract is canceled for any reason. As Director Uchi ought to know, failure to do so is subject to penalties ranging from removal of favored-client status up to blacklisting.”

No division would want to be blacklisted by the Agency. Being unable to hire licensed contractors, and thus being without the services of short-term workers and qualified longknivesmen, would handicap any division.

In the case of SoCon GasPro, the threat is largely an empty one. They’re too big and important for the Agency to blacklist easily. The division probably has dozens of contractors, possibly even more atiers, working for Uchi’s numerous subdirectors. The Partners aren’t going to give up that revenue. But the undersecretary doesn’t need to know that. Isako only wants her to be concerned enough to bring up their conversation with Director Uchi.

“We realize this is a busy time for the director, but I’m sure you can appreciate that the irregular situation is concerning to the Partners. Dragonfly Martim was a top atier, and according to all indications, there were no issues with his performance. Please inform Director Uchi that Isthmus Isako has been sent by the Agency to speak with him about the matter immediately.”

The undersecretary sniffs, “Of course, Director Uchi values the services provided by the Agency; however, you will simply have to wait until there’s an opening in his schedule—”

Isako cuts her off. “The director’s own bodyguard disposed of Martim’s body and removed his longknife and badge from a crematorium on the other side of the cityhab. I assume this occurred with the director’s knowledge. Unless some satisfactory explanation for these unusual events is provided, I will be reporting this information to the Agency.”

She ends the call.

“Now you’ve gone and done it,” Kob says.

She’s alerted Uchi’s people to the fact that she’s here, digging up dirt, prepared to make a stink. She’s made herself a nuisance and thus a target.

“He’ll rightly suspect you were sent by a rival trying to keep him off the Board,” Kob points out. “After that, we’ll be followed and watched everywhere we go.”

Kob’s right. Maybe it would’ve been better not to show their hand so early. But she doesn’t care anymore. “He’s bound to find out I’m here, sooner or later. Constance entrusted me with Agency authority, and I’m damn well going to use it. I want to catch Uchi off balance, confront him while he’s still adjusting to second stage. If he’s not completely with it mentally and can’t control his reactions, all the better.”

She’s never met Director Uchi, but she dislikes him. Hates him, even. She’s not used to hating people, not when they’re simply part of an assignment. She doesn’t even hate Director Minto. But there’s no ignoring her quiet, growing rage.

Kob clears his throat. “Are you sure you aren’t getting attached to this theory because it’s convenient for you?”

“What do you mean?”

He looks at her as if to say she knows exactly what he means. “Your client ordered you to prevent Uchi’s confirmation to the Board. She doesn’t care that Martim’s dead. She won’t even care if Uchi was the one who murdered him, not unless it changes the Board vote, and I don’t yet see how it does. If Uchi can wipe out a gas field and emerge relatively unscathed, what’s it going to matter if he terminated his atier?”

“If Martim was murdered for covering up his client’s role in the Field 93 disaster, it’s as good as a confession of Uchi’s guilt,” Isako counters. “It might make more people question the official outcome of the hearing. We could uncover the evidence Martim hid on Uchi’s behalf. Also, the timing of Martim’s death—right after Uchi’s recorporalization—suggests he could’ve been acting hastily, out of paranoia and mental instability. That also casts doubt on whether he ought to be elevated into Company governance.”

“That’s a whole lot of ifs and mights,” Kob says. “You’re counting on getting revenge for your apprentice under the guise of client service.”

Isako pushes to her feet. “Do you really consider me that unprofessional? You think I’ve forgotten the Code? Who do you think I am?” She doesn’t mean for her words to come out as hot and sharp as they do.

“I know you’re upset Martim’s dead. A lot more upset than you’re letting on.” Kob gives her a searching look without moving from his seat. Quietly, “You know it’s not your fault, don’t you? You were his mentor. Not his mother, not his client. You prepared him to pass the licensing exam, but he made his own decisions after that. He chose to take this contract, and it fucked him over.”

“It’s not that vastblasted simple, Kob.” She spins away from him toward the window, leans her forehead against the glass. Lets the cool pressure spread into her skull.

“He called me late at night, a year ago.” Sour regret thickens her voice. “He left me a rambling message saying he was having second thoughts about his contract, that he didn’t think he made the right choice, and asking if we could talk about it.”

Kob listens silently.

“I told him to suck it up and stop being such a pussy. Not in those exact words, but close enough. I thought it was what he needed to hear, but it was only what I wanted to say.”

She turns back around and meets Kob’s eyes. “I didn’t think it was a big deal. I figured he was going through the usual crisis of confidence we all go through with our first tough assignment or difficult client, and I was annoyed by his complaining. Jealous, even. The war with SatOps wasn’t going well. Martim had a whole career ahead of him, and I could already see the end of mine. What did the kid even know about the hardship of client service, anyway? What had he seen in his two years that was a fraction of the shit we’ve been through over decades? He hadn’t gone through a war or a merger or a strike; he hadn’t delivered any DTE notices. Hell, he only knew the pointy end of a longknife because I was the one who taught him. If he was having a rough time in the edge life, well, yeah—welcome to the fucking club.”

Isako drops back onto the sofa as if her bones have turned to lead. “That’s the last time I heard from him. He didn’t call after that. I meant to reach out, but I was too busy. Busy fighting a war that I lost. By the time I tried to get back in touch to congratulate him on Uchi’s nomination, he was already dead. Now I can’t stop thinking: What if I’d just called him back?”

Kob fills his large frame with air. Lets it out again. “It’s still not your fault, Isa.”

“I had doubts when he was offered a Principal contract in SoCon GasPro. I’d heard that Uchi hires and fires contractors at the drop of a hat, that he grinds atiers to dust. But Martim was so excited to get the contract that I didn’t say anything to discourage him. He was young and cocky. I was plenty tough on him as a mentor and he rose to the challenge. I figured if anyone could hack it, he could.

“Maybe I am too invested,” she admits. “Maybe this isn’t exactly the way my client would want me to go about things. But Director Minto is no fool. I lost a war against her so I know that much. She sent me here because she’s convinced that Uchi’s unfit, that him being voted onto the Board would be bad for the Company. I didn’t care at first—I just wanted to get through this last contract. But now I think she’s right.”

A call alert arrives and she picks it up. The undersecretary says, curt and aggrieved and without preamble, “Director Uchi will see you on Monday at seventeen hundred for fifteen minutes.”







TWENTY


497.1.2.1807: Holy shit. I GOT THE CONTRACT. I’m going to be atier to Sandbar Uchi, director of Southern Continent Gas Production.

497.1.2.1808: Congratulations on taking such a big step in your career with the Company!

497.1.2.1809: I can’t believe it.

497.1.2.1811: Don’t sell yourself short, Martim. Imposter syndrome is common among overachievers. You worked hard for this, so take the time to celebrate your success! Do you have a daily gratitude practice?

497.1.2.1815: Jesus, whoever programmed you sure made you annoyingly cheery, didn’t they?

497.1.2.1816: I’m sorry, Martim, I didn’t intend to annoy you. I will try to do better.

—the recovered files of Dragonfly Martim


Monday, 6-week, 500 AF

Staring at SoCon GasPro headquarters for days doesn’t prepare Isako for being inside.

Entering the vast foyer of the central dome is like stepping beyond the airshield. Wraparound screens cover the walls of the circular chamber, displaying panoramic images transmitted live from the division’s six hundred and fifteen gas fields. Picturesque vistas of rocky steppes and gravel deserts, undulating hills dotted with lichen and shrubs, sprawls of nascent grassland buzzing with insects introduced by the ecological engineers.

In every view, grand emission stacks stand sentinel and majestic, billowing chemical-laden steam, neat as soldiers standing arrayed on the battlefield.

There are no plants or cloned animals, bubbling pools of water or dreams of a long-ago paradise in Sandbar Uchi’s domain. To enter is to be confronted by the reality of the Founders’ Vision, awed by the scope and progress of the millennia-spanning terraforming effort.

The division motto is inlaid across the floor in black quartzite. We Make the World.

Isako and Kob pass through three scangates before they’re allowed into the waiting area outside the director’s office. Kob takes a seat, semi-zanshin, in one of the lableather armchairs. Isako paces slowly, pretending to examine the artwork from Uchi’s private collection, which is rumored to be worth a fortune and to contain pieces preserved from the Great Ships. Two stiff-backed secretaries in matching black suits and blue data visors occupy the narrow desks flanking the doors at the far end of the room, their fingers fluttering and tapping the air.

It’s a risk to have Kob with her at this meeting. She can’t pretend his presence is sanctioned by the Agency; the Partners wouldn’t approve the involvement of a freelancer, no matter his prior accomplishments. By getting on the wrong side of Sandbar Uchi, at best Kob’s throwing away any chance of getting a future contract in one of the Company’s largest divisions. At worst, he’s signing up to share her fate.

But it goes without saying that they’re in this together now. Kob’s taken up residence in her hotel room. They didn’t discuss the decision; it just happened. So if Uchi has people watching her, they know Kob’s here anyway. And Isako admits she wants her old partner around if things go south.

She scans the reception area, noticing the autosealing doors and the presence of cameras near the ceiling. It’s entirely possible Uchi’s people investigated her recent activities and determined she’s working for Savannah Minto. Or maybe Condor Anand tipped them off from the very start. Agency authority notwithstanding, if Uchi views her visit as a personal threat, he can have that threat neutralized.

The labwood-paneled double doors swing open. A beautiful redheaded woman strides toward them, triggersheath swinging gently on her thigh.

Isako’s left hand twitches near her hip. Kob pushes himself out of the armchair.

River Thea stops in front of them and tilts into a slight bow. “The director’s ready to see you. Come with me, please.” The woman’s voice is rich and breathy, at odds with her severe professional attire. Most likely that’s just the way her voice was designed.

Uchi’s bodyguard turns around and leads the way. Isako and Kob exchange an unnerved glance before following. If you didn’t know River Thea was a second stager, you’d be fooled—at least initially. The woman’s gait seems natural, without the usual perceptible jerkiness of every older synthbody Isako’s seen. Her face is smooth and unblemished, but nothing more uncommon than someone who’s spent significant time and money on aesthetic treatments. The one thing that gives the jarbrain away is the subtle lack of frequent eye and facial movements, but even the woman’s stony expression might be explained away by her job instead of a technical limitation.

Compared against Savannah Minto’s decades-old model, River Thea’s eighth-generation synthbody is like the newest high-resolution holosim next to an old datafilm projection.

Fern Madison is in her fifties now, but her doppelganger is ageless, the voluptuous hourglass figure frozen in the rosy youth of her late twenties. Her thick copper-red hair sways in time with her hips. The 8G synthbody of a trophy wife, armed with a black badge and longknife. It’s the most bizarre fucking thing Isako’s ever seen. It sets her teeth on edge.

The double doors open silently to admit them into the office. The room is artful, opulent, and sterile. Black furniture on plush, spotless beige carpet. Rich labwood paneling and sconce lighting glinting off glass tables. Behind the director’s elevated desk hangs a long mural depicting the stark landscape of the Vastness. Uchi’s chair is turned away from them to face the painting, as if, like the screens in the foyer suggest, he’s surveying his kingdom.

Thea escorts the two visitors before her client, stopping them at the red carpet runner six meters in front of the desk. “Isthmus Isako and Rain Kob, current and former atier contractors,” she announces, then steps aside, taking up a position by the wall close enough to intercept Isako and cut her down if she were to make any move across the boundary.

Uchi’s chair swivels around to face them. There’s barely any difference between the director’s second-stage chassis and the man Isako’s seen in Companynet footage. Uchi’s full head of silver hair is swept back over a commanding brow and a face composed of hard planes made stronger rather than softer with age. His broad shoulders perfectly fill the cut of his custom-made charcoal pinstripe suit. Standing, he would be nearly as large as Kob.

His steel-gray eyes may be glass-fronted cameras, but the keen intelligence behind them regards the two longknivespeople with unsettling intensity. “Let me guess.” His voice is gravelly but amiable, edged with amusement and impatience. “The Agency’s pissed off at me. Again.”

Isako shifts forward, careful not to step on the visitor line. “Director, thank you for responding promptly to my request for a meeting. May I first offer belated congratulations on your entry into the enlightened second stage of life. I trust it’s gone well?”

Uchi lifts one shoulder. “As well as to be expected, considering the fortune I paid for it. Synthtech is better than ever, but I could’ve built two gas fields for less money.”

“I’m glad to hear the adjustment hasn’t been too difficult.”

“You know what I really miss? Workouts. I used to hit the gym at four thirty every morning. It was part of my routine for decades, and now exercise is unhealthy. Not supposed to put wear and tear on the parts.” Uchi interlaces his large hands behind his head. “I admit, though, that a few administrative items were delayed during my absence and the busy last few weeks. I’m not surprised the Agency sent someone after me, but I didn’t expect them to send you. Didn’t your client lose his division and make a public show of walking into the Vastness?”

Isako doesn’t allow her expression to change. “I asked for permission to follow Director Greves’s resignation, but as it turns out, the Agency had another task for me.”

“What about you, Strikebreaker?” Uchi turns his shrewd attention to Kob. “Your license shows up as expired. Again, not what I expected. How the mighty have fallen. You should’ve come to SoCon GasPro first. We could always use someone with your skillset out in the fields.”

Kob smiles without warmth. “Thank you, sir, but I’m not doing that kind of work anymore. I just happened to run into Isako and decided to tag along for old time’s sake.” He makes accompanying her to SoCon GasPro headquarters sound like a visit to the corner store. “Very presumptuous of me, I know. But I was also acquainted with Dragonfly Martim.”

At Martim’s name, Uchi’s manner stiffens. The twist of his thin lips and the wrinkling across the bridge of his nose seems so effortlessly human that Isako is astonished by the synthtech quality all over again.

“What do you want to know that couldn’t have been sent as a message?”

“Martim was my apprentice,” Isako says. “I was shocked to learn of his death, and even more astonished to learn that no report of it was filed with the Agency. Weeks have gone by, and there’s been no official notice from your office, no obituary or funeral services held for Martim, and no hiring process begun for a replacement atier.”

“As I said,” Uchi replies evenly, but with unveiled exasperation, “things have been a bit delayed around here. It’s not easy to hire a new atier. It doesn’t help that the Agency has a track record of sending me candidates that are absolute fucking duds. I simply haven’t had the time or inclination to contact the Partners to begin the tedious process.”

“That doesn’t change the reporting requirement,” Isako counters. “Your atier died suddenly, and his remains were disposed of far from SoCon GasPro by your own bodyguard.”

“What’s your point?”

“Did you have Martim killed?” she demands.

“I fired him and he took his own life. So if you want to blame me for his death, go ahead. I take full responsibility.”

Just like that. She waits for Uchi to explain, to equivocate, to defend his decision and its outcome. She wants him to try. But he doesn’t say anything more, merely straightens his sleeve cuffs and looks at her with an expectant calm that asks, Anything else?

“Why did you get rid of him?” The question comes out small.

“He failed me at a crucial time.”

“You gave no indication to the Agency that he was underperforming. Why not just let his contract expire and send him back to the Agency? Give him a chance to work for another client. Martim was young, not even thirty years old yet; he could’ve—”

“He was a drug addict.” For the first time, Uchi looks visibly uncomfortable. Apparently synthtech is now advanced enough to capture the small facial twitches of aggravation and disgust. “He was buying illegal shit and using it regularly while on the job, for years, right under my nose. The Agency would revoke his license for policy violations, if it knew. Do you think he could’ve been hired by another client with prohibited drug use on his record?”

They all know the answer. She thinks about Vincent in the Epic Vibe. About the white injection pen on Martim’s bedside table. She can feel the weight of Kob’s gaze on her. She knew this was a possibility. She just refused to accept it. Wanted to believe something else.

“He resorted to using because of you. The things you made him do, the pressures you put him under.” With dismay, she hears her voice rising. This is not going how she intended. She hoped to unbalance Uchi, to provoke him into revealing weakness. She’s the one showing weakness. “You could’ve granted him permission to resign, you could’ve at least given him that much respect for his service to you, not just… nothing.”

Uchi goes so still that for a moment, he seems like any other jarbrain, his body frozen in a momentary glitch that makes apparent his inhumanity.

Then his face twists and he throws up his hands. “That junkie didn’t deserve a nameplace or resignation bonus! I honestly thought I’d finally found an atier worthy of an Exclusive contract. I was counting on him to aid me through the Board confirmation process. But he turned out to be just another big disappointment.”

He seems genuinely aggrieved. Somehow, that makes it worse.

As useless as it would be, Isako wants to surge over the red line in the carpet, wrap her hands around the jarbrain’s throat, and squeeze. “Martim gave you everything he had for three years and you didn’t even acknowledge his death.”

“In case you haven’t noticed, I’m squarely in the public spotlight these days. The last thing I need during a Board confirmation is for anyone to shine a light on a key member of my leadership team buying and abusing illegal substances. The details would be a sordid distraction.”

“So you pretended nothing happened.”

“The timing was terrible and would’ve given ammunition to my opponents. If the Agency’s that upset about the delay, my office will file the paperwork this month and make a statement later—after I’ve been confirmed to the Board.” Uchi spreads his hands as if offering a middle ground. “That’s what I planned to do anyway.”

“I don’t believe you.” Kob’s words come out so flat that Isako half turns toward him. He’s been conspicuously quiet, but his presence is impossible to ignore, and when he wishes it to, his baritone voice is capable of chilling the air in a room. “You’re omitting the fact that Dragonfly Martim was responsible for sanitizing your involvement in the Field 93 disaster. He had crucial evidence erased and the survivors terminated on your orders. When I last spoke to Martim, he was fearful for his career and for his life.”

Uchi blinks, once. “I beg your pardon?”

“You had reasons to want Martim out of the way.” Kob sounds certain. “I’ve worked for clients all over the Company, over many years. Nearly all of them could and would overlook a drug infraction if it served them to do so. You’re obscuring your true motives.”

Uchi stares at the big longknivesman as if he just opened his coat to reveal a vest of explosives. “You’re the ones hiding your motives.” The change in demeanor is rapid; the man goes from smug and controlled to outright menacing in his pointed displeasure. He levels a finger at Isako. “After years without contact, you chose this time to unexpectedly check up on your former apprentice. After disappearing from contract work, Strikebreaker suddenly makes a reappearance. What convenient timing. Am I supposed to believe that it stems from a sudden concern for your colleague’s welfare? Or the far more likely truth—you were sent to dig up dirt in SoCon GasPro and fuck up the vote in order to keep me off the Board.”

Uchi rises from his seat, leaning over his desk with all of his intimidating height. “The Agency wants you to find out if I’ve been recorped with all my marbles. Or the spaceheads hope you’ll drum up false outrage to sabotage the confirmation process. Either way, I see you for what you are—desperate ronin working for desperate masters, trying to stand in the way of your betters. You can’t and won’t succeed.”

Isako realizes she’s made a terrible mistake. Her client would be furious. Kob was right: Savannah Minto doesn’t give a shit about Martim or the Field 93 victims. She sent Isako here to pry into Uchi’s vulnerabilities, to form a plan to block his confirmation to the Board, to keep the terraformist bloc from gaining more political power. Not to face Uchi down in his office only to learn what she should’ve known already—that Martim dug his own grave. He did so the minute he strapped on the longknife and signed his contract.

Isako’s jeopardizing her assignment and failing client duty, yet even with that nauseating awareness sitting rancid in her stomach, she can’t help the words that come out of her mouth. “A cruel lord who doesn’t care about his own people doesn’t deserve to be leading the Company. You say SoCon GasPro is making the world. What kind of world are you making?”

Uchi scowls at her angrily—and with regret. “Time is running out for both of you. Don’t waste what little you have left by setting yourselves against me.” He sits back down and swivels his chair away from them, sliding on a blue data visor and starting to tap through notifications. “The fifteen minutes I promised you are over. You’re no longer welcome in SoCon GasPro. I’ll give you twenty-six hours to leave my division. After that, I make no promises for your safety.”







TWENTY-ONE

River Thea steps forward. “If you please,” she says, resting a hand on the top of her triggersheath to make it clear she’s not asking.

Isako’s fingers twitch. Which of them would win in a quick draw? She wants, suddenly and badly, to prove that flesh and blood can trump eighth-generation synthtech. For one mad moment, she imagines lunging and taking off the jarbrain bodyguard’s pretty red head in one stroke before leaping across the red line of carpet to Uchi’s desk.

Kob says, stony and polite, “Thank you for your time, Director.” He half turns, putting a hand on Isako’s elbow. Reluctantly, she lets him nudge her into retreat. Uchi doesn’t watch them go; he’s already busy with something else.

Uchi’s bodyguard marches them back through the reception area and through the rotunda ringed with its expansive views from beyond the airshield. She calls a driverless car, which glides up to the front of the building. “It’ll take you back to your hotel. Twenty-six hours,” she reminds them. “We’ll know if you overstay.”

“You must’ve worked with Martim a lot,” Isako says, “before you betrayed him and covered up his death.”

She shouldn’t hate River Thea. The bodyguard’s a contractor, bound by the Code just like Isako. The woman’s not even an atier, just a longknife-trained security midtrac. She’s not to blame for Martim’s tragic fate.

This trac, though, isn’t like any of the others. The sight of her fashion-model face makes Isako want to punch it in. River Thea shouldn’t be alive. Contractors die all the time, earlier than most, and none of them get second chances. Martim certainly didn’t. Why should she? Just because of one powerful, impulsive man with a spare synthbody.

Thea’s amber-flecked hazel eyes dart away for a moment, then return to Isako, eerily baleful. “Martim knew what he was signing up for,” she replies tonelessly. “Director Uchi is a demanding client because he expects the best from all of us. One day, when people walk under the open sky without warmsuits and o-masks, there’ll be statues of him in every plaza.”

“Is that why you agreed to become his guinea pig? How’s it feel to be in someone else’s synthbody because an old man wanted to take twisted revenge on his ex-wife?”

Thea’s hand goes for her triggersheath and a snarl issues from her mouth. “It beats being fucking dead.”

Kob steps between them. He’s so much taller than River Thea that the motion practically hides the second stager from Isako’s view. “There’s no client served by this,” he reminds them in a warning grumble. He looks down at Uchi’s bodyguard with pity. “You don’t own that body, do you? No trac could afford 8G synthtech. You’ll occupy it only as long as you’re under contract to Sandbar Uchi. Which’ll be for as long as you live.”

Kob’s right. Isako takes a step back. “You’re a brain that doesn’t even own its jar.”

Perhaps she imagines the pain that flickers across that artificial face. “We’re all just brains wrapped in meat,” Thea reminds them. “You’re just nearer to your expiry date.” She turns her back on them and strides away through the illuminated lobby.

Outside, night has fallen, but the heart of SoCon GasPro still hums with light and traffic. Kob opens the car door and they get in. Once the vehicle starts moving, he says, “She’s not worth your anger, Isa. She’s just another of Uchi’s victims. I feel sorry for her.”

“She’s no victim. She made a devil’s bargain with Uchi in exchange for the best synthbody available.”

“She agreed to serve one client for the rest of her life. How’s that any different from an Exclusive contract?”

“You know it’s damn well different,” Isako exclaims. “People like us don’t become jarbrains. No self-respecting longknivesperson would agree to be recorped. It’s fucking creepy and unnatural, no matter how good the synthtech has gotten.”

Kob doesn’t argue with her.

She throws herself back against the car seat in frustration. “You were right. I shouldn’t have demanded a meeting with Uchi so quickly. I wanted to use Agency authority to make him answer for Martim, but I fucked up. All I did was get us kicked out of SoCon GasPro and make it just about impossible to finish out my contract.”

She tries to think of a way to unfuck the situation. Nothing comes to mind.

Kob rubs his hands together even though it’s not cold. Orange streetlights pulse monotonously over the windshield of the car. “Something seems off.”

When he falls silent instead of elaborating, Isako prompts, “What specifically, besides everything about this situation?”

“Uchi claims this was an administrative delay. He’s planning to file an overdue report with the Agency explaining Martim’s dismissal for drug violations and subsequent suicide.”

“I still don’t buy it,” she mutters. “For a bit of bliss and some amp tabs, not even the really hard stuff, Martim was going out of his way to buy from Vincent so he wouldn’t be seen doing anything illegal in SoCon GasPro. I can’t imagine him being reckless enough to be caught using while on the job.”

Not that smart people don’t make spectacular errors of judgment—hell, right now, she knows that better than anyone—but Martim wasn’t the type to gamble with his contract or his life.

Then again, what does she know about her apprentice, really?

Could he have taken his own life? After pinning his entire sense of worth on being Uchi’s atier, only to be summarily fired from his dream contract, his career abruptly ended in disgrace without any chance of a respectable resignation… Under those circumstances, he wouldn’t be the first black badge to give in to despair.

But the details don’t make sense. “There was nothing out of place in Martim’s apartment. He abandoned it days before he supposedly committed suicide. Where was he when he died? If he intended to overdose, wouldn’t he go back to his own place to do it?”

“That is strange.” Kob’s brow is furrowed, as if he’s trying to solve a difficult math problem in his head. “Something else that’s odd: Uchi doesn’t take meetings out of courtesy. From what I’ve heard, he hates wasting time and delegates as much as possible to his leadership team. He didn’t need to meet with us, not on short notice, not if the whole situation is as cut-and-dried as he says it is and could’ve been explained in a message to the Agency.”

“He suspects I’m working for his opponents and wanted to confirm it.”

“If his security team thought you were a threat, they’d keep you away. Delay the meeting, monitor your activities, determine which of Uchi’s enemies you’re working for. That’s what I would advise, if I were his atier. Wouldn’t you?”

“He doesn’t have an atier counseling him right now.”

“He’s no fool, though. And neither is that bodyguard of his. The couple of times I met Uchi in the past, he was more… I don’t know, it’s hard to describe.” Kob shakes his head, as if trying to dislodge the insight. “Recorporalization changes a person. So does power. But there’s something else I can’t quite put my finger on. He seems… nervous.”

Isako turns to face him. “Why didn’t you mention that you’d met Uchi before? Or, for that matter, that you’d spoken to Martim recently?” When I last spoke to Martim, he was fearful for his career and for his life. That’s what Kob said in Uchi’s office. “When did you last speak to him, Kob? You didn’t think it was worth mentioning to me?”

He looks at her regretfully. “I’m sorry, Isa. It was on contract.”

She has no reply to that. Secrecy is part of the Code. Atiers don’t disclose client secrets, not ever, not to anyone. Of course, examples of atiers betraying their clients exist, and are more common than the Agency would ever let on, but even after losing his badge, Kob wouldn’t be one of those people.

If Kob last crossed paths with Martim while on contract, then it was before he lost his license. Shortly before he slid into freelancing, he was doing confidential work that had some connection to SoCon GasPro. And he happens to show up, conveniently able and willing to help her with an assignment that gets her close to Sandbar Uchi.

“Kob,” she says slowly, feeling her mouth start to go dry, “I would never ask you to break Code. But can you answer me truthfully? You’re not on contract anymore… are you?”

He meets her eyes in the dark and gives a solemn shake of his head. “You’re one of the few people I would break Code for, Isa. I promise—I haven’t been lying to you.”

He starts to say more, but an urgent alert on Isako’s line interrupts him.

It’s Crater.

She doesn’t break eye contact with Kob as she takes the call.

“This isn’t a great time for me to talk,” she says.

“Just listen then,” Crater says. “I’ve been burning the midnight oil for you, but I still can’t get ahold of any of Sandbar Uchi’s older medical records. They’re gone.”

“What do you mean?”

“The man is seventy years old, for fuck’s sake. You accumulate a lot of medical history in that time. But they’ve been cleansed from Health Services. Replaced with files that appear to be real but that an expert—like me—can tell have been altered.”

“How’s that possible?” she whispers, turning away from Kob. “There’s no hiding in the Company. Everything about everyone is out there somewhere. You’ve said it yourself plenty of times.”

“Uchi has to release his personal medical records as part of the Board confirmation process. Looks like he’s got some clever people preemptively making sure he’s presented as being in perfect health. Not that physical exams from his first stage have much relevance anymore, but if your client was hoping to bring up prior mental health issues or psychological instability that might raise questions about Uchi’s long-term fitness for serving on the Board—well, you’re shit out of luck.”

“Well. Fuck.” That’s the end of one of her few remaining angles, the one suggested by Minto that she thought was a long shot to begin with.

“Whoever scrubbed the records knew what they were doing and did it thoroughly,” Crater says with professional admiration. “I could try to keep digging, but as self-serving as it would be for me to keep charging you, I’m not sure it would be worth—”

“Isa.” Kob’s hand comes down on her shoulder, hard. “Wasn’t that the hotel?”

She jerks at the alarm in his voice, banging her forehead against the window glass as she spins around. The Summer Suites is receding behind them. The car doesn’t stop or slow down. Instead, it picks up speed and takes a sharp right turn off the main road.

“Where are we going?”

Kob lurches for the manual controls. He slams on the brakes, but the vehicle doesn’t respond. Which should be impossible. Every car has manual emergency overrides. They’re traveling too fast to roll out of the vehicle without serious injury, but Isako yanks on the door handle anyway. Nothing happens.

She turns on Kob. “She’s just another victim, you said. I feel sorry for her, you said.”

Kob gives her a stricken look, but she’s not really angry with him. She’s angry because she was a fool. She was misled by the promise of twenty-six hours of clemency and didn’t hesitate before getting into the car River Thea called for them. Amateur mistake. One she wouldn’t have made if she hadn’t been emotional and distracted. One that’s about to cost her life.

The car keeps going, taking them away from SoCon GasPro’s busy commercial area, into an industrial part of the cityhab where the air is rank with the smell of ammonia and fogged with steam billowing from street vents. Is it going to slam them into a wall at fatal speed? Drive them through an airshield gate and into the Vastness to die?

This isn’t how she wanted to go out. She’s not even done writing her fucking coda.

But the car slows, rolling to a safe and gentle stop in the middle of a dimly lit and unfamiliar alley between two long, aluminum-sided buildings. Isako entertains a moment of delusional hope that perhaps she was wrong, perhaps it was merely a vehicle malfunction—until two blocky trucks slide up on either end of the narrow corridor, trapping them inside.

“We need to get out of here, now.” Kob yanks on the door handle and achieves no better a result than Isako did on her side. “Move over,” he demands, pushing her aside. Turning around within the cramped space, shoulders banging into the vehicle walls, Kob braces himself and sets his boots against the door. With a grunt, he kicks with both feet, hard.

The car shudders but stays firmly sealed.

The doors of the two trucks fly open. Four masked figures emerge. They approach the trapped car, fast and silent as a breeze over the tundra. Triggersheaths activate, longknives eject into waiting hands. None of them break gait as they draw.

“Shadowcons,” Isako breathes. “We’re fucked.”







TWENTY-TWO

Isako’s first thought is that she’s going to die.

Shadowcons don’t technically exist. Clients never admit to hiring them and the Agency doesn’t acknowledge any connection to contractors who violate policy. But if an important client speaks to the right people and offers up the right sum, they can pay for assassination.

Her second thought is amazement. How much did it cost to hire not one, not two, but four shadowcons to kill her? Truly, SoCon GasPro is swimming in scrip.

It’s kind of flattering, honestly.

Kob kicks the door again. Isako’s teeth rattle with the vibration. The light, driverless cityhab car isn’t like the sturdy field cars that venture past the airshield; it’s not designed to withstand the elements or significant impact. The metal warps, the window glass shaking in its frame.

The shadowcons are going to reach them in seconds. Presumably, they’re going to have a way to open the vehicle from the outside and kill the people trapped within.

Isako draws her longknife. It’s an awkward, penned-in movement, but she gets the weapon free of its triggersheath and shouts for Kob to move over as she lunges over him and rams the butt end of the hilt into the window with all her strength.

A dent appears in the dark glass; her wide-eyed reflection fractures in a long single crack. Kob pushes her aside, heaves himself up again, and slams his heel directly into the weakened point. His boot goes through the window, the tempered glass shattering all around it in a web. Another kick knocks out the remaining shards, turning the window into an empty frame.

Kob reaches out of the car and finds the latch to unlock the door. Isako yells a warning as the first of the four shadowcons sprints forward and brings his longknife down in a slash meant to open the wide target of Kob’s neck.

She has no way to fight from inside the car, but she throws her shoulder against the loose door, hard. It swings up, depositing Kob on the ground, halfway in and halfway out of the seat, but it also hits the onrushing attacker in the legs, knocking him backward and into the path of the man behind him. Both of them stumble, and that’s enough time for Kob to roll away from the car and onto his feet. Even at his age, he’s still astonishingly fast for a man his size, and he’s not slow on the draw either. The distinctive click of Kob’s ejecting weapon is to Isako’s ears the sweetest sound in the world.

The shadowcons take a step back, radiating menace and disappointment. They intended to eliminate their targets before or while they escaped the car, but the man they’re facing now is larger than either of them and emanating a terrifying fury.

Despite the epic shittiness of their situation, Isako smiles. This is a side of Rain Kob she hasn’t seen in a while. He’s not easily roused to a temper, but if there’s to be violence, there isn’t anyone she’d want by her side more than Strikebreaker.

Kob’s imposing figure shields her as she dives out of the car, longknife still in hand, just before the second pair of shadowcons reaches them. They don’t hesitate, and their arrival is the cue for the first two assassins to rush Kob together at the same time. Isako can’t worry about him right now; she has her own head to keep on her shoulders. She’s barely on her feet before a blade comes sailing for the hollow of her throat.

She lurches to the side, feels the tip slide past the lapel of her coat and nick her collarbone, but there’s no pain, not with the amount of adrenaline pumping through her veins. She grabs the assassin’s arm at the elbow and shoves it upward and away from her face, slashes hard and fully across the man’s abdomen and kicks him backward.

She expects to see the shadowcon fall to his knees holding his entrails, but he merely doubles over in discomfort before straightening back up, weapon still at the ready. Beneath his snug black thermal jacket, he’s wearing an armorweave vest that’s doing a good job of keeping his guts inside his body. The whites of the man’s eyes are the only part of him visible through his hooded mask. He assumes classic, combat-ready Second Stance, Drawing the Bow, so he’s obviously Agency trained, and he stares at Isako with determined, wary desperation, as if she’s the one who’s ambushed him.

His partner doesn’t hesitate. She comes at Isako, fearless, longknife in one hand, dagger in the other. Isako sprints around the back of the car. She’s already missing the two things she’s relied on to win the majority of violent encounters in her life—the element of surprise and a quick draw. Without them, this is merely a melee with sharp objects. Not a situation she ever wants to be in.

She’s not without advantages, though; the narrow space meant to keep them from escaping also makes it difficult for their attackers to surround and overwhelm them. With the car to shield her on one side and Kob blocking half the group, she can force the assassins to face her one-on-one. The shadowcon woman charges after her, confident she’s faster—until Isako pivots hard and whips around in a crouch. Pain erupts in her hips and knees, but her longknife arcs precisely and catches her pursuer across the top of one knee—never any armor there—and she feels metal slide satisfyingly through flesh.

The shadowcon’s headlong momentum is hard to stop. The two women crash into the car together, their longknives jammed up, metal on metal. As she falls, the assassin thrusts the short dagger in her left hand at Isako’s stomach. Out of instinct, Isako throws up a hand and catches the would-be fatal stab with her left forearm; the slim blade passes right through her sleeve and skewers the muscle beneath her elbow. Agony races through the limb like electricity; Isako lets out a cry of pain and rage, but at least the shadowcon loses her grip on the dagger and is tipping off-balance, panic in her eyes.

“Shadowcon bitch.” With a surge of murderous energy, Isako knocks the other woman’s blade aside and swings her own down across the assassin’s carotid artery, opening the neck to the bone and spilling blood across her boots in a spray of red that streaks the side of the car as the woman’s body slumps against it and slides to the asphalt.

Kob bellows. Over the hood of the vehicle, Isako sees him toss one of his attackers into the nearest wall, bouncing him off the corrugated aluminum with a crash. Suddenly, there’s no one between the two of them and the far end of the alley. Kob jerks around and catches her eye for half a second. Without a word, they turn and run.

The masked men give chase. They’re fast, but Kob is faster. Isako was under the impression that he’s been doing nothing since becoming a freelancer, but he hasn’t let himself get out of shape. He’s wounded, though. Dark stains are spreading down the front of his coat and pants. Even so, she has to sprint at her limit to keep up with his long strides.

She clutches her wounded left arm to her stomach; the cut on her collarbone is stinging, seeping liquid warmth down the front of her shirt. Wounds not yet fully healed from last week drive additional pain into each step. Cold scalds her heaving lungs.

One of the trucks blocks the end of the corridor, preventing the car from passing, but it doesn’t stop them from getting through on foot. Isako squeezes between the vehicle and the building; Kob leaps and slides over the hood. They can’t really escape shadowcons. Even if they were to lose their pursuers in a chase, the assassins will track them wherever they go and ambush them again. They won’t stop hunting until they complete their assignment.

But Kob and Isako have fought together outnumbered before and against worse odds. Back when they were faster and stronger than they are now, but neither of them has forgotten. They don’t need to talk to know what to do.

The first hit man to scramble out of the alley doesn’t even notice her; he sees only Kob’s towering figure bursting from behind the rear of the truck, swinging the longknife down two-handed toward his head. The shadowcon’s not small and is no slouch; he raises his own weapon to block, meets Kob’s weight for an instant, then turns his longknife deftly to let Kob’s blade slide off his own. He sidesteps, pivots, prepares to cut low and open Kob’s femoral artery.

Isako rushes, lungs and muscles screaming, but her approach ghostly silent. At the last second, the assassin senses the second attacker and twists away from the lethal strike. Isako’s longknife comes down across the top of his shoulder blade instead of his neck, slices through fabric and off the armorweave beneath. But the distraction is enough; the man is caught in the worst position between two armed enemies. Kob seizes him by the sleeve of his longknife arm and yanks, hard, twisting the weapon arm behind the assassin’s back before cutting his throat from behind.

The two remaining shadowcons catch up in time to see their companion drop to the ground with a bib of red over his chest. Too late, they realize their targets weren’t running to escape, only to get into a position to turn the tables.

Out in the open, Isako realizes where they are: one of Tenacity’s water-recovery plants. Steam hisses all around them from the escaping heat of pipes carrying wastewater to the facility. Enormous cylindrical tanks loom on all sides like silent, titan spectators. A good place for a murder, far from public view, with options for dumping a pair of bodies that won’t be found for hours or days.

Uchi had this all planned out. Motherfucker.

The two remaining shadowcons hesitate; the odds are now even.

Still, both their targets are wounded, and retreat isn’t an option.

Isako locks eyes with one of them, shifts her weapon to meet him.

The other goes after Kob with a storm of longknife slashes and thrusts. In seconds, Kob’s amassed new wounds across both his arms and shoulders, but as soon as their blades lock, he headbutts the other man in the face, drops him to the ground, and kicks his loose longknife away. In the periphery of Isako’s vision, Kob pounds the shit out of the shadowcon with his massive fists, each blow landing with the thud of a mallet on meat.

She doesn’t turn to watch the beating; she stays in balanced readiness, keeps her eyes on the other assassin, waits for him to make a move.

The man’s eyes flick between Isako’s bloody longknife and Kob’s grunting hammer blows on the man who’s curled into a ball with his arms over his head. After a minute, Kob stops and the only sound left is his heavy breathing and the piteous groaning of the man on the ground.

“Well?” Isako slides forward half a step toward the remaining shadowcon, seeing the trembling tip of his longknife, calculating which way he’ll go, where she’ll step, and how she’ll cut. One cut. She’s feeling light-headed from blood loss, but one-on-one, no one has ever beaten Quickblade. “Come on. I’ll make it fast.”

The shadowcon’s eyes twitch. He turns and runs.

Isako’s too surprised to give chase.

Shadowcons don’t run. But this one does. He sprints for his life. She takes several uncertain steps after him before he disappears behind one of the huge clarifier tanks.

“Let him go.” Kob sounds angry and weary. She turns to see him leaning heavily against the truck, catching his breath. He bends over and picks up his fallen longknife, wipes it down carefully, and sheathes it against his thigh.

The shadowcon on the ground watches his companion flee and shakes his head in disgust. “Where the fuck does he think he’s going?” he slurs, crawling weakly to hands and knees.

Isako strides up to the man and places her longknife against his chin. She yanks off his mask and stares down into a face that’s lined and stubbled. Even in the dark she can see his hair is graying. She shouldn’t be surprised by his age; many shadowcons are former black badges, disgraced, washed up, and unable to find new contracts. Some of them were atiers who broke the Code by shamefully walking away from Exclusive contracts instead of resigning. They exist in the gray area between contractor and freelancer, trading away respectability for the possibility of one last gigantic payday.

Isako takes a step back, discomfited. She could end up like this man. So could Kob.

Like Condor Anand said, Might as well sink to becoming a shadowcon.

“Who hired you?” she demands. “And when?”

The shadowcon raises his eyes skeptically. “You must be kidding me. I’ve fallen a long way, but I still abide by the Code.”

Kob comes to Isako’s side and the man cowers in fresh remembrance of the big man’s fists. But Kob says, with unexpected gentleness, “Your buddy chose to live. You can, too. We won’t kill you.”

Isako wouldn’t have made the same promise.

“Look at me,” Kob goes on. “I’m a freelancer, but I’m still alive. Being a freelancer isn’t the worst thing in the world. No one has to know if you talk to us.”

He sounds eminently reasonable. Firm but compassionate. Strikebreaker’s talented. Good cop and bad cop. You always want to cooperate with his considerate side so he doesn’t have to start using his other skills.

She can see the struggle on the shadowcon’s face. He wants to believe what Kob’s saying. The hollows of his eyes seem to deepen as his face sags and he hunches forward in the cold, his breath mingling with the surrounding steam. He puts a hand up to his face, then slips the hidden pill from his palm into his mouth and bites down.

Kob rushes over and bends over the man, but the suicide pill works fast. The shadowcon’s eyes roll back as he slumps to the side. His body twitches, boots beating on the ground for a few violent seconds, and then he’s limp.

“Mother in Chains, vastblast it all to hell!”

Isako stays where she is. Her pulse is thudding, but she’s not surprised. Shadowcons sign the most extreme contracts in exchange for the highest one-time fees. If they fail to kill their targets, they must take their own lives so as to never incriminate their clients.

Kob rises slowly to his feet. “I didn’t want this to happen.” Regret thickens his voice. “When I gave up my badge, I thought I’d never have to do this again.”

“The fuckers tried to kill us,” she reminds him. Looking down at the shadowcon’s body, though, she’s got to respect the commitment.

“They were doing their jobs,” Kob mutters. “Same as any contractor. Same as us.” He raises his eyes to the empty water-recovery plant, hissing and gurgling in the night, and his expression is so morose that Isako feels sick with guilt. It’s her fault Kob’s here, cut up and bleeding, instead of enjoying his eggs and strawberries back home.

No, that’s bullshit. It’s not her fault, at least not entirely.

“I’m going to… to t-take down that fu-fucker Uchi.” She means for it to land with convincing strength, but her teeth start chattering as the combination of blood loss, cold, and exhaustion hits her like a truck. She’s starting to feel worrisomely light-headed, and the pain in her injured left arm is getting so bad that she can barely move it.

Kob’s eyebrows draw together in concern as he takes her in. He looks down at himself, as if noticing his own wounds for the first time. “First, let’s not bleed to death.”
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498.56.2.2130: Hello, Martim, you haven’t accessed the Employee Mental Health Application in one hundred days. If you’ve been busy, that’s okay! It’s never too late to start back up with healthy habits. Research indicates that use of Company mental health resources reduces rates of anxiety and depression. Just ten to fifteen minutes a day spent in reflection can make a big difference.

498.56.2.2136: How do I turn off notifications from you?

—the recovered files of Dragonfly Martim



499.10.3.2547: Emha? I… I just need to talk to someone. I’ve been through some crazy shit today. I don’t know… maybe I’m not cut out for this after all. [Unintelligible. CORRUPTED DATA] I’m so fucking tired. I don’t know if I can keep going like this.

499.10.3.2549: Thank you for calling me, Martim. While I’m designed to provide mental health support under a variety of circumstances, there are times when it’s important to get help from a professional health care provider. Would you like to make an appointment with a counselor in the Health Services division? You can do so easily by accessing the appointment-request feature on the Companynet Health portal. Would you like me to show you how to do that?

499.10.3.2554:Martim, are you still there?

—the recovered files of Dragonfly Martim


Boreasday, 6-week, 500 AF

If there’s one thing that’s easy to procure in Tenacity Cityhab, it’s medical care. The Founders knew their limited population might easily be wiped out by disease and infection, so even the lowliest deckhands on the Great Ships had access to free health care. Health Services will never be a wealthy division, but it’s stable, safe, and insulated. The Executive and the Board have never tampered with its budget. Civilization on Aquilo is precarious. Wagemen who are sick or injured can’t work. Safety and health are paramount.

This does not apply to freelancers.

Isako has never given this fact much thought until now.

The intake nurse at the clinic scans Isako’s badge. “You’re far from home,” he notes.

She and Kob didn’t dare use either the hijacked car or the shadowcons’ trucks, in case the vehicles were being tracked. After staggering on foot to a main street, they summoned a different car to take them to the nearest medical center. Isako has no idea where they are.

When she doesn’t reply, the nurse doesn’t offer further comment, nor does he ask her how she came by her injuries or react to the bandages from the wounds she received last week. Health care workers don’t ask those sorts of questions of contractors. Someone important in the Company is paying the longkniveswoman to do work that gets her cut up and they will probably want her fixed. That’s all they need to know.

The nurse starts to lead the way to a patient room. Isako points to Kob, who’s slumped with exhaustion across three seats in the reception area. “Take care of my friend first,” she insists. “He’s hurt worse.”

“Our practice doesn’t accept offscrip. I can ask the front desk for a list of nearby charity clinics.”

“We’re not going to another clinic. Bill the cost to my scripline.”

“It doesn’t work that way.” A person’s level of access to medical care depends on which division they work for, seniority, age, status, and other factors, but in any case, it’s nontransferable.

“Just send everything to SatOps under my ID.”

“You’re going to claim you needed two body scans, two intravenous lines, two nanorepair injections, and twice the number of wounds sealed?”

“My client won’t audit the charges.” At least, not for a while. Once Minto’s people get around to questioning her, either the director will forgive her if she’s fulfilled her mission, or it won’t matter anymore.

“Isa,” Kob mumbles from his prone position. “It’s fine. We’ll go elsewhere.”

“No, we won’t. We’re here and we’re not leaving.” She straightens to her full height and levels a you-do-not-want-to-test-me stare at the nurse. “I don’t care what the rules are for other freels. Treat him. Or we’ll both sit here bleeding all over your waiting room until you call Cityhab Security. We’ve had a very bad evening so far and you don’t want to be the one to make it worse. So patch him up, and we’ll be on our way.”

It’s mostly a bluff. By now Uchi has likely sent people to confirm that the shadowcons did their job and that Isako and Kob are dead. Once he finds out they’re not, they have to expect he’ll come after them again. They can’t stay in one place if they’re being hunted; they need to leave as soon as possible. But the nurse doesn’t know that.

Thirty minutes later, they depart the clinic with their wounds patched, bodies loaded with painkillers and nanomeds to fight infection and speed healing. It’s been a comically bad evening. Isako would like to go back to the hotel, strip out of her bloody clothes, and pass out in bed, but it’s not safe to return to SoCon GasPro. She considers her apartment in Astrocom, over an hour away on the other side of Tenacity, although she can’t be sure that there won’t be assassins lying in wait there as well.

“My place,” Kob suggests. “Barely anyone knows where I live.”

One of the few advantages of being a ronin is that Kob has no badge or scripline that can be monitored. He found the place he’s living in now through personal connections and he pays rent with offscrip and labor. No doubt a dedicated assassin could track him down, but they’re unlikely to do so quickly.

By the time they get to Kob’s place, Isako’s dead on her feet. From a distance, the front of Kob’s apartment appears undisturbed, but they approach cautiously, on guard for any sign of danger, any evidence that shadowcons were here. The night’s as cold and black as Father Aquilo’s asscrack, and the street’s empty. Even the freelancers she last saw occupying the curb have sought shelter elsewhere.

Isako takes up a covering position to Kob’s side, hand on her triggersheath as he cautiously unlocks the front door and pushes it in quietly.

Nothing happens. After Kob stands in the darkened entryway for a second, his shoulders come down and he walks across the threshold. Isako relaxes slightly and follows after him. Nothing escapes Kob’s keen sense of observation; if there was anything amiss about his residence, he would’ve noticed. Once they’re inside, Kob closes the door and bolts it, then draws the shutters on the windows.

Isako doesn’t realize what an enormous relief it is to be back here until she feels herself sagging. A sense of safety envelops the small apartment. Everything here feels like it belongs to Kob—the tiny kitchen, the rack of free weights, the succulent houseplants, the shape of him infused into the sofa. She falls across the length of the cushions and plants her face into a pillow, inhaling the pleasant sandalwood scent of the beard oil that Kob uses. “We should take turns keeping watch, in case that one shadowcon decides to redeem himself,” she mumbles, right before she loses consciousness.

When she awakens, there’s bright sunlight bordering the shuttered windows. Shit. She slept straight through the night and didn’t take a turn keeping watch at all. Turns out the best cure for menopausal insomnia is the exhaustion of nearly dying.

She sits up, very slowly. Everything fucking hurts. She feels unbearably grimy and her mouth tastes disgusting. Kob is already awake, and apparently has been for a while, because he’s changed out of his blood-splattered clothes from last night into joggers and a clean T-shirt. She was apparently so deeply unconscious that she didn’t hear him moving around at all. Kob’s sitting on the edge of his single bed, apparently deep in thought, his triggersheath lying on the unmade bedspread beside him.

“Sorry,” she croaks. “I failed the whole keeping-watch plan.”

“We’re both still alive, so no harm done.”

“You should’ve woken me.”

“No need. There’s a motion and biomonitoring security perimeter around the apartment. I set it up months ago. Figured it was only a matter of time until someone decided to take a run at me.”

She’s relieved he’s thought ahead, but the reminder of the danger he’s in is sobering. She puts her feet down, winces at the chill against her bare skin, and pulls the thick fleece blanket tight around her shoulders. She doesn’t remember having a blanket when she fell onto the sofa last night and realizes Kob must’ve placed it on her when she was asleep.

Guiltily, she asks, “How are you doing? Did you manage to get some sleep?”

“A little. Enough.” He rubs his beard, which is starting to look unkempt. “I feel like ass, though.”

“Same.” She stands with a groan, dragging a hand through her neglected hair. “I know it’s a cliché, but we really are getting too old for this shit.”

“Use the shower first,” he suggests.

She hesitates. She desperately wants to wash off the blood and grime, but she feels bad that she’s used his stored water once already when she’s certain he budgets his supply for one person. He’s as much a mess as she is, and this is his home that he’s offering as refuge, at the risk of his life. “I’ll go after you,” she insists, then makes it easy for him to acquiesce by wrinkling her nose in mock offense at his smell. “You need it more.”

He sniffs under his own armpit and makes a distressed face. “Holler if anyone comes to kill us, so I have time to throw on some clothes. I’d hate to be termed while buck naked.”

They laugh weakly. Considering how close they came to being offed yesterday, the thought of such an inglorious death shouldn’t be funny, but contractors have a morbid sense of humor. Coping mechanism.

The sound of running water comes from the bathroom, accompanied by Kob’s remarkably on-tune humming. Isako gets up and peers through the slats of the window blinds. Everything looks quiet and unthreatening out there. So far.

She sits back down and tries to think clearly about the situation.

Sandbar Uchi met with her and claimed that Martim fatally overdosed after being fired for drug policy violations. After promising to file a delayed report with the Agency, he peremptorily sent her away with a warning to leave the division within a day.

What need was there to send shadowcons to kill her after that?

The only logical explanation is that he doesn’t want her asking any more questions or examining his story more closely. He already figures she was sent by his enemies to undermine him, and he knows she’s not going to give up so easily. Which means he’s got something else to hide.

Something other than Martim’s death. Something worse than the Field 93 cover-up. Something he fears could actually jeopardize his confirmation to the Board.

Every director has a skeleton or two, but some have entire graveyards.

Or maybe she’s misunderstanding his motives. He could simply be a vindictive bastard with enough money to spare to preemptively wipe out a nosy contractor and send a message to all his opponents that pissing him off has serious consequences.

In any case, she’s not getting anywhere near SoCon GasPro now. Uchi rules his fiefdom absolutely and she and Kob would be walking around with targets on their backs. Even if she could get back into SoCon GasPro, she’s running out of time. The Board votes in sixteen days. Minto’s timeline seemed entirely unreasonable from the start, and now it’s practically impossible.

The sober realization that her assignment’s just about fucked doesn’t upset her as much as she thought it would. She’s going to end her career on an epic low note, probably unable to resign with the bonus she’s rightfully due—and that’s a very shitty feeling. But what really pisses her off is knowing that Uchi’s going to get away with it all. Martim will stay dead. Questions about Field 93 will remain unanswered. The director’s sins against his people will be swept away by the winds of success carrying him inexorably higher and higher over mere mortals.

It’s not fucking right.

Kob emerges, a towel wrapped around his waist and his hair wet and slicked back. “Your turn,” he says. “I’ll make us something to eat.”

The small bathroom is pleasantly steamy. Isako breathes in the warmth as she undresses. She wipes clear a circle on the fogged mirror and examines her sealed wounds and myriad of bruises. Her hair is messy and lank, and there are dark circles under her eyes that make her look even older and more haggard than she feels.

How the hell did I end up like this?

She asks herself the question almost wonderingly. At what point did the image she once had of herself diverge so sharply from reality?

She sets the water timer for three minutes, turns the heat up, and flinches as the spray hits her skin, a shock that becomes a welcome relief, easing her sore and tense muscles, washing away some of the awfulness of last night. She rubs a glob of shampoo into her scalp and rinses it out as quickly as she can; she can’t take the time or water to wash her hair properly and comb it out under the weak spray, so she does the best she can for now. She hastily scrubs herself clean, and when the timer goes off, she sighs with disappointment and steps out, wrapping a towel around herself and another around her hair. She’s used up the last of Kob’s soap, so she opens the bathroom cabinet, looking to replace it.

She finds an extra bar on the bottom shelf. The top shelf is packed with a long row of prescription pill bottles, an alarmingly large number of them, lined up like a shot glass collection. She spots a bottle of the big white pills she’s seen Kob swallowing with his meals, along with a variety of common pharmaceuticals she recognizes from having them in her own cabinet—painkillers, antianxiety drugs, sleeping aids.

The rest are unfamiliar, their long, convoluted names inviting speculation as to their function. Why does Kob have so many medications? Except for his occasional migraines, he seems the picture of health.

No, that’s not true. She’s been pretending he’s unchanged by overlooking the little differences, not wanting to take any of them seriously. The brief tremble in his hand the other day when he was lifting a fork. The way he squints at the screen when he’s reading, as if it hurts his eyes.

Kob’s getting old, just like her. She’s got a litany of complaints she could start in on—chronically sore joints, insomnia, forgetfulness, dry skin, just for starters.

But her medicine cabinet doesn’t look like a whole vastblasted pharmacy.

She shouldn’t be invading her friend’s privacy like this, even accidentally. Guiltily, she takes the soap and starts to close the cabinet, but one last thing catches her eye and she freezes with the bathroom cabinet door ajar.

She didn’t notice them at first amid all the pill bottles: a couple of injection pens. Not generic sleepstims either. Thin white cylinders that she’s seen before. With trembling fingers, she picks one of them up. Unlike the empty one she found on Martim’s nightstand, these pens are unused, the injection tabs still intact.

Sudexatrine 02.
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Shakily, she dresses herself, not even caring that she’s putting back on the same dirty, bloodied clothes she fell asleep in. When she emerges from the bathroom, Kob is dressed and working in the kitchen, plating up toast and canned beans, still humming the same tune from the shower.

Isako stands rooted to the spot, staring at his broad back as he opens a jar of applesauce and wipes a finger across the rim to catch the spill. She has the sensation she gets when she peers through the telescope in the Astrocom observatory, looking at something impossibly far away, knowing that what’s reaching her eyes has already happened.

She opens her mouth to get his attention, to break the spell. The simple act of saying his name feels like taking that first step outside the airshield.

“Kob.”

He turns around, sees her standing there with her damp hair hanging shapeless around her face and shoulders, and the bleak expression on her face makes him stop what he’s doing and lean across the counter in alarm. “Isa?”

She holds up the white injection pen. “What is this?”

Surprise flashes across his face, then anger. She’s seen him angry before, though never at her, and her heart stutters because Kob’s scary when he’s angry. A dark shadow crosses his face, turns his strong features into a landscape of hard cliffs, reminds her of the threatening bite in the air that precedes the coldest night of winter.

“Why were you poking around in my stuff?” he growls.

“I didn’t mean to. I was looking for soap.” She’s not defensive, only afraid of what he will say next as she takes a step forward and holds the white cylinder out between them. “Kob, tell me what this is.”

He draws back as if she’s holding a knife. “Why do you want to know?”

She crosses to the door where her red coat hangs on a wall hook and digs into her pockets, pulls out the used dose of sudexatrine that she’s been carrying around for days and nearly forgotten about. When she couldn’t find any medical information about it, she assumed it was some new street drug, something Martim picked up to feed the habit that stole his life. She holds up both pens to Kob—one empty, one full, but otherwise identical. “I found one just like it in Martim’s apartment.”

Kob’s anger morphs into bewilderment. He takes the pens from her incredulously and holds them up side by side, examining them. “Martim was using sudexatrine?”

“What is this shit?” She wants to grab him and shake.

Kob hesitates. Without meeting her eyes, he says, expressionlessly, “It’s an experimental drug being tested for its effectiveness on neurodegenerative diseases. Including Gray’s Waste.”

For a moment, Isako merely stares at him. “What are you saying?”

Kob raises a sorrowful look, asking her not to make him state the obvious.

“You can’t have Gray’s Waste,” she blurts, with pathetic, childlike logic. “You seem fine.”

But he hasn’t been fine, and if she was really paying attention, she would’ve realized it sooner. She runs through the list of what she knows are the early symptoms of Gray’s—muscle tremors, debilitating headaches, light sensitivity, memory loss. She dismissed all the signs as stress on an aging body, the unfortunate byproduct of her friend giving up on life and falling into freelancing.

He hasn’t given up on life. Life’s giving up on him. Gray’s Waste is always fatal.

Kob sets the two white injection pens down on the counter. “There are things you can do and medicines you can take to slow the disease and control the symptoms,” he says. “Things won’t get bad until I hit late stage.”

Late stage is when the disease eating away at the nerve cells in his brain will take away his ability to walk, to talk, and eventually to breathe. Isako feels as if it’s hard for her to breathe right now, to even get words out. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“You had a lot going on.”

“You should’ve fucking told me!”

She yells at him, but the anger is for herself. She was out of contact with Kob for years. She didn’t make any real effort to maintain their friendship. If she really cared about him, she would’ve checked in on him after he stopped working and found out he was sick. She certainly wouldn’t have pulled him into her final assignment, filled his life with stress and injuries that’ll only help the disease along and shorten his remaining time.

He doesn’t owe her any confidence or explanation.

Neither did Martim.

“You should’ve told me,” she repeats. “You shouldn’t be running around getting sliced up by shadowcons while you’re sick with Gray’s Waste, for fuck’s sake.”

“Good thing I didn’t tell you, then. You might not have let me come along.”

She feels a stinging start in the back of her eyeballs. She wants to hit something or knock over furniture. “How long?”

She’s not sure if she’s asking how long he’s known or how long he has left.

“I wouldn’t have found out if it hadn’t been for that injury during the Utilities Strike. My shoulder was all jacked up, and I had bad headaches that I thought might be related. I ignored it for a while, but it got to the point that I went in for some scans, and those turned into more tests, and, well, the long and short of it is, I found out about a year ago and I have maybe another two years. Three if I’m lucky.”

Three more years would be well beyond his grace period as a freelancer. He’ll be lucky to live that long even without dying of Gray’s Waste.

“So that’s why you went rogue.” She feels numb and stupid. She took Kob for having gone soft. She’s been silently blaming him for abandoning his skills and profession.

“It wasn’t the only reason. But it sure did have an impact.” Kob sighs and sits on the kitchen stool, hands heavy on his knees. “After the Utilities Strike, I took a few short contracts, but in my heart, I was already searching for a way out, even though I would never admit it to myself. The last job I did just for the money, but it took a lot out of me. I couldn’t even finish it out. When the doctors told me I had Gray’s Waste, I laughed. It seemed… almost right. Poetic justice, karma, whatever. As if the universe was giving me back what I’d handed out. Giving me a kick in the ass and an exit hatch at the same time.”

How can he sound so casual about it? Then again, he’s had a year to come to grips with dying. She’s only been doing it for a couple weeks.

She doesn’t accept his acceptance. His moral reasoning is flawed and it infuriates her that he’s acting so passive about his fate. She wants him to treat the disease as he would any other assignment. Resolve to break it the way Strikebreaker would break a revolt. Cow it and fight it and win, force it to back down.

“You gave up,” she accuses him. “You let your license expire and stopped taking contracts, so now you’re a freelancer, and you… you don’t have medical care.” She had to argue with the nurse at the clinic last night just to get his urgent wounds taken care of. How could he be so fucking careless with his own life? There’s a way out of this, there must be. But he’s already walked away from it. “How are you getting medicine? Treatment?”

Kob comes over and wraps his huge arms around her.

It’s ridiculous. For him to be comforting her. She pushes against him, but he doesn’t let go. He’s much too strong for her to break free. She punches his broad chest in abject frustration, then drops her head against his shoulder, tears leaking from her eyes onto his shirt.

“Do you think I haven’t done my research?” he asks her gruffly. “I’m an atier, Isa, give me some credit. I must’ve talked to dozens of doctors. I read everything I could. I didn’t just roll over and accept it. It’s not that I want to die. Pretty much the opposite.”

“What are you going to do in a year or two, when things get worse?”

“I have more than enough medicine stocked up to get me through to the end of my grace period. I made sure of that—used up most of my savings and some… unconventional connections. Don’t worry. I’ll be fine for as long as I need to be.”

She pulls back. “What about sudexatrine? You said it’s an experimental drug. There’s a chance it can cure the disease, right?”

Kob shakes his head. “There’s evidence it can slow down Gray’s Waste enough to put a patient into remission for months, maybe years. But it’s not a cure. I tried it for a while but stopped taking it months ago.”

“But if—”

“I wasn’t willing to accept the side effects. Paranoia, aggression, hypomania… I don’t want the disease or the medications to change who I am. I’d rather have less time, so long as I’m still myself.” He smooths her damp hair, the way Tai used to. Her long, thick black hair, the one thing she remains vain about.

Kob says, “Did you know Gray’s Waste isn’t a disease recorded by the Founders? It didn’t exist on Earth. It began showing up in the second generation of colonists. It comes from Aquilo. Scientists don’t know if it’s caused by the radiation of the Vastness, or the toxins people are exposed to in the gas fields, or some side effect of airshield technology. This accursed planet has always tried to break the human spirit, but it keeps failing. I don’t want to die—but I’ve been a partner of death for long enough that I’m not going to try to cheat it either.”

She buries her face in her hands.

Kob lets go of her and clears his throat. “I haven’t told anyone else, you know…”

“I’ll treat it like we’re on contract,” she promises in a whisper.

She’ll go to the grave with Kob’s secret. She’ll do it happily, because that’s how she knows that in spite of the ways her friend has changed, he’s still a longknivesman at heart. He’d rather people believe him to be irresponsible and eccentric than sick and feeble. There’s still some mystique of Strikebreaker that he won’t relinquish.

Kob nods gratefully, eyes downcast. He turns and picks up the two injection pens again, frowning. “You say you found sudexatrine in Martim’s apartment?”

The implication makes her reel all over again, like a training dummy being knocked around repeatedly. “How could he have Gray’s Waste, at his age?”

“Early-onset Gray’s Waste is rare, but it’s not unheard of,” Kob says. “The youngest recorded case was in a twenty-six-year-old.”

“If Martim was diagnosed with the disease while serving Uchi…” Isako sucks in a breath through her teeth. She still doesn’t believe the report of suicide by overdose, but if Martim was suffering from a terminal illness, a lot of things now make sense in an awful way. “His performance would’ve begun to slip. He panicked and started relying heavily on his drug habit to keep working. His client didn’t just find out about the drugs; he must’ve learned that Martim had Gray’s Waste.”

Uchi could claim his atier had indeed failed him—declining performance, substance-use violations, keeping secrets from one’s client—all worthy of contract cancellation. But the main reason to get rid of Martim was because he was a rapidly depreciating asset, one that Uchi could not trust to keep his mouth shut.

Isako drops onto the sofa, hugging her arms around her torso. “Letting Martim live was an unacceptable liability. The poor kid was sick and never going to get another contract, and he had no children or other close relatives to inherit a resignation bonus, so he couldn’t be incentivized that way. With his days already numbered, what did he have to lose? He could publicly reveal everything he knew about Field 93, including Uchi eliminating the survivors. He was holding all the evidence in storage. He was the one person who could’ve single-handedly torpedoed the Board vote.”

Kob’s expression is troubled. “You think Martim was planning to betray his client?”

“What matters is that Uchi thought he might. That’s enough reason to term him. Whether he actually had him killed, or forced Martim to kill himself, doesn’t matter. Either way, he murdered my apprentice.” For a second stager like Sandbar Uchi, the life of a deckhand kid might as well be that of livestock, already destined to be as brief as his kith namesake. If Gray’s Waste was going to claim him, what did another year or three matter?

The logic is evil, but it makes sense.

Kob opens his mouth to reply, but a call comes in on Isako’s line, alerting her in the same tone she’s used for years to indicate a call from Forest Greves, one she must pick up.

It’s her client.

She takes the call, audio only.

“Atier Isako,” comes Savannah Minto’s tinny voice. “I hope you can explain this fuckup.”
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“You’ll have to be more specific, Director.” Isako forces her voice calm.

“I thought it went without saying that discretion was part of your assignment. Instead, you demand a personal meeting with Sandbar Uchi and accuse him of murdering his contractor! To what purpose?”

Shit. How did Minto learn about what happened yesterday, and so quickly?

“The Agency informed me that Uchi’s office has filed a complaint over your unprofessional conduct.” Ire drips from Minto’s artificial voice. In the background, Isako can hear birds chirping and the burble of water. The director is calling from her penthouse garden. Isako wonders idly if the woman ever leaves her office.

“Uchi did murder his atier,” she insists. “I used the Agency’s authority to confront him.”

“And what did that get you?” Minto replies contemptuously. “The Company exonerated him over the destruction of one of his own worksites. Do you think anyone cares that he terminated some useless trac?”

Isako imagines spitting in the jarbrain’s face. “Sandbar Uchi’s atier orchestrated the cover-up of his client’s role in the Field 93 disaster. I believe he was eliminated for knowing too much damaging information. After I met with the director and questioned him, he sent four shadowcons to kill me.”

That gives Isako’s client a moment’s pause, not out of concern for Isako’s safety, but because shadowcons are expensive and hiring four of them—something Minto probably could not comfortably do herself—is indeed a sign that Uchi’s feathers are ruffled. “Well, since you’re still alive, they can’t have been very good,” Minto replies. “It would’ve been a risk to my position if they’d tortured you for information. Do you have any evidence that could be used to mount an effective campaign against his confirmation?”

“Not yet, but I’m working on it.”

“Working on it? What can you possibly do now that you’re no longer allowed into SoCon GasPro districts or facilities?”

Good question. What can she do? She stalls. “Rest assured that I’m committed to delivering on my contract.”

Kob mouths, “Ask for something.” Clients always want to feel as if they’re responsible for successful solutions. Requesting Minto’s assistance in some way, no matter how small, will focus her on next steps rather than on how pissed off she is in the moment. Isako racks her mind for what she could ask for that would be useful.

The answer is right there.

She knows what to do. She doesn’t need to get into SoCon GasPro at all.

“I need your help to complete the assignment, Director,” she tells Minto sincerely. “Where would Sandbar Uchi have gone for his recorporalization?”

Isako doesn’t know much about the synthtech industry or the Process itself. Most people don’t; why would they? The ultrarich and powerful keep their rites and secrets to themselves. But Savannah Minto would know.

Minto’s thrown by Isako’s unexpected question. “Elite Renewal. It’s the leading clinic in the Company. They have the most-sought-after designers and neurosurgeons and the wait just to get a consultation is two years long. They’re the only provider with eighth-generation synthtech. That’s where he would’ve gone. Why?”

She checks a calendar, does the math on the dates. “Can you make an appointment for yourself at Elite Renewal next Terrasday? You don’t need to go into the clinic. All I need is an excuse to enter and ask a few questions.” She answers her client’s unspoken doubts with assurance. “Remember, you hired me for a reason. I know what I’m doing.”

“I certainly hope that’s true.” Minto ends the call.

Kob’s shaking his head, his jaw clenched. “Isa,” he begins.

She holds up a hand to forestall him. The gears in her brain are spinning. She feels like she’s in the relicensing exam, under pressure to do calculations that’ll lead to the correct solution. “One minute. I need to get in touch with my subcon.”

She calls Crater and is oddly touched when he picks up immediately. She did leave their last call hanging shortly before she was nearly murdered. “Didn’t think I’d hear your voice ever again,” the subcon says. “I can’t believe you’re still alive.”

“I’m a bit surprised myself,” she admits. “Change of plans. I need a blueprint of the Elite Renewal synthtech clinic and the most detailed information you can obtain about its security systems and procedures. Can you get it for me by tomorrow?”

There’s a long pause on the other end of the line. She feels as if she’s pincered between the mounting remonstration of Kob’s stare from across the table and Crater’s skeptical silence in her ear.

“Just because you’ve been one of my best-paying clients for a whole lot of years,” Crater says finally, “I’m going to do this last thing for you. Then I’m out, you hear me? I had a bad feeling about your assignment from the start, and you just made it ten times worse. I don’t want any further part in what you’re planning to do.”

“Do I get a discount at least?”

“No. Go fuck yourself.” A pause. “May whatever God you believe in help you, Quickblade. To serve is to live.”

“To live is to die. Thanks for everything. It’s been a ride.” When she ends the call, she says to Kob, “I need to go back to the Old Warehouse. To talk to Waterboy and the United Freelancers.”

That’s the one avenue remaining to her, the last piece. Working with the terrorists.

Kob turns his back on her and goes to the kitchen. “Eat something first. Breakfast is cold by now.” The tonelessness of his voice makes it sound like a reproach.

She takes a deep breath. Then she sits down across from him, and they eat in silence.

It’s not the comfortable, companionable silence they enjoyed over breakfast on other days. She misses the quiet delight of that first morning, eagerly devouring the fresh eggs he set in front of her. This silence, maintained over the crunching of toast and chewing of lukewarm beans, is strained and swollen, awkwardly poised on the verge of breaking, held in place by the hard knot of apprehension sitting at the bottom of her breastbone.

Kob’s face is grim as he shovels food mechanically into his mouth.

She has too much to say to him. Nothing to say at all.

When they’re done, he gathers their empty plates and puts them in the sanitizer. “Let’s go outside.” He pushes aside one corner of the blinds to look out the window. “It’s a nice day.”

“What if we’re being watched by shadowcons?”

“Fuck shadowcons. I want to take a walk.”

They go out for a stroll around the block. Kob’s right—it’s a nice day. She doesn’t even need a hat or gloves. Kob wears dark sunglasses that make him look tough but that she now realizes are to protect his Gray’s-damaged eyes. They pass a tiny community garden—even the poorest of wagemen need to see living things around them. The warmth of the coming summer is drawing open pearlwort flowers in smatterings of white. A couple of neighbors raise a cautious hand in greeting, but no assassins emerge to attack them.

Kob’s the one to finally speak. “There has to be another way, Isa.”

“I don’t think there is.”

“Give your client all the information you have, tell her it’s the best you can do.”

“I have nothing worth giving. Whether Uchi outright killed Martim or forced him into suicide is meaningless to the Board vote. Even if I were to parade Waterboy in front of the confirmation panel, there’s no evidence to substantiate any of the things he says.” She stops and turns to face Kob squarely. “As for claiming this is the best I can do—that’s a bullshit cop-out, and you know it. I can do more. I’m going to finish this contract.”

He takes her by the shoulders, squeezes down with his powerful grip. “You don’t have to be the one to do it. Plant an operative in his inner circle. Manipulate the freelancers to act and let them take the fall. Hell, hire the job out. You’re an old hand at this; you know there are multiple ways to achieve an objective.”

“None that are going to get the job done reliably on time.” She feels weirdly calm about the whole thing, the poetic inevitability of it all. “The terms of my contract are clear. Prevent Sandbar Uchi from ascending to the Board by any means possible. Those were my client’s exact words. We had an understanding about what that might mean in the end.”

Kob lets go of her. He sits down on the stone wall surrounding the garden and bows his head heavily over his hands. “I can’t come with you, Isa.” The words seem to physically pain him. “I told you before that I wanted to help, but that I wouldn’t become a shadowcon.”

“So that’s how you think of me.”

“It’s what you are now.”

“That fucking hurts, Kob.” She can’t pretend otherwise. “I’m not doing this for a final payday. I want to make Sandbar Uchi pay for his crimes. Is that so wrong? He ordered the deaths of the Field 93 survivors. He found out his dedicated atier had an incurable disease, so he murdered him to eliminate a liability. A leader who abuses his power, betrays his own people, and covers it all up shouldn’t be on the Board of Directors. He’s evil.”

Kob raises his eyes to her. “And we’re not?”

“We’re not directors. We’re longknivesfolk. The Code is our compass.”

“Don’t recite Agency doctrine to me, of all people,” Kob exclaims. “You know damn well this is personal for you. If you’re determined to go through with it, at least don’t hide your decision behind the Code, not now, not after everything we’ve been through. Look at us. Look at Martim. Can you say you still trust the compass?”

She stands in front of her friend, her partner, and gazes down at him with a bewildering sadness that feels as though it’ll suffocate her. “I choose to trust, Kob. We both did. The day we strapped on our longknives, we swore to live and die by the Code. God knows, it’s not always rewarding or correct or fair, but it’s still the best we’ve got.”

Contractors serve their clients, who serve the Company, which serves society. And society only endures if everyone knows their role and does their job. That’s how humanity survives. How it wins against the Vastness.

“Yes, it’s personal,” she admits hoarsely. “But so’s the Code. How could our lives be anything but personal? To serve is to live. Or do you not believe that anymore?”

Kob sags as he breathes in and out. At last, he says, “I never told you about my final contract, the one I failed to complete.” He raises his shielded eyes to the sky. “It was a challenging DTE, really good pay but nothing to be proud of. The last wageman knew I was coming. Didn’t try to run or put up a fight. Was accepting of it, welcoming even. Practically held the door open for me.”

Isako thinks of Dew Loren. You’ve still got a heart, Isako. That’s rare, you know?

“I looked at his face and couldn’t do it. He was the spitting image of his biofather. I remember, because I served a dismissal to him twenty-four years ago.” Kob shoves gloved fingers under his sunglasses, pinches the bridge of his nose. “I sat across from the dad with my triggersheath still shiny and new on my thigh, and told him that he had to resign for the sake of his family—for his son, who was only ten years old—so the boy would grow up with plenty of food and water and scrip, in a Company that was secure and prosperous.”

There’s a bit of sage grass growing up through the cracks of the stone wall. Kob rubs it between his fingers but doesn’t pick it. “He cried and he begged, but in the end, he did the right thing. Walked into the Vastness with his son’s photograph in his pocket. And here I was, years later, showing up to put an end to that boy’s life. I’d been at the start of my career the first time; now I was near the finish line. How had I spent nearly three decades? I wasn’t just a reaper. I was a liar. I was whispering hope to families and wiping them out.”

Isako tries to put herself in Kob’s position. She imagines drawing a longknife on Dew Loren’s girl, Tessa. Or on the man who will come from the baby boy she’s carrying in her womb. Thank all the gods of old Earth she’ll be long gone by the time that baby’s grown.

“I hated myself in that moment, Isa. I hated this—” He taps the side of his head. “Gray’s Waste can go ahead and take my perfect memory. I won’t be sad to lose that curse.”

She’s always admired Kob’s mind, envied the gift that he sees as a burden. She aches for him, but she finds it unbearable to think of him becoming less than who he is. “I’m not asking you to come with me.” She doesn’t view him as the scourge he claims to be, but she understands the line he won’t cross. “You’ve already done a lot to help me out—more than I can thank you for. I’m just grateful we got one more chance to work together.”

“Me too.” She can’t see his eyes through the sunglasses, but his voice roughens. “You’re a good friend, Isa. You didn’t look down on me for losing my badge. Everyone else acts like I’ve lost my whole damn mind, but you didn’t run away from me.”

She doesn’t point out: Because I needed you. And I thought I could save you.

“This past week, it’s been as if no time’s passed,” he goes on, the corner of his mouth lifting in a weak smile. “It was just like when we were young. Even the part where we almost died. Honestly, in the middle of it all, I thought—this is perfectly okay. I’m fine with going down like this, together. It was the most like my old self I’ve felt in a while.”

So her plan almost did work. She brought Strikebreaker back, if only temporarily. She sits down beside him, rests a hand on his knee. “I agree. It’s been nice.”

More than nice. It’s hard to put into words the strange importance, sudden and unexpected, that Rain Kob has assumed in her life, now of all times. Two weeks ago, she was barely thinking of him at all. He was a bit of pleasant nostalgia nestled in the back in her mind. She was ready to finish her last contract and resign without seeing him again.

Now the knowledge that she’s losing him to Gray’s Waste feels like a thorn lodged in her chest, pushing itself into her heart. It doesn’t even matter that he’ll outlive her.

Kob says, “You know what the odds are of you getting out of this alive?”

She has a half-formed plan to ambush Uchi when he’s away from the safety of his own headquarters, but even if she succeeds, she harbors no illusions about her ability to escape afterward. “I would say low,” she admits.

“What happened to wanting to resign for Maya’s sake?”

“The Agency will give her something. Constance will handle it.” Publicly, of course, Savannah Minto will disavow her. Isako’s been careful not to implicate her client. Privately, Minto will be pleased, and the Agency will see to it that she’s posthumously rewarded.

When Kob reacts with silence, she says, “Besides, what does it matter whether I get the bonus and the nameplace, if I manage to finish things right?”

Putting an end to Sandbar Uchi’s reign, delivering justice to his victims and to Martim, who she failed as a mentor and a friend—that will be enough. She’s been searching for meaning for a while now, but all the more so since Greves abandoned her. She realizes that now. She took pride in her skill as a longkniveswoman before age began to steal her speed. She was an elite atier until she lost the war. She was never a great mother, but she was a good mentor—that’s also what she used to believe, before last week.

What is she, now that she is none of those things?

“Is it that important to you?” Kob asks. “To finish out a contract you never wanted, that’s demanding your life when you’ve already given so much? Why’s vengeance and justice suddenly your responsibility? What can I say to convince you it’s not?”

The harsh pleading in his voice, so foreign, so unlike him, grates on her, drives the spike in her heart deeper into soft tissue. “You knew from the start this was going to be my last contract,” she reminds him. “Why are you trying to fight me on this now, all of a sudden?”

“Mother in fucking Chains, Isa.” Kob gets to his feet, agitated. “I didn’t want you to think of it as your last contract. I thought maybe I could change your mind.”

“To do what instead?” she demands. “Go rogue and wait to die?”

She instantly regrets her choice of words. Kob’s back stiffens, and he draws in a breath as if he’s about to tell her, straight up, just how much of a bitch she is.

“Never mind,” he says instead. “I was wrong.”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—”

“No, I’m the one who was out of line.” He takes a step back, puts distance between them, big shoulders curled, hands in pockets. “You deserve to complete your last contract successfully and finish your career the way you want. Selfish of me to try to change that.”

She doesn’t have any reply. All she can think of is the irony, the way she could’ve said the same about him. She gets to her feet woodenly. “We should go back.”

They return to his place as if to a funeral. The little yellow apartment already feels achingly familiar to her. She pauses in front of it, refusing to go inside with him, knowing it might break her resolve. The wrenching truth is that it’s tempting, so vastblasted tempting, this other path he suggests. Walking away from her contract, her legacy, her anger and her grief, her sense of duty to the Code and her very sense of self, just to get a little bit more time, now that she can imagine sharing that time with a friend. Fresh fruit and eggs at breakfast, walks in the sunshine, someone to watch your back until the end.

She wanted to bring him back into the edge life; he wanted to bring her out.

They tried to save each other. What a couple of idiots.

It’s such a tired cliché to reach a certain age and say you feel your mortality. Atiers are always aware of their mortality. What she’s actually been experiencing is a rebirth. The emergence of the woman who is going to die. One last chapter—make it a good one.

“I guess this is goodbye.” She tries to sound fine with it. You knew, she reminds herself. She knew the reunion was temporary, that her assignment was bound to take her where Kob could not follow. Now, or standing at the gates of Easthatch, it doesn’t matter. She puts her arms out to give him a hug, but he wraps his big hands around the back of her neck and drops his lips to her forehead. He presses them there, cold against her skin, and the tickle of his beard so soft, just like she imagined when she watched him sleeping.

Kob lets her go. “If you do change your mind, I’ll be waiting. And if you don’t, I’ll be Waiting anyway, on the other side. We’ll see each other again, partner.”

He turns away and goes inside so he doesn’t have to watch her leave.
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We believe all human life on Aquilo to be equal regardless of employment status. We exist to unite, support, and empower all unwaged individuals against Company-sanctioned discrimination and persecution. We seek to dismantle systems of economic oppression. We aim to organize ourselves as revolutionaries and will take direct action to bring about the world we envision, a world in which all people are badgeless.

—mission statement of United Freelancers



Every employee has the right to a safe and secure workplace. Any threat or risk of violence will be investigated and treated with the utmost seriousness.

—Starhome Exploration Group, colonial policy


Terrasday, 6-week, 500 AF

Isako’s back in the Old Warehouse, standing in front of Waterboy and his two minders from United Freelancers, the stringy-haired man in overalls whose name she’s learned is Laurent and the feisty woman with the bandana named Selene. She doesn’t know their kith names. No one gives their kith names in here.

Waterboy’s little congregation has grown over the past week. Now there are two dozen badgeless hanging around at the back of the cavernous building, where it’s warmest and safest. Some loiter out of curiosity or boredom, but some, no doubt, are motivated true believers, hungry for the passionate if disjointed ramblings of the wageman who beat the system. Who miraculously escaped the death sentence other freels know to be their own eventuality.

The sole survivor of Field 93 is a hero, activist, philosopher, and maybe a bit of a madman.

Laurent and Selene seem increasingly aware that they have something useful and possibly dangerous on their hands with Waterboy. Isako’s not sure whether to think of them as Waterboy’s henchmen, hosts, or babysitters. Or a combination of all of the above.

“Have you considered what I said about working together?” she asks.

Waterboy swivels in his pulpit-like office chair, swaying his head back and forth and smirking knowingly. “So you can get us to run all the risks, then turn around and pin us with the blame?”

Laurent sniffs in agreement. “Exactly. Tracs are tools. Their only loyalty is to the jarbrains and they don’t do shit for anyone unless it’s client ordered.” He lifts his upper lip at Isako. “How can we trust anything that comes out of your mouth?”

“Who said anything about trust? I’m only talking about a partnership of convenience based on shared objectives.”

“And what objectives are those?” Selene demands.

“I told you before,” Isako says with more patience than she feels, “my client considers Sandbar Uchi an enemy and a threat. You came awfully close to blowing him up in his car last year. The bombers claimed they worked alone, but the explosives came from somewhere. From United Freelancers. We’re natural allies.”

Selene turns to the nearby hangers-on who’re listening in. “Everyone get the fuck out of here, now,” she orders. “Bunch of nosy good-for-nothing detrits.”

Once the audience has reluctantly dispersed, Laurent shoves a folding screen over the opening of Waterboy’s personal space to prevent anyone from coming in or hearing the conversation.

“So.” Waterboy’s wide grin is unsettling. “You want us to try to kill the bastard again.”

“No. I’m going to kill Sandbar Uchi myself.”

That surprises them, although it shouldn’t. She’s not about to pin the vital outcome of her final contract on the questionable competency of vigilantes who fucked it up before.

Laurent gawps at her. “You’ve lost your whole damn mind.”

“Possibly.” She lets herself smile.

“Where’s your buddy?” Selene asks. “The big fucker they call Strikebreaker?”

“He’s out,” Isako says. “It’s just me now.”

“Just you.” Laurent chuckles. “SoCon GasPro is practically a fortress. When Uchi makes a public appearance, it’s with a whole security team. He even has a real looker of a jarbrain bodyguard that they say is the fastest trac in the Company with the longknife.”

The smile drops off Isako’s face. “Is that so.”

They think that little redheaded jarbrain bitch is the new Quickblade?

Laurent adds, “It was hard enough to get close to him last year, and he’s more careful now. And he’s a jarbrain. We had a better chance when he was still made of meat.”

“That’s why it’s got to be done precisely and from up close.”

Waterboy stares at her intently. “Have you ever killed a jarbrain before?”

She hasn’t. She’s brought about more death than she cares to think about, but she hasn’t ever killed a second stager. Such a thing almost never happens. The Company elite are always jockeying for position and trying to undermine their rivals, but they tend to be professionals about it. Outright murder is uncommon. It’s blunt, difficult, and almost always unnecessary. When it does happen, it’s work for shadowcons.

That’s what you are now.

“I’ve never killed a jarbrain,” she admits, “but I’ve been around them enough to know how.”

The synthetic braincase is well reinforced, but polymer tubes run down the back of the neck to interior oxygen filtration chambers. Severing those would starve the brain of air and be nearly as good as cutting someone’s throat. She neglects to mention that the odds of getting close enough to be that exact with the longknife are stacked heavily against her.

The freelancers are eyeing her the way they would an unmarked package dropped at their front door. Could be a basket of cookies. Could be anthrax. “Well, this just got very interesting.” Waterboy rubs his hands together as if either outcome would be fun. “What’s your plan?”

“Like you said, trying to get to Uchi in SoCon GasPro headquarters would be nearly impossible. But he entered second stage recently and has to undergo routine postoperative evaluations at the synthtech clinic where he was recorporalized. I know the place, date, and time of his next appointment. I can get inside and get to Uchi while he’s there. All I need from you is a distraction.”

“What sort of distraction?” Selene sounds cautiously enthusiastic now.

“You have more explosives. Illegal homemade stuff.” She takes their silence as an affirmative. “A few of them going off near the clinic while Uchi is inside will cause the facility to go into lockdown protocol. As long as I’m already in, Uchi will be trapped in there with me. His security team will fan out to protect the building, which’ll make it easier for me to get to him.”

Selene and Laurent exchange glances. Then they both look to Waterboy. He might be a raving whackjob, but the sole survivor of Field 93 carries weight around here now. He could be the spark over kerosene, the figurehead UF needs to go from being a bunch of badgeless malcontents to a real problem for the Company.

Isako wonders if she’s just lit the match.

“You know, I think it’s just so fucking beautiful how the universe, the gods of old Earth, the Mother in Chains below, whatever name you give the powers that be”—Waterboy raises his eyes and both his index fingers reverently to the ceiling—“have a way of delivering justice in mysterious ways using the most unexpected of instruments. You’re not the first trac that’s surprised me. Who am I to question the signposts of my calling?”

Waterboy leaps to his feet and spreads his arms wide overhead as if cheering a championship-winning futsal point, the bulky sleeves of his industrial green parka bunching around his narrow shoulders. “We should give her one,” he announces.

Laurent shifts uneasily. “You sure about that?”

“We should give her one,” Waterboy repeats with the conviction of a prophet.

Selene goes out of the room and returns a minute later with a package wrapped in cloth. Isako doesn’t have to touch it or unwrap it to see the shape and know what it is.

She looks Selene in the eye. “How many guns do you have?”

“Only a few.” A few is already a death sentence for her and Laurent and everyone in the Old Warehouse suspected of conspiring with them. Most people view the badgeless with pity. With guns, however, they’re a nascent army, and anything that evokes the horrible specter of the Prosperity Revolt is something the Company cannot tolerate.

Isako’s surprised they’re trusting her with their most dangerous and valuable contraband. But as she pointed out earlier, trust isn’t part of the equation. This is about mutual interest. Or rather, mutual enmity.

Selene undoes the cloth wrapping. “It doesn’t have much range—about a hundred meters or so. Someone on our side smuggled out a Founding-era museum piece, took it apart, scanned it, and sold the specs to us. We print the parts separately and put it together ourselves, so we don’t ring any alarm bells. It works, though.”

The gun is a blocky thing, but not large. The only other guns Isako’s glimpsed up close are the sleek, heavy metal weapons carried by Marsh Elias. This object looks nothing like those. More like a plastic toy than a real firearm.

“Have you ever fired a gun before? It holds two bullets, and you chamber it like this.” Selene shows her how to work the thing, her actions confident but slow, the sign of a person who has practiced a skill at length but never actually used it.

Isako takes the gun. She shouldn’t. It goes against her principles as a longkniveswoman. She doesn’t know how to properly use a gun, and having taught longknife skills to many trainees, she knows that trying to use a weapon you’re piss-poor at is more dangerous than not having a weapon at all. She doesn’t even trust that the amateurishly manufactured thing will work when she needs it to.

But she’s curious. She’s never held a gun before.

It fits neatly into her hand. She replicates Selene’s motions, finds the mechanism simple enough. A lot simpler than the precision quick draw of the longknife. Her palm tingles with the sense of power and the taint of corruption.

She turns to Waterboy. “Why are you giving this to me?”

The man’s sunset-blue eyes dance with the fiendish curiosity of someone who’s handed a power saw to a child. “You’ll put it to good use, won’t you? Like you said, it’s hard to kill a jarbrain. If you can’t get close enough to take his head off, you can still shoot him between the eyes.” He squints, makes a pistol shape out of his thumb and forefinger, and mimes the pulling of the trigger and the kickback of the shot. “Pew!”

Perhaps this is a test. Who knows how Waterboy’s scattered mind works. If she rejects his gift, maybe he’ll see it as another of his signs, an indication she’s not committed to her goal or a premonition that she’ll betray them. For her plan to succeed, she needs these freels to do their part. She can’t afford for there to be doubt between them.

Besides, if she takes the gun, that’s one less weapon in the possession of United Freelancers. Working with them doesn’t mean she wants another Prosperity Revolt.

Then there’s simple pragmatism. Waterboy is right—she might not get anywhere near enough to Uchi to kill him. She not afraid of any other longkniveswoman, but she has to admit it’s not going to be easy to get through a second-stage bodyguard who doesn’t feel fatigue or pain, who can’t bleed out, who could lose an arm and keep going.

It would be sacrilege for Quickblade to resort to an illegal firearm for her last contract instead of the trusted Suzimachi L10 she learned at the knee of her kithfather.

But synthbodies aren’t exactly fair advantages either.

An ace up the sleeve might mean the difference between success and failure.

Isako wraps the gun back in the cloth and tucks it into the inside pocket of her red coat. Its small, hard-edged shape against her body feels ten times heavier than the longknife.

“Next Terrasday, six twenty, at the Elite Renewal synthtech clinic,” she tells them. “I’ll be inside and waiting. Create a scare but don’t do anything extreme—no innocent-bystander deaths, got it?” The last thing she needs is more blood on her hands.

“We can handle it,” Selene promises. She meets Isako’s eyes, as if searching warily for a connection that’s not there. Her voice takes a slow, reluctant turn and loses some of its usual orneriness. “I was once a black badge, too. A midtrac. Worked six years for the same client before being hired on for good. The next year, my boss was implicated in an embezzlement scandal and someone had to take the fall. My daughter was two years old.”

Isako thinks of the girl with the braids, running through the shantytown.

“Given the chance, I didn’t do the respectable thing. You don’t realize until you’ve crossed it that the line between who you think you are on one day and who you could be the next is awfully fucking thin.” Selene glances meaningfully at where Isako’s hidden away the gun. “I didn’t think I’d ever be wishing good luck to someone like you.”

“Guess we’re all surprising ourselves lately.” Isako turns to go.

Waterboy bounces forward, holds an arm out in front of her before she leaves. “Can you hear that?” He cocks his head. “Isn’t it a lovely sound?”

Isako doesn’t hear anything other than the noises of the Old Warehouse, this way station on desperation road that’s all some badgeless have to call home. Voices raised in barter, chronic coughing, heavy things being moved on concrete, the rhythmic thud of a ball being kicked against a wall, the laborious hum of generators and portable heaters.

“That’s the sound of the glass jar cracking.” Waterboy’s smile spreads like frost on glass. He drops his arm and waves her out dramatically. “What’s the view like from outside, do you think?”







TWENTY-SEVEN


In the end, I’m grateful for a steady heart, a fast arm, and a strong daughter who’ll never read my sentimental nonsense.

—the unpublished coda of Isthmus Akio, 403–463 AF


7-week, 500 AF

Isako rents a room across the street from the Elite Renewal synthtech clinic. It’s nothing special—thin sheets, molded plastic furniture, weak shower spray on an automatic timer. One of those utilitarian, temporary apartments for relatives of people undergoing extended medical treatment in the area. A depressing place to spend her final nights, but it could be worse. She goes more budget than necessary to find a place that accepts offscrip, so she won’t leave any electronic trail. Just in case the surviving shadowcon decides to come for her after all.

On her third night there, she hears light footsteps in the hallway. They pass her room, come back down the hall, and stop outside her door.

Silent and barefoot in her pajamas, she slips into position against the wall, avoiding the pool of light from the standing lamp so she doesn’t cast a shadow across the door. She tabs the manual release on her triggersheath, noiselessly slides the blade out a single inch.

Second Stance. Knees bent, weight equally distributed, mind ready. Drawing the Bow. She strains her hearing past the sound of her heartbeat, watches the door handle.

The footsteps move past and fade away.

Over the next two days, she’s extra cautious whenever entering or exiting the building. Checks hallways and streets to make sure they’re empty. Takes stairwells and back doors. Doesn’t wear her usual red peacoat. Not that she’s afraid of the shadowcon—if it is indeed him. But it would throw a massive wrench in her plans for him to try to kill her right now, when she’s so close to the end of this miserable contract.

She misses Kob. She misses him a whole fucking lot.

Crater, good for his word, sends her what she needs. She studies the layout and systems of the Elite Renewal clinic as if memorizing formulas for the licensing exam. She watches the entrance of the building from her window with binoculars until she can identify all the staff members and when they normally arrive. She gets on the Cityhab Security network and figures out the shift roster and expected response times. She accounts for everything she can know and control because there’s a whole lot she can’t.

The thought of calling Maya crosses her mind often, but she doesn’t trust the electronic safeguards in this shitty-ass building. On the slim chance her communication is being monitored, she can’t risk the possibility of putting her daughter in any danger. So she records a message, which she appends to the letter that’ll automatically be released from her personnel file to the Agency in the event of her death. Constance will get it to Maya.

Longknife practice occupies her remaining hours. It’s where she can always find calm and resolve—in the shifting of her feet between stances, the slow burn building in her legs and arms, the fractional seconds she strives to shave away with each draw of the blade. She thinks of how her kithfather Akio had the same practice routine every morning, including the day he walked into the Vastness.

She gets plenty of sleep and takes care of her knees. She’s going to need them to work when it counts.

Her coda goes unfinished.

Not from lack of trying. She writes and rewrites it, but nothing feels correct. On her last attempt, she thinks of Kob. I go where you can’t follow, but I take you with me. It’s the closest she comes to something that’s true, but still, it’s not perfect.

She’s just not a writer.

Maybe it’s okay that she doesn’t have a coda that’ll be declaimed in public, or published and widely read, or inscribed on a future building. Just like it’s okay that she might not get a proper resignation with witnesses and an eventual nameplace. The impact of her final actions will mean more than any words she could come up with.

The way of the Vastness.

On Terrasday morning, Isako is ready before dawn.

She takes up a spot in the alcove entranceway of the building next door. If Uchi cancels or delays his post-op appointment, the plan’s fucked, at least temporarily. She’s counting on the fact that he’ll want a clean bill of health in hand before the Board vote.

When the first staff members arrive to unlock the doors and turn on the lights, she breathes a sigh of relief. Ordinarily, the clinic doesn’t open until 0600, but workers being early means they expect an important client to arrive right upon opening. Sandbar Uchi is a famously early riser and apparently he’s keeping up longstanding habits in second stage.

At exactly 0600, a shiny new top-of-the-line silver combustion vehicle arrives and pulls up to the clinic’s entrance with a steam-belching grumble. Sandbar Uchi steps out of the car, adjusts his designer scarf and black fedora, and enters the clinic, accompanied by River Thea and two additional uniformed bodyguards.

Isako waits, and uses this time to wrap herself in cold determination.

When ten minutes have passed, she steps into the street and strides up to the clinic entrance briskly and purposefully, as though just arriving. The gun that Waterboy gave her is in a shoulder holster under her coat. The unfamiliar shape and weight of it is unnerving. She worries it’s noticeable, even though she’s gone to pains to make sure it isn’t.

She doesn’t trust the damn thing, prays she won’t have to use it.

A gencon security guard with a shock baton sits just inside the sliding double doors of the clinic. It’s early and cold and he’s not quite awake. Isako’s been watching him through binoculars for days and doesn’t consider him a threat.

At the check-in desk, she says, “I’m here for Director Savannah Minto’s appointment.”

The receptionist has the overly smooth, taut skin that betrays an overuse of age-reversal procedures, the cheap resort of those who covet the long lives and artificial youth of second stage but will never obtain synthtech. She peers at Isako skeptically. Isako’s engaged with enough skeptical and annoyed receptionists over the past two weeks to feel impatience at the sight of yet another one. “You’re not Director Minto,” the woman states blandly.

“Obviously not. My client scheduled a consultation to discuss possible upgrades. As you can see from your files, her model’s rather dated. She’s not able to be here in person due to security concerns, so she sent me to gather the information in her stead.”

“That’s not how we do things,” says the receptionist. “We don’t discuss a patient’s situation with anyone besides the patient. Director Minto will have to reschedule her appointment, or arrange a remote consultation to speak with the doctor directly.”

Isako summons an expression in every veteran atier’s toolkit—her most entitled don’t-you-know-who-I-work-for face. “My client doesn’t wish to delay her appointment, nor does she trust your communications security. As you must know, she’s a Board member, and with the approaching AGM, she’s very busy and very vigilant about personal safety.”

Isako holds up a datacard. It’s blank but she brandishes it importantly. “She provided me with her synthbody’s performance-history files and entrusted me to deliver them directly to the consulting doctor.” A disappointed pause for effect. “I thought Elite Renewal would be accustomed to accommodating clients who expect a superior and discreet level of service.”

The receptionist sighs. “Come with me.” She stands and takes Isako down the first hall to a receiving room with a desk and two armchairs. “I’ll ask the doctor if they’ll see you.” She departs and closes the door behind her, leaving the atier standing in the middle of the room.

Isako checks the time and starts a mental countdown. She cracks open the door and peers out. The hallway is empty. Two minutes. Vastblasted freels better not let me down…

She’s disabled all incoming calls, but an urgent message alert pops up.

Kob.

Before she can think better of the timing, she plays it. His voice starts up in her ear. “Isa, I don’t know if you’re going to hear this, but something’s been bothering me. I spent the past few days digging through Martim’s personal information. He doesn’t have the genetic markers for early-onset Gray’s Waste. There’s no diagnosis in his medical records. If he was keeping a secret—”

A thunderous bang goes off outside the building. It’s so loud it concusses the air like a gas field explosion or an aircraft hitting the ground. Even though she expects it, Isako’s whole body flinches with instinctual panic. The receptionist lets out an earsplitting shriek.

Isako throws open the door. She takes in the chaotic scene in an instant. To her left is the lobby, its windows obscured by dust and smoke. Security alarms start blaring. Red strobing lights in the ceiling indicate a lockdown situation. The receptionist is under her desk, hands over her head. The security guard is crouched behind his chair, shouting into a comm unit and staring fearfully toward the anticipated attackers at the entrance.

They don’t notice Isako at all as she sprints in the other direction.

Waterboy and his UF buddies didn’t skimp on their promise of a distraction, and she intends to make good use of it. She stays low as she runs, hand poised over triggersheath. Too much adrenaline to feel any strain in her knees. The map of the synthtech clinic is as clear in her mind as a detailed sim projection as she passes the consultation rooms, the staff lounge, and the administrative offices. The centrally located design center is the designated first-floor gathering place in case of emergency. She avoids it and doesn’t run into any of the staff. Left. Right. Right. Second left. Stairwell door.

The second floor is where the postoperative testing centers are located, next to the surgery and recovery suites. That’s where Sandbar Uchi will be.

In case of fire, do not take elevator. She leaps the steps two at a time, pushing past two technicians in moss-green uniforms going the other direction. They shout after her. She ignores them, reaches the second-floor landing, and barrels through the steel door.

A second lobby, this one for surgery intake. Nicely carpeted, furnished with reclining lableather chairs and an expensive coffee machine for that last luxurious taste of gourmet caffeine before giving up the pleasures of the flesh.

The place is empty, fortunately. Surgeries don’t start until an hour after clinic opening. The glowing outline of a scangate separates the waiting area from the secure interior of the facility, with its advanced equipment and eighth-generation-synthtech secrets.

Isako sucks in a breath and forces herself to think of this as another Agency sim.

She lunges through the opening at full speed. The security system reacts to her unidentified badge and the presence of a concealed weapon. The alarm blast that goes off is drowned out by the ongoing wailing of the general lockdown alert, but the electricity that floods Isako’s body lights her up instantly with excruciating pain. Fiery pulses of agony spasm through every muscle. She loses conscious connection to her limbs. Her brain turns to static. Her involuntary attempts to scream come out as disjointed grunting noises.

But she’s been through simdeath five times. This is nothing.

Her initial momentum carries her most of the way. With a burst of willpower, she pushes through the blinding pain, forces her collapsing body to land beyond the glowing gate. All the air leaves her lungs as she hits the carpeted floor of the hallway. She bangs her shoulder something fierce and tastes blood; she bit through the side of her tongue.

But she’s through, and the pain is gone.

Her legs feel wrung out and quivery but she gets to her feet and keeps going. Uchi and his team should be in the next block of rooms. According to the clinic’s security protocol, all staff and patients are directed to designated safe rooms, which can be sealed from the inside if necessary. But high-ranking Company leaders follow different rules. There’s no telling if a would-be assassin or kidnapper is among the clinic staff. Uchi’s bodyguard won’t place her client in a small space with a bunch of strange wagefolk, even if they are synthtech workers. He’ll be kept apart, with a defense set up around him.

Isako knows she’s right when she rounds the corner toward the post-op center and runs into one of the uniformed SoCon GasPro bodyguards. He has time to shout a warning before the longknife shoots soundlessly into her hands and she carries the trajectory of the ejection into an upward slicing motion that finds its way through his throat.

She’s already running past by the time his body hits the floor.

The second uniformed guard is ready for her at the end of the hall. Longknife already in hand, he charges to meet her, confident in his superior strength and youthfulness. Isako retreats; he advances. In the confines of the corridor, there’s nowhere to go. She lets her eyes drift to the side, drops the tip of her blade, gives him an opening. She knows he’ll take it; she can read his energy, recognizes the stress-induced hastiness she’s seen in plenty of other longknivesmen. She used to berate Martim. Don’t drop your elbow, don’t telegraph your next move.

She guides the high cut over her right shoulder, pivots left into Sixth Stance, Opening the Path, slices low across the femoral artery, and reverses the blade for a kidney thrust.

The second guard goes down.

Twenty paces ahead, in front of the double doors to the post-op center, River Thea stands, blocking the way. She’s as motionless as only a second stager is capable of being.

“You don’t know what you’re doing.” Is that a hint of fear in her voice as Isako approaches? “You’re being used, can’t you see that? This isn’t what Martim would want.”

Isako keeps coming. “You didn’t hire enough shadowcons.”

Her next step flows into attack.

The perfect offense emerges from neutrality. Isako’s rush forward is smooth and balanced; even the traitorous knees are cooperating. Her longknife is poised without bias to become any one of a dozen lethal manifestations in the blink of an eye. As Isthmus Akio used to say, the longknife already knows where to go; the longknivesman merely carries it there.

She may not be as fast as she used to be, but she’s still a hell of a lot faster than any jarbrain. She’s never seen a synthbody achieve more than an awkward jog. They’re prosthetic machines designed for the elderly, not high-performance athletic vehicles. At the final moment, her momentum transforms into a horizontal cut that’ll cleave into her target’s creamy-white neck.

No one’s ever been recorporalized twice. River Thea will be well and truly dead.

The bodyguard sidesteps with none of the jerky lag of a typical synthbody. With the reflexes of an Agency-trained longkniveswoman, she raises her longknife to parry.

Isako spares a fraction of a second to wonder how it’s possible. Whether eighth-generation synthtech really is a revolutionary breakthrough or whether it’s Thea’s own brain—so much younger and more pliable than a typical second stager—that accounts for the difference. To be able to move like that… maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to be a jarbrain.

The thought is fleeting, quickly dispelled by the thrust of Thea’s longknife to her chest. Isako twists and deflects—feels death go sliding past—then counters to the throat. The blade nicks lab-grown flesh bloodlessly. Thea slides away and they’re apart, still alive, neither having won the first exchange, both having lost the advantage of the quick draw.

Any longknife battle that goes beyond three moves is already a failure in Isako’s opinion. Contractors aren’t soldiers. They’re aides, strategists, protectors, executioners. In the opening moves of a contest, she possesses the advantages of experience, precision, skill, and surprise. The older she gets, the faster she needs to finish a fight. When stamina enters the equation, she can’t compete with an opponent who doesn’t feel physical fatigue or injury.

“Why are you protecting the man who did this to you?” she says. “You’re nothing but a twisted synthtech experiment. Other jarbrains will only ever pity you.”

“Shut up,” Thea says.

“Any self-respecting longkniveswoman would sooner run into the Vastness.”

“I said shut the fuck up.” Thea attacks, but the footwork is sloppy, the drawback on the shoulder too obvious. Isako evades the diagonal slash with ease and sees the opening like a red beacon. Her longknife rips across Thea’s torso in a deep, disemboweling cut.

She realizes her error in an instant.

She thought she was goading her opponent into attacking foolishly, but she’s the one who’s made the mistake. A fatal injury to an ordinary human isn’t the same for a second stager. The flesh of Thea’s abdomen splits like cleaved rubber, pink tissue flayed open, milky liquid sluicing out with a consistency too viscous to be blood. Isako glimpses clear tubing, some sort of rigid polymer structure, no guts or organs. Thea doesn’t react, feels no pain, doesn’t even look down at the damage to her torso, only swings the longknife back at Isako while the atier’s distracted by the weird sight of her opponent’s artificial innards.

Ironically, the traitors save her.

Her right knee wobbles from taking the full body weight of her committed attack. She pitches too far to the side to recover her balance and stumbles, going down on one hip and one hand, just as Thea’s blade carves the air right above her. Isako scrambles to find her footing, to bring her weapon back up in time to save her life—

Thea’s legs buckle. Apparently, cutting her nearly in half did some serious damage after all, severed some important connection between her brain and lower body. She glances down at herself, sees her gaping-wide abdomen and the slick pink-and-white mess within.

The woman’s full red lips part in an O of abject horror.

“No, no, nooooo,” she moans. The pathetic sound is unnaturally high and tinny, like a voice run through a synthesizer. She collapses, grabs at the torn edges of her bloodless wound with frantic, flapping hands. The stunning hazel eyes widen with unblinking panic.

Thea’s cries become the eerie, glitchy noises of a machine trying to replicate sounds outside its functional range, as if she’s struggling for breath even though she has no lungs.

Isako gets to her feet and runs. She leaves the bodyguard on the floor and bursts through the double doors into the room beyond. A synthsurgeon in a white medical coat throws his hands up overhead and drops to his knees in surrender. “Please don’t hurt me!”

Sandbar Uchi lies naked and still as death in a white coffin-like capsule. A panel on the side of the container glows with technical readouts. The upper section is transparent; she sees Uchi’s broad shoulders and familiar uncompromising face, eyes closed, silver hair swept back. No breath escapes his lips to fog the clear surface of the suspension chamber.

She realizes she’s looking at Uchi’s original body.

What the fuck?

The second-stage Sandbar Uchi starts upright from where he appeared to be bent over, examining his own corpse. His mouth falls open at the sight of Isako standing in the doorway, longknife in hand. The director takes several astonished steps backward, until his shoulders nearly touch the far wall. The cryogenic capsule containing his organic body is a barrier between them—too tall to vault over, too wide to get around quickly.

“Jesus Christ,” Uchi exclaims. “How the hell did you—”

She shifts the longknife to her left hand, draws the compact pistol from the shoulder holster with her right. She’s spent hours in her room practicing the draw, the aim, the trigger pull—but she’s never fired it. Two bullets, two chances. She’s too close to miss.

Uchi throws his hands over his head. “Wait, Isa, don’t!” he screams.

He’s dead in her sights. The barrel of the gun wobbles. She darts a glance over at the unmoving figure in the cryo capsule, swings her aim between the two faces of the man she came here to kill, one serene and one panicked. Her brain spasms, as if in a licensing simulation she knows is designed by sadistic masterminds to fuck with her. No time for doubt.

She pulls the trigger.







THE APPRENTICE






TWENTY-EIGHT

Three years ago

Martim had never been beyond the airshield.

As the field car queued up to the hatch, he tucked cold, clammy hands under his armpits for warmth, his heart thudding apprehensively. The sight of the arid landscape beyond was distorted. Shimmery and blurred, as if seen through a thick film of cloudy plastic.

It’s worth it, he reassured himself. You’ll get there on time; that’s what matters.

Renting the field car had cost more scrip than he could really afford. The cheaper way to get where he needed to go would’ve been to take one of the regular shuttletrains that ferried wagemen to the gas fields, ecological stations, mining sites, and other workplaces where they would stay for days, weeks, or months at a time. But since it would’ve been his first time navigating the exterior rail system and he had no opportunity to practice, there was a chance he’d fuck up—miss a train, get on or off at the wrong stop, run into an unexpected delay.

That was an outcome he really couldn’t afford.

He’d only been informed last night at 2130 that his interview this morning wouldn’t be occurring at SoCon GasPro headquarters, as he’d expected, but instead would take place one hundred and fifty kilometers outside Tenacity Cityhab, in Field 32, where Director Uchi was taking part in the opening ceremonies for a new hydrofluorocarbon plant. In a rush of near panic, he’d been forced to spend time he could’ve used for last-minute interview preparation figuring out travel logistics.

Later, he would find out all the candidates were given the same instructions to travel to the gas field on short notice, which caused one of them to drop out and another to arrive late.

As the field car passed through the Southhatch airlock, Martim sucked in a breath and put a hand up to shield his eyes from the stinging sunlight. The Vastness sprang into sharp view: A desert of coarse reddish-yellow sand stretched toward a long plateau bounded by white cliffs, jagged shelves of rock outlined stark against a steel-gray sky. Clumps of polar grass punctuated the sprawl of green and white lichen. Other vehicles traveling across the tundra winked like tiny rolling silver marbles.

Awestruck, Martim pressed his forehead against the window, imagining how the landscape would’ve looked to the Founders. Bleak, but pristine. A virgin, untouched world.

On the horizon squatted an enormous black arch, built centuries ago as a monument, a headstone, and an enduring warning. The Remembrance Arch cast a long shadow across the tundra, standing where Prosperity Cityhab once existed. The sister city, the original site of Company headquarters—destroyed in the Second Uprising, nine years into the Great Silence. Five thousand six hundred and twenty-two souls lost in minutes when the airshield came down during the armed conflict.

The field car’s dashboard indicated temperature and oxygen levels dropping inside the car as the environment outside intruded. Martim unwrapped the disposable o-mask he’d purchased from a vending machine back at the field-car lot, plugged the hose into the back seat air tank, and cupped it over his nose and mouth, inhaling a lungful of supplemental oxygen. As spectacular as the view was, it was still deadly. History blamed the rebels of Prosperity for instigating the tragedy commemorated by the Remembrance Arch—but it was the planet that finished the job.

Martim tried to calm his mind, to summon the quiet state of readiness that his mentor preached as being the essence of an atier. Instead of gazing out the window, he could use this time in the field car to run through possible interview questions. But he’d already spent the past week feverishly researching every aspect of gas production, drilling himself with hypothetical problems requiring rapid mental calculations, and rehearsing explanations of his background and experience, trying to frame his disadvantages as strengths. He’d practiced for hours with the longknife—Isako would’ve been proud—although the possibility that he might be evaluated on combat skills was still terrifying. There wasn’t much else he could do now, except hope.

Hope that he knocked it out of the park.

An interview with Sandbar fucking Uchi. It was still hard to believe.

When Martim had received the news, he’d immediately called the Agency to confirm there hadn’t been some sort of error. Newly licensed black badges, especially those with a record of having initially failed the exam, weren’t exactly in high demand. The best of each cohort of new atiers might be offered three-year-long Principal contracts right off the bat, but the rest had to take whatever came their way, build up a track record with shorter projects, and hope that a client would be impressed enough to offer them something longer.

It didn’t help that he’d come from nothing. None of his kith were contractors. He didn’t have any useful connections to help with his placement. Compared with more senior atiers, his billing rates would be low, but he couldn’t count on any clients being willing to pay even that much. So he’d been fully prepared to tough it out in any small, insignificant position that would get him off the ground.

The scheduling desk had reiterated there was no mistake. Martim ended the call and sat in stupefied silence for an entire minute. “Holy fucking shit,” he said aloud to his empty apartment.

He hadn’t told anyone. Not anyone in his atier cohort, not Isako, not even Leanne. Absolutely no one expected him to get this job, and he didn’t want to jinx his meager chances by sharing his excitement, only to have to tolerate questions and sympathy if he didn’t get the contract.

Before long, the emission towers of Field 32 came into sight. Thick black columns rising toward the sky, row upon row, forming an enormous pegboard covering over two hundred square kilometers. The tops of behemoth trunks were obscured by massive clouds of white steam. Rail lines stretched into the field like black arteries, bringing vast quantities of carbonate rock and polar ice from mining facilities to be processed at super-high temperatures. Carbon dioxide, water vapor, methane, and nitrous oxide were mixed with the output of nearby fluorinated gas factories and sent into the atmosphere nonstop.

The sight was just as impressive, Martim thought, as the Vastness itself. And Field 32 was only one of hundreds across the Southern Continent alone. The energy from burning countless tonnes of carbonate minerals was used to power all the workings of the Company so that the terraforming effort could continue unabated, in a great virtuous cycle of hope.

The field car passed through the double hatch of the airshield posts and came to a stop in front of a compound of short buildings clumped in front of the black silos. Long barracks for the wagemen, common buildings for dining and recreation, stocky field vehicles coming and going along rutted tracks. Half a dozen off-shift wagemen sat huddled around an outdoor heater, hunched on plastiwood benches, talking, thermoses of warm drink clasped in gloved hands. They glanced over at Martim curiously as he stepped out of the field car. The temperature out in the field was far below cityhab standards. Martim pulled his coat tightly around his shoulders but the bite of cold still took his breath away. Cold this intense got through all the layers, attacked even a square centimeter of exposed skin, pushed itself into the marrow of one’s bones, made sluggish the blood in one’s veins.

Parked in front of the flagpole flying the Company banner was a huge black shuttlebus, the seal and slogan of SoCon GasPro emblazoned across its tinted windows. Nervously, Martim approached the monstrous vehicle. The door swung open. Light and heat emanated from within.

He paused a moment to take a deep breath and steady his nerves before stepping inside.

You can do this. You were made for this.

The inside of the vehicle had been unrecognizably altered from an ordinary shuttlebus into a luxuriant mobile office. Ordinarily, a bus this size would be used to transport dozens of wagemen, but all the benches and handrails had been stripped out and replaced with a work desk, fixed swivel chairs, labwood cabinetry, and overhead heating panels. A plush black rug covered the floor. Director Sandbar Uchi was sprawled comfortably in the reclining seat behind the desk, boots propped on a footstool, eyes darting back and forth as information streamed across a translucent blue data visor.

The first thing that struck Martim about Sandbar Uchi, besides the fine cut of his cashmere sport coat, was his size and solidity—long limbs, square face, and broad shoulders made only more impressively durable by age. They magnified his gravitational pull, seemed to justify his importance.

Uchi was deathly bored. “Are we almost done?” he complained to the hovering secretary just as Martim entered. He barely glanced up as he scrolled distractedly through Martim’s personnel file, pausing to respond to a notification in his vision. Without any real interest, “So, what’s your story?”

Martim would later learn that he was the second-last interview on the schedule. By the time he arrived, the director had seen and dismissed four other candidates, including experienced senior atiers. This was nothing new—Uchi had a reputation in the Agency for being difficult to please, liable to reject all the contractors presented to him and to demand a completely new slate of candidates. Nor did his pickiness seem to improve his opinion of his eventual choices; neither of the last two atiers he’d hired had made it to the end of their Principal contracts. He’d canceled the most recent one after only twenty weeks.

Martim was aware of these discouraging facts, but what he didn’t know at the time was that the Partners had deliberately arranged the order of Uchi’s interview schedule, first sending him three perfectly acceptable candidates that they predicted he would refuse for spurious reasons, followed by two underqualified interviewees, including Martim. After the director became frustrated and weary, the sixth and strongest contender would be presented at the end of the day. Hopefully, Uchi would accept the obvious choice without long deliberation or unreasonable demands for the Agency to send him more options.

Martim was set up to fail from the start. A sacrificial offering who was never supposed to have had a chance. Whenever he thought about it later, his lip would curl. Fucking Partners.

In the moment, though, his heart sank into his boots as he seated himself in the one empty chair, perched with his back straight and feet on the floor in proper zanshin. “It’s an honor to meet you, sir,” he said. “I’m a great admirer of what SoCon GasPro has accomplished under your leadership. I became an atier hoping to use my skills to make a real difference in the Company.”

Uchi took a peanut from the snack bowl on his desk and cracked it between his fingers. “And what skills do you think you have, at your age?”

Martim could feel the director’s blithe amusement rolling off him like an odor. It was at least ten degrees warmer inside the bus than it was outside. “Well, sir,” Martim said, keeping the smile plastered to his face as sweat plastered his shirt to his back, “there are a few things you ought to know about me. I’m the first member of my CTH ever to graduate from atier training, and I did so with academic scores in the top two percent of candidates. I have a particular interest in the operational processes of terraforming; for example, in my most recent internship…”

As he covered his rehearsed talking points, Martim felt his hopes dissolving with each word. Uchi didn’t ask any follow-up questions; his eyes were flicking over his data visor again, paying attention to something else on his task list. He was hardly listening, merely going through the barest motions of the interview. As soon as Martim finished, the director would dismiss him with a casual flick of his fingers, perhaps toss out a conciliatory “Thanks for coming, but you’re not what we’re looking for,” and that would be it—the evaporation of the biggest chance of Martim’s life, the shiny bauble of a Principal contract yanked out of reach of his grasping fingers. He would leave only with definitive proof of what he’d dreaded all along—that he was fooling himself. He couldn’t do this after all. Everyone around him could see that he was an imposter who could never be a real atier.

Martim stopped talking. What he was saying didn’t matter anyway.

The sudden, unexpected silence caused Uchi’s secretary to pause in her dutiful note taking. For the first time, Uchi glanced over at him curiously. “Are you done?”

“Yes,” Martim said. “But might I ask, sir, is that a Moray Xi scarf from the 459 series?”

Under his tailored sport coat, Uchi was dressed casually in slacks and a sweater-vest over a collared shirt, but Martim had noticed right away that the items the man was wearing would exceed most wagemen’s paychecks. The director took off his data visor, a slightly impressed twitch tugging his eyebrows upward. “There were only a hundred of these ever made from the first group of Angora rabbits successfully produced from the Genebank.”

“I’ve never seen a 459 before,” Martim admitted.

When Uchi decided to give someone his full attention, it was as if X-ray beams turned on behind his sky-gray eyes. Martim could feel the director’s sudden notice, taking in his pinstripe Andres hybrid cotton suit, his lableather boots polished to a shine, his combed Salmon Clément nuwool overcoat. Martim certainly didn’t have a Moray Xi 459, but he did have his lucky burgundy scarf from the 483 series, much less rare but the best he could get his hands on. A small frown deepened the crevices of Uchi’s face. He was wondering how a twentysomething deckhand could be dressed head to toe in designer clothes made of genuine biomaterials.

Martim wasn’t about to explain that he lived in the lowest-rent place he could find in the cityhab, frequently skipped meals to save scrip, and was an absolute wizard on the secondary luxuries market. He had accounts on all the usual Companynet buy-and-trade sites and the sketchy offnet ones as well. He’d once managed to trade two pairs of used Moss Lorento boots for a square meter of real silk smuggled out of the agricultural fibers lab, then spent three weeks finding someone to turn it into the most valuable tie he owned.

“The Moray Xi is becoming so common these days, barely anyone recognizes an original 459,” the director scoffed, his intense scrutiny still on Martim.

“Anyone who pays attention to the signature embroidery would, sir. But you’re right, it seems anyone who wants to own angora wool can do so if they really want to these days.”

“Including newly licensed contractors, apparently.”

Martim risked a smile. “A sign of progress, sir. One day, if we reach our goals, common people will take for granted all the things we think of as luxuries today.”

Uchi looked down at the screen in his hand and actually read Martim’s personnel file. “You failed the licensing exam the first time.”

“I wasn’t very good with the longknife, as you can see from my scores.”

Uchi snorted dismissively. “An overrated skill in atiers. I don’t need another guy with a knife when I already have these two.” He jerked his thumb back toward the two bodyguards standing silently in the corners of the bus. One of them was a thick-lipped man with a hat and goatee and a shock baton at his waist. The other was a sturdy woman with a triggersheath strapped to her thigh who could give Isthmus Isako a run for her money when it came to intimidation.

Uchi waved in Martim’s direction. “You don’t need to sit like that, by the way.”

Martim’s spine was aching from maintaining proper posture, but he hesitated, imagining his mentor glaring at him in disapproval. Then he let himself relax into the chair and it was all he could do not to groan out loud in relief.

“What makes you think you could work for me?” Uchi’s voice slowed, and he was still looking at Martim; he was asking for real this time.

Martim’s heart seemed to be beating very loudly, but he felt much calmer. “Well, for one thing, I’ve never needed much sleep.” A cheeky answer, perhaps, and not entirely true. He could get by on six hours a night, but could use seven. Still, it was another minor connection he could draw with Uchi, who was famously able to function at a high level on four hours of rest per night. “And I’ll give you everything I’ve got.”

Uchi glanced at Martim’s file again. “You’re obviously a smart kid,” he noted, “but the last two atiers I hired were also brilliant according to their files, and they turned out to be complete disappointments.”

“I won’t be,” Martim promised. “I researched your past atiers and they had impressive track records but weren’t a good fit for SoCon GasPro.”

“Mmm.” A small noise of curiosity and agreement. “Why not?”

“Because their previous experience was a liability. They came from other contracts, working for other directors in other divisions. There’s no other division like SoCon GasPro. You need someone who’s a blank slate, who won’t try to change what makes this division the most successful, fastest-growing part of the Company. I’m someone who will do things the SoCon GasPro way—your way—right from the beginning.”

Uchi put the screen down and leaned forward, sharp elbows on his desk. “And what way do you think that is?”

A droplet of sweat was making its way down the back of Martim’s neck, but he answered without hesitation. “Unwavering devotion to the vision of the Founders and a culture that thrives on high performance without excuses. Your division is turning humanity’s dream into reality. One day, when people walk across grassy fields and drink water from flowing rivers, it’ll be because of SoCon GasPro.”

A zealous gleam came into Uchi’s eyes. “We’ll get there faster than anyone currently believes. Once the groundbreaking field tech we’ve been investing in is fully implemented, the current projections will be far too conservative. We could have breathable atmospheric oxygen in my lifetime.”

“Sir.” One of Uchi’s secretaries stepped up to his side and leaned over to interrupt in a nervous undertone. “I’m afraid we’re out of time. The next candidate is waiting.”

“Send him away.”

The secretary blinked several times. “But, sir, he comes highly recommended by the Agency and he’s traveled all this way. Shouldn’t you at least interview him and review all the—”

Uchi cut her off with a dismissive hand gesture. “I’m done with the Agency’s recommendations. Those slick tracmasters just want to sell me on whoever has the highest billing rates. They probably saved their most expensive product for last in order to convince me he’s the best of the lot. Get rid of him.” The director turned back to Martim with a welcoming smile that lifted his whole face and made Martim’s heart jump as if it had been shocked. “Paperwork usually takes a week or two to finalize, but I expect you to be at the next senior staff meeting. Terrasday, oh five hundred. In the meantime, find yourself a new apartment. As close as you can to headquarters.”

Outside, polar wind howled across the Vastness. Inside the claustrophobic confines of the shuttlebus, Martim felt cocooned in warmth and opportunity. He was afraid he wouldn’t be able to speak, but the words came out fine. “Thank you, sir. I won’t let you down.”

An atier who adapted quickly to a new situation and unusual orders, who paid attention to the small but important details, down to the embroidery on a scarf, and who shared the director’s sense of fastidiousness when it came to quality and appearances—that was someone Uchi could uniquely relate to, that he could trust with vital and challenging tasks.

Martim looked around the interior of Uchi’s mobile command station, settling more comfortably into the lableather upholstery and into the awestruck certainty that right here, where he had never been before, was exactly where he belonged.

See? You were made for this.

He’d never felt more sure of anything.







TWENTY-NINE

Sixteen months ago

Even for an emergency meeting held at 0500 in the dead of winter, with the numbing cold urging him to return to the warmth of his bed and the darkness over the sleeping cityhab reflecting his haggard face back to him in every long window of the elevated walkway to work, Martim tried his very best to look well put together.

It was a tall order, when he was operating on less than three hours of sleep and hadn’t had time to shower or shave. At least he’d made it back to his apartment long enough to change into fresh clothes: a clean white herringbone shirt, his favorite charcoal-gray vest and suit—nuwool, but high quality—under a double-breasted overcoat thrown over his shoulders. He’d picked up his lucky burgundy scarf and then put it down again, choosing instead to drape his neck with black flannel plaid that better suited the somber tone he knew he would have to project, starting now.

Catastrophic airshield failure over Gas Field 93. One hundred and three people frozen and asphyxiated in minutes. The death toll certain to rise after searchers accounted for those who’d arrived, unauthorized, over the past two weeks to lend support to the obstructionists. One of the worst accidents to befall the Company in recent memory, sure to be spoken of alongside tragedies like the Polar Mining Explosion, the 322 Tram Fire, the terrible Prosperity Revolt.

The news was spreading by the second. It would be the talk of the entire planet within the hour.

Martim swallowed, trying to force moisture into his mouth. Over the first half of his Principal contract, he’d worked harder and accomplished more than he’d thought possible, but he’d never dealt with a crisis of this magnitude. How he handled the days and weeks to come would determine his client’s fate, and his own.

Remember: You were made for this. You are the smartest, hardest-working, best-dressed motherfucker in the whole division. It was the sort of cheesy affirmation the Company-provided therapy program would suggest he say to himself to keep the anxiety demons at bay—but hey, sometimes it worked.

He stopped at a beverage machine and filled two cups of imitation coffee. They weren’t for him; caffeine—even the obscenely expensive real hothouse coffee that was stronger than coffa—had long since lost its potency, but fortunately he wasn’t tired anymore, thanks to the two blue pills he’d swallowed on his way out of the apartment. Now he felt completely alert, hyperaware, as if the tips of his fingers and the roots of his hair tingled with a faint current of electricity. The effect wouldn’t last, but he’d figured out how to cycle sleepstims and boosters for maximum effect. He had a sleepstim pen tucked in his inside breast pocket to calm himself down and focus when the jitters and brain fog hit in a few hours.

Drinks in hand, Martim took a second to steel himself before entering the boardroom.

One day at a time. One hour at a time. One minute at a time.

The room was already crowded with people. Subdirectors of every major function, gas field bosses rushed here by field car or jet plane or helicopter, experts from Internal Relations and Policy Compliance and Crisis Management. Wide-eyed, exhausted and scared in equal measure, they focused intently on their screens or murmured to one another in muted conversation. Martim saw, with satisfaction, that two seats remained empty at the head of the long boardroom table—the director’s black wingback and one other seat, left open for him. He crossed the room briskly, triggersheath swinging gently with each stride, aware of the eyes that followed him. Some of the division’s managers still viewed him with skepticism, a few with dislike, but at a time like this, no one questioned where he would sit.

Rocco and Thea were already at their usual spots along the wall behind their client’s chair, so the director could not be far behind. “Fuck Earth, just what I needed,” Rocco exclaimed, accepting the cup of coffa Martim offered and taking an appreciative gulp. “You’re a champ, Marty.”

“How’s he taking it?” Martim asked Thea in a low voice. The two bodyguards spent more time with Sandbar Uchi than anyone else; they knew his schedule down to the minute, understood his habits and moods, and heard what was said in nearly every conversation. Martim had decided early on that it would be to his advantage to be on good terms with them.

Small efforts like bringing them coffa were worth it. Rocco and Thea often gave him advance warnings that afforded him extra time to prepare for his next encounter with his client and anticipate what Uchi might ask for. Martim preferred to talk to Rocco, who sometimes cracked a smile and knew a lot of impressive coin and card tricks that he worked on to pass the long stretches of waiting that came with the job. But Thea, who was humorless and hard to read, paid closer attention to what was going on in meetings and was more likely to give Martim useful information.

She smoothed a stray strand of hair over her ear and dropped her voice to match his. “He hasn’t said much, but he’s been up all night.”

“That doesn’t sound good.” A morose, sleep-deprived client was an unpredictable one. “How about you? Did you get any sleep?”

She took in his stubbled jaw and bloodshot eyes. “Probably more than you did.”

The bodyguard was taller than him and severe looking, the lapels of her black button-up crisply pressed, sandy-brown hair pulled back into a low bun. She’d give off the air of a strict schoolteacher or a prison warden if it weren’t for the fact that her makeup was soft and impeccable, the warm-toned peach eyeshadow bringing out the gray-blue of her eyes. According to Rocco, she’d gone through atier training but dropped out before the licensing exam because her proficiency in math wasn’t anywhere near what it was with the longknife. And because SoCon GasPro paid well. Very well. Thea made more scrip working as a midtrac for Sandbar Uchi than some atiers made in lesser divisions. Martim had heard the bodyguard talk hopefully about being able to travel beyond the airshield someday; she kept a wish list of all the wonders of the world she wanted to see: Mount Hanji, the Nine Rifts, the Grand Ecology Center.

“Watch out for storm warnings,” she suggested.

Martim took his seat just as the back door opened and Sandbar Uchi entered from his adjoining office, a breakfast bar in one hand, a nutrition shake in the other. The director regularly awoke at 0430, so this was a normal first meal of the day for him. Ordinarily, Uchi was his most agreeable self early in the morning, but not today. He threw himself into the chair and swept a bleak stare around the room at all the anxious, expectant faces.

“In my thirty-plus years in gas production, this is the worst thing that’s ever happened,” Uchi said bluntly, a tremor in his gravelly voice. The people around the table absorbed the impact of his words with grave agreement. The director cleared his throat roughly. “There are going to be questions—a lot of them—about what happened and how this tragedy could’ve been prevented. But that’s for later. Right now, we need to be thinking of the victims of this horrible accident, and their families. How many people did we lose?”

Martim spoke before the Human Resources subdirector could answer. “One hundred and eleven have been found and identified so far,” he said, ignoring the woman’s affronted glare. He’d probably stolen her best opportunity to speak up in front of the director. So be it. Vale Morgan was a year away from retiring with a Company allowance and wouldn’t be a key figure in the division’s decision-making structure for long. It was worth the risk of antagonizing her if it meant establishing himself as the calmest, most knowledgeable man in the room during a crisis. Besides, he knew his numbers were more up to date than hers; he’d given himself access to the gas field security channels and had surreptitiously checked his screen mere seconds ago. “Most of the casualties were strikers, but there were also thirty-one loyal wagemen still in the facility, including three field managers.”

“Mother most merciful,” Uchi whispered. “May they find peace in Waiting.”

Several people in the room made the blessing sign, sweeping cupped palms to their faces. Martim did the same, but the harrowing images from Field 93 that he’d already seen circulating on the Companynet suggested anything but tranquility. Bodies littering the streets and lying between the gas emission towers, curled into protective positions or sprawled with their hands to their throats, terrified faces chilled to blue, ice limning their hair and the lashes of their wide-open eyes. Piles of corpses clustered around the entrances of buildings where they’d rushed to find heat and oxygen before the Vastness claimed them. Tundra wind now howled like an angry beast through the unprotected ghost town, the stars crisp and visible, unfiltered by the airshield that had kept all those poor bastards alive.

As if it wasn’t already hard enough for Martim to get to sleep at night.

“Any survivors?” Uchi demanded, all his attention on his atier now.

“None that we know of yet. There are rumors a few strikers breached the supply blockade before the airshield came down, but no one has been located by the rescue parties.”

The director crossed his arms on the table and leaned forward, head bowed in grave contemplation between his broad shoulders. No one else moved or spoke until Uchi raised his eyes. “Life is precious on Aquilo. Any loss of it is an appalling tragedy,” he said roughly. “Tonight we’ve been harshly reminded of how precarious our place on the planet is and how easily the Vastness takes from us.”

Silent nods from around the room, tears wiped from the corners of eyes.

“That’s why all of us in gas production work so hard each and every day—so that in the future, we won’t have to fear this happening ever again. We’ll set up a fund,” Uchi declared, “for the relatives of the thirty-one team members who stood strong during the crisis and lost their lives for it. And a communal nameplace should be established in their honor.”

HR representative Vale Morgan leaned forward determinedly in front of Martim. “I’ll put together a schedule today for the distribution of compensation to their next of kith. We’ll have crisis counseling readily available for the whole division. I’ll work with the EMHA developers to push out a module as soon as possible.”

“If you could keep me in the loop on the release timing for that, Morgan, I’ll be sure to include it in division-wide communication,” said Birch Yong from Internal Relations. “And send me the personnel files of the victims so I can get my people working on press profiles about them. If we aim for a public memorial ceremony in—what, let’s say, end of next week?—then we need to move quickly if we’re hoping to interview relatives and colleagues.”

Several other suggestions were quickly made about how to commemorate the victims—the “Thirty-One Strong,” as Yong immediately began calling them—the brave individuals who, in the face of one of the worst insurrections in decades, had barricaded the control room of the facility from rioters and continued to operate Gas Field 93 from under siege.

It was impressive, Martim thought, how quickly the mood in the boardroom changed—from the muted, fearful anticipation hanging over the meeting when he’d first walked in, to the serious but energized sense of time-to-get-shit-done. That feeling was what Martim liked most about SoCon GasPro. People who worked under Sandbar Uchi didn’t fold under pressure. They were tough and frighteningly competent. They needed to be.

“Good, good,” the director said, gesturing for the ideas to keep flowing as he took a large swallow of his nutrition shake. He had ironclad health habits that even a crisis couldn’t disrupt. “Those wagefolk are heroes. We’ll spare no expense when it comes to recognizing and rewarding them for epitomizing our division’s highest values.”

“What about the strikers?”

Heads turned toward the voice of Fox Wilson, the subdirector of Risk Management. Wilson was a gruff, heavyset, permanently scowling man who no one really liked, but who everyone in the division appreciated, because he was someone Sandbar Uchi respected for his willingness to call out issues without compunction, even when that meant standing up to the director himself. “The majority of those who died in Field 93 were acting illegally. Sure, some were strike organizers and others were no doubt agitators and anarchists from United Freelancers, but the rest were former wagemen of SoCon GasPro who left their positions and joined the strike.”

“Those who joined the obstructionists gave up their badges,” said Vale Morgan.

“Do you think that means their deaths won’t be noticed? That there won’t be an outpouring of sympathy for them?” Wilson sat back with crossed arms, shaking his head as if to suggest all his colleagues in the room were fools. “Anti-terraformists are going to waste no time turning those strikers into martyrs. If the blockade had forced them to capitulate, it would’ve barely been news. Instead, this disaster’s going to be the beginning of something much worse.”

A moment of uneasy silence followed Wilson’s pronouncement. Martim took charge of the conversation once more by turning to the field boss on his left. “Cole, your field’s closest to 93. Are you concerned?”

Seabream Cole shifted uncomfortably at the sudden attention. “I’ve already doubled shifts for supers and brought on more security gencons. Maybe Wilson’s right about this stirring up more rebellion, but an airshield coming down… That’ll put the fear of the Vastness into anyone. Take the strike fever right out of them. No one wants another Prosperity Revolt.”

A few other field bosses chimed in with agreement to say that the insurrection in Field 93, which had dragged on for forty-eight days despite a Company blockade meant to force the rebellion’s organizers to the negotiating table, had initially galvanized some discontented elements in their own parts of the division, but sympathy for the obstructionists had waned rapidly over the course of the holdout. Although news of the shocking tragedy was still fresh, none of the field bosses thought an echo strike was imminent. Creek Rahul, the head of Gas Field Security, promised to bring on more resources to maintain a state of high alert and to provide twice-daily updates on any possible threat to operations.

Uchi listened to his subordinates with visibly growing unhappiness, frowning and noisily unwrapping his nutrition bar. It was clear that he loathed the idea of anyone using the tragedy as justification or motivation to cause even more harm to his already-reeling division. “Those strikers were reckless—absolutely, unforgivably reckless,” he declared, slamming his empty shake bottle on the table. “What happened tonight was an accident—a truly horrific accident, but let’s never forget that it wouldn’t have happened if it wasn’t for how the obstructionists acted with a complete, criminal disregard for life. If there’s any blame to be placed, it’s squarely on them.”

“Not everyone is going to see it that way, Uch,” cut in Wilson. There were only a few people in the Company who could take such a familiar and challenging tone with the director of SoCon GasPro, but Wilson and Uchi went way back, to their days together in Field Tech. “We all know there are plenty of folks who’d love to see you take the fall for this. We’re headed for the hotseat of a massive Company investigation. Aren’t we, Ryla?”

Grass Ryla, the Policy Compliance expert, was a diminutive young woman with fashion spectacles balanced on a pert, upturned nose. Her looks were deceiving; the division’s top lawyer was anything but fragile. “Wil’s right,” she said coolly. “When the blockade was first ordered, there was discussion of the risk of a breakdown in core life support systems, and we deemed the risk as necessary. You gave repeated orders to our remaining wagefolk in Field 93 to defend the control center from takeover, by any means necessary, in your own words, up to and including overriding safety limits to cut off heat, water, and electricity to the buildings under rebel control. There’s no question that some of the risk factors that might’ve contributed to the accident were because of actions we took to try to end the strike.”

“What are you saying, Ryla?” Uchi demanded. “That those decisions were wrong?”

“No, of course not, but they are going to be scrutinized. Very closely,” Ryla replied. “Nowadays, the likelihood of a catastrophic airshield failure is low, unless negligence or tampering is involved. We know the obstructionists are to blame; they committed flagrant acts of sabotage to try to force the Company’s hand. But there are politically motivated individuals who’re going to do their damnedest to pin the responsibility squarely on you, sir.”

Wilson added, “We can fight allegations that come up in an official hearing, but the court of public opinion is another matter. There’s no way to disprove rumors about what you might or might not have known or done.”

Uchi’s expression darkened as if a shadow passed over it. Apprehension began curdling in the pit of Martim’s empty stomach. A storm warning, as Thea had put it.

Martim braced himself for an outburst, but Uchi only said, with sober resignation, “You’re right, Wil. There’s going to be a lot of political spin and finger pointing. I expect terrible things are going to be said about me. After all the decades I’ve given to the Company, if my career goes down in flames because of this and I’m forced to take the final walk, so be it.”

The director placed his hands on the table and half rose from his seat, his expression burning with conviction. “But not for a single moment do I regret any of the difficult decisions we made as a leadership team. We’re not like any other division. We’re Southern Continent Gas Production. We’re the vanguard of the terraforming effort—a vision passed down by our ancestors and a reality owed to our descendants. I never have and never will allow the angry entitlement of an extreme minority to jeopardize the crucial work that we do.” Uchi pointed around the table. “After what happened tonight—and I understand if you’re shaken; we all are—if anyone in this room has regrets or hesitations about continuing to work here, or working for me, then now’s the time to say so. I’ll approve your transfer request myself. But if you decide to stay, then I ask for one thing—that you keep faith in our mission.”

And faith in me as your leader. The unspoken but unquestioned implication, because Sandbar Uchi was fast becoming the public face of the terraformist cause. Silence. Martim watched the faces around the room closely. A few people shifted in their seats and looked to their colleagues, but no one got up.

“Calm down, Uch.” Fox Wilson leaned back, arms crossed. “You know we’re all with you.”

“Wilson, Ryla,” Martim said, “let’s set up a meeting later today to talk about a defense strategy.”

Uchi sat back down. “I don’t want to talk about that anymore. Let people say what they’re going to say.”

Martim bit his tongue. Uchi could be like this sometimes: He’d reach a point where he was unwilling to engage further in an unpleasant issue and would pivot hard to some other topic he could better control. It made Martim’s job more difficult. He was bound by the Code to serve his client’s best interests; he didn’t have the luxury of delaying or ignoring anything that might be a threat. If he failed to save Uchi’s career, his own would be over.

“We still have a division to run, gas to produce, a planet to warm,” the director reminded all of them briskly. “Field 93 was one of our most productive. Jag, any idea how long it’ll take for it to be operational again?”

Orca Jagmeet, the subdirector of Field Operations, threw up his hands. “If we were restarting from a simple field shutdown, that would be one thing, but we’re dealing with an unprecedented situation. There’s going to be a host of external Company people involved. I’m guessing at least a week before the facility is cleared out and life support is fully up and running again. But who knows how long it’ll take for incident investigators to do their documentation, and for the safety folks to run all the tests they’re going to want to do before allowing workers back inside.”

“Give me a date, Jag,” Uchi said. “Take your best guess.”

Jag grumbled, but the director wasn’t someone who could be mollified with vague answers. Martim had seen him cut people up with questions so badly that they left the meeting in tears. “The beginning of 52-week,” said Jag. “At the earliest.”

Twenty days away. Uchi pressed his thin lips together unhappily. “How much can we increase output from elsewhere to compensate? What’s the current status on the upgrades to Field 20?”

“They’re done; we should be fully operational by tomorrow afternoon,” Jag said.

The director smacked a fist into his palm. “Thank the Mother there’s one piece of good news today.” Field 20 boasted the newest TG6 fluorocarbon mixers that could increase the production of vital greenhouse gases by twenty to thirty percent. Uchi had been investing in development of the technology for years, and if all went well at the six trial facilities, including Field 20, upgrades would be rolled out across all of the Company’s gas production divisions.

“Unfortunately, there’s other bad news.” Jagmeet scrolled through spreadsheets on his screen. Judging by the dark stubble on his chin and the bags under his eyes, the subdirector was operating on even less sleep than Martim. “I had my quants run the numbers based on how much additional production we can achieve by operating above capacity for the rest of the quarter, but with the strike disruption in 93 and now this…” He shook his head regretfully. “Even with the TG6 trial installments, the most optimistic scenario still has us falling ten percent short of target.”

“You’re saying we’re likely to miss our goals not only this quarter, but possibly the whole year. We’re at risk of experiencing the first decline in total output since I became director of the division twenty-three years ago.” Uchi let the pronouncement hang over the table like the damning sentence of a trial judge. The meeting had begun with shock and grief over the lives lost in the disaster at Field 93, but now it felt almost like a normal quarterly review meeting, with the threat of Uchi’s disappointment and his laser-like scrutiny of the numbers keeping everyone on edge.

“Anders,” the director barked, “how is this going to impact hydrocarbon cost per kilo across the Company?”

Elm Anders, the division’s subdirector of Analytics, jerked upright at the sound of his name and began tapping urgently on his screen. “Just a minute,” he said nervously, as the seconds dragged on with everyone waiting. “I… um, believe our models suggest we’re looking at an increase next quarter of 6.8 percent to 12.52 scripbits per kilowatt-hour.”

Uchi crumpled the wrapper of his nutrition bar, frowning as he digested this information. “That’s what you told me during the staff meeting last Terrasday, before the TG6 upgrades to Field 20 were completed and certainly before Field 93 went to shit in the worst possible way. How’s it possible the numbers haven’t changed since then?”

Martim was sitting at the other end of the table from Anders, but in the heartbeat of utter silence from everyone else, he could hear the sound of the man’s dry swallow. “I haven’t had a chance to update the model with new information yet, sir.”

Everyone else around the table became suddenly engrossed in studying their own screens. The squirmy, hollow feeling in Martim’s stomach returned as he watched his client’s brows come together over an unnerving stare. “You haven’t updated the model yet,” Uchi intoned in astonishment, as if Anders had publicly admitted to being a virgin. “Anders, you work in the most important division in the Company. The city depends on us. Civilization depends on us. We’re in a fucking crisis. People are dead. And you’re telling me that you haven’t done any work since last week?”

As the director’s voice rose, Anders seemed to shrink into his seat. “No, I… I have been doing work,” the man protested. “It’s just that I was training the new intern and then I had two personal days scheduled…”

Watching Anders try to defend himself made Martim feel vaguely ill. He thought about trying to say something to distract his client; instead, he kept his mouth shut and his face devoid of expression. There were times when Uchi could be talked down. Martim knew, intuitively, that this wasn’t one of those instances. Weeks of stress from the standoff in Field 93 had just culminated in catastrophe, and Anders was making himself into an example of incompetence at the wrong time.

“Look around,” Uchi blurted, sweeping a hand across the table in indication. “Does it look like I keep low performers? Your colleagues came prepared this morning because they know how important it is to have accurate information when we’re making life-or-death decisions that affect the whole Company. There’s only room for A players in this room.”

“I’m sorry,” Anders said, visibly sweating. “I didn’t think we’d need new numbers so soon.”

“What happened to you, Anders? You’re letting down the team.” Uchi’s nostrils flared with scorn. “And you’ve gotten fat.”

Martim tried not to wince. He’d made an effort to meet and learn about as many of the key people in the division as he could, so he’d heard the gossip that Anders had recently been through a difficult divorce and was struggling with depression.

Anders seemed to realize, with an abrupt wisdom he should’ve displayed earlier, that groveling and making excuses was only worsening his position. He schooled his mortified expression and made a valiant effort to meet the director’s gaze. “I’m sorry, sir. You’re right, I should’ve prioritized the financial model. I’ll get on it right away.”

“Like hell you will. Clear out your desk and get out of my division.”

Anders’s face went rigid with shock. “No, please,” he pleaded. “I need this job. Give me another chance.” His bulging eyes darted desperately around the table, hoping for support, but no one else would look at him. Fox Wilson, who’d so easily stood up to the director minutes before, merely shook his head regretfully. The prickly analytics man wasn’t well liked or respected enough for anyone to stick their neck out for him.

Anders flushed and spun on Uchi. “You can’t do this to me!”

Uchi made a motion over his shoulder to his two bodyguards. Rocco and Thea strode over to Anders, seized him by the arms, and hauled him to his feet. The man tried embarrassingly to struggle out of their grip, but he was only a desk jockey, no match for the two large, trained security professionals.

Rocco twisted an arm behind the wageman’s back and frog-marched him toward the exit. “Fuck you, you heartless bastard,” Anders shouted over his shoulder at Uchi, squirming in pain. “You’re going down! You dropped the airshield and killed all those people. Just you wait, I’m going to go the press, I’m going to tell them everything!”

Anders’s tirade and final string of angry expletives cut out as Rocco and Thea removed him from the room and the heavy doors shut behind them, leaving a discomfited silence. “What a disturbed man,” Uchi declared. “I’m sorry you all had to see that. Martim, find a replacement for Anders by the end of the day and see to it that they get to work updating the financial model. Get that name to Yong so the promotion announcement can go out tomorrow.”

A year ago, Martim would’ve felt panicked if abruptly dumped with the task of replacing Anders on such short notice, but fortunately, he knew by now who to elevate into the vacant position. What had happened to Anders wasn’t as sudden or shocking as it had seemed. There had been early signs, clear forewarnings to anyone who bothered to pay attention. The first time Anders had been late to a meeting and earned a disapproving scowl from Uchi, Martim had made a mental note to himself to find out who else worked in Analytics, who might be more competent and acceptable to his client. Inside, his gut was still roiling, but his voice came out unperturbed. “No need to wait. Ivy Lim would be the best choice.” Lim was relatively new to the division, but she’d taken over much of Anders’s work during the numerous days he’d taken off. Several nods of agreement came from around the room.

“Great. Perfect.” Uchi turned to the other side of the table. “Sera, what’s the plan for the next twenty-six hours?”

Oak Sera, the subdirector of Communications, was considerably better prepared to answer Uchi’s questions and soon had the director nodding along as she laid out the strategy for how they were going to deal with the Companynet press, other divisions, the Board, and the Sweetsea. Martim struggled to stay focused on the conversation. The chemically induced hyperawareness that had swept him into the room was starting to fade; he could feel the razor-sharp edges of his mind dulling. He kept thinking of the fear and hate in Elm Anders’s reddened face, the look of betrayal at how quickly and easily he’d been discarded. Maybe another division would give him a chance, but if not, he’d soon be joining the ranks of freelancers out there, barely scraping by in the cold.

“You’re the best Comms SD on the planet, Sera,” Uchi said, with a matter-of-factness that was better than any flattery. Sera flicked a dismissive hand to suggest she already knew it was true; she was tapping her screen at lightning speed, making adjustments to her plan.

Uchi said, “It’s already been a long night, and it’s going to be an even longer day and week.” Grim nods of agreement. The sky was just beginning to lighten beyond the boardroom windows—pitch black crawling slowly toward slate gray. Martim could barely believe that the sun had not even risen yet; it felt as if an entire day had already passed since he’d dragged himself from those precious few hours in bed. The director stood, leaning his weight on the table, commanding complete attention as usual with his size and intensity. “Even in this awful time, I’m no less confident in the future and in our ability to achieve our vision—because I have the best damn team in the Company. We’re in shock and mourning, yes, but we’ll do exactly as our ancestors did when faced with a seemingly hopeless situation—we’ll endure and we’ll move forward. Now, fuck Earth, let’s get back to work, everyone.”

The meeting broke up with mutters as agreement and relief as chairs scraped back and people departed hurriedly to their own pressing tasks. Martim remained seated for a minute longer, making a note of the exact words Uchi had just used, so he could later incorporate them into the director’s public statement.

When everyone else had left the room, leaving only Martim and his client, Uchi ran a hand through his hair and kicked his chair back from the table. “All right, Martim,” the director said. “I can tell you’re pissed off. Let’s go into my office and you can give me hell.”
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They went into Uchi’s office and closed the door. The director dropped into a comfortable chair and loosened his necktie, but Martim remained standing, grimacing with chagrin. “Was I really that obvious, sir?” He thought he’d come off as calm and collected throughout the entire meeting.

“Not obvious at all,” Uchi said lightly, lacing his hands behind his head, his sharp elbows jutting to either side. “But I can tell when you’re upset. You get a tight little frown on your face for a second, like you took a bite of something that tastes like shit but you’re too polite to spit it out. It’s a small thing, but it’s noticeable.”

Martim was mortified. “I didn’t realize that.”

Uchi shrugged. “Most people have unconscious habits that reveal what they’d rather not share. I’ve been around a lot longer than you have, so I’ve had more practice noticing them.”

“I’ll fix it,” Martim promised.

The director chuckled. “You know, you remind me so much of myself when I was younger. I was such an anal-retentive striver. I’ve mellowed out a lot over the years, if you can believe it.”

“Honestly, I can’t, sir,” Martim said. The director’s meticulous attention to detail, his obsession with incremental gains, and the workaholism he’d instilled throughout SoCon GasPro were legendary. On a personal level, he subjected himself to the same unforgiving discipline that he expected of his division—he adhered to a strict nutrition and exercise regime, kept his office pristinely organized, was always well groomed and impeccably well dressed. Today, he was wearing a classic single-breasted, peak-lapel navy tweed jacket over a white twill shirt and gray angora wool sweater-vest that probably, Martim thought enviously, cost more than two months of his rent.

“That’s a great coat, by the way,” Uchi said. “It is Gianno biowool?”

“Thank you, sir,” Martim said stiffly. “It’s nuwool, but it’s still Gianno.”

“Merciful Mother, you are pissed,” Uchi said. “You don’t think I should’ve fired that blowhard Anders?”

“Of course you should’ve fired him, but not today, and definitely not like that.” Martim’s face warmed with righteous indignation, but he had to quell the twitchy, nervous feeling he got every time he stood in front of the director to disagree with him. It was Martim’s job, as atier, to counsel his client—including pointing out times when Uchi’s actions or words were unwise and ran counter to his aims and interests—but it still felt dangerous. He was well aware that he was a twenty-eight-year-old pardo deckhand kid speaking to a powerful Company leader with decades more experience. There didn’t seem to be any reason at all for Uchi to take Martim’s opinions seriously.

Except that he did. Uchi respected his longtime colleagues like Fox Wilson who weren’t afraid to be blunt and honest with him, but he also seemed to want and value the opinions of an untested young atier. At first, it had seemed inexplicable, to Martim as well as everyone else, but by now, Martim understood why his position was unique.

“You should’ve had me fire Anders quietly after the meeting,” Martim pointed out. “It’s my job as your atier to handle those sorts of risky situations. With everything else going on, no one would’ve noticed for days, not until Ivy Lim started showing up in meetings instead of her boss. Instead, you made a giant spectacle of getting rid of him during the emergency meeting that occurred right after the Field 93 disaster, which means there will be rampant speculation from outside the division that his ouster is somehow connected to the accident instead of his own incompetence.” Martim paused, expecting his client to say something, but Uchi kept looking at him silently. Martim took a deep breath and plowed on. “You heard Anders loud and clear—he’s threatening to retaliate. He’ll tell anyone who’ll listen that you either knew there was a large risk the airshield would come down but that you ignored the warnings, or that you outright ordered our field managers to cut life support and kill the strikers.”

“Who would believe that?” Uchi scoffed.

“It doesn’t matter how unbelievable it is, there are people who will try to make it stick.” The director’s success and political prominence made him an undeniable target. Even Uchi didn’t appreciate how much the spaceheads hated him.

“What about you, Martim?” Uchi’s gaze was sharp. “What do you believe?”

“I believe there was a complicated combination of factors.”

“Spoken like a savvy atier,” Uchi said, “but don’t you want to know exactly how the airshield came down?”

“Good Lord, no,” Martim answered quickly. “For your own protection, if things get really ugly and I’m ever interrogated by your enemies or Company investigators or even by the Agency, it’s better if I don’t.”

Part of Martim was curious. How far would his client go, when backed against the wall? With his most productive gas field lying idle, threatened by intransigent enemies who opposed the terraformist cause as fiercely as he believed in it—would he take drastic action? Yes. But would he sacrifice over a hundred lives, including those of his own loyalists?

The amorality of the Code is its morality. The voice of Martim’s mentor, Isthmus Isako, spoke up in his head. A good atier serves without moral judgment and without their own bias getting in the way of duty.

Martim said, “What I want, sir, is to make sure that this tragic accident in Field 93 doesn’t jeopardize your leadership of SoCon GasPro or your chances of being nominated to the Board of Directors. Firing Anders just made that harder, because he could turn into a problem. Also, it was mean.”

That last part wasn’t really relevant. Martim wasn’t sure why it slipped out, except that it was true, and it bothered him, because until half a year ago, Elm Anders had been dependable and hardworking, good enough to be brought onto Uchi’s leadership team.

But the director had no patience or compassion for people when their performance was plummeting; they were as useless to him as broken tools. It made Martim queasy to think that, just like Anders, and like the other contractors Uchi had dismissed in the past, he, too, could end up being disposable, if he wasn’t able to live up to his client’s expectations. That was the reality of being an atier, but what bothered him the most was that Uchi could be so quick and cold about it, that he could turn his back so easily.

That wasn’t going to happen, Martim reminded himself. Because he wasn’t going to fail.

Uchi sighed loudly and sagged into his chair, tilting his face up to the ceiling in a moment of uncharacteristic weariness. “Maybe it wasn’t the best way to handle the situation,” he admitted with the grudging reluctance of an uncouth relative called out for making a tasteless joke at the dinner table. “If it wasn’t for 93 going to shit… Look, I just can’t stand it when someone who’s supposed to be committed shows they can’t be relied upon when it really counts. You’re right, though, I should’ve been more diplomatic. You’re much better at that.”

Martim said nothing. Diplomacy had been a simple matter of survival in his youth, growing up a middle child in a crowded house, sharing a room with three quarrelsome kithsiblings who wouldn’t hesitate to steal one another’s share of the food or use up the water allowance before the others got to the bathroom. It still took Martim aback, the way Uchi, the eldest scion of an old kith, could barrel through the world with so little concern for causing offense or drawing ire.

“You’ve made your point, Martim. Sit down,” the director suggested.

Martim sat, relieved that Uchi had never expected him to sit zanshin, the way his mentor had forced him to during training. “We need to make sure Elm Anders doesn’t become a liability,” he insisted.

There was no one more dangerous than a former wageman with a grudge—Martim had been taught that in the Agency. It was why trained longknivesmen served dismissal notices. People who’d lost their place in the Company might do anything. “Maybe we could admit you acted hastily in firing him. Like you said, it was a stressful time, so everyone will understand. Have him demoted to a lower role under a performance improvement plan for the next three months.”

Uchi banged a fist on the armrest of his chair. “We’re not giving him another role. I have absolutely no use for underperformers anywhere in my division. Let him waste oxygen somewhere else, if anyone will have him.”

“Okay, you’re right, we’re not doing that,” Martim said, quickly reconsidering. It was too risky to give Anders any access to SoCon GasPro facilities or information. After the man’s public humiliation and mistreatment, the potential for sabotage was too great. Martim berated himself silently for making the foolish suggestion in a moment of sympathetic weakness, without really thinking. Maybe the sleep deprivation really was getting to him.

“But we do need to keep him quiet, somehow,” Martim insisted. “Anders finding a new position and taking his knowledge of SoCon GasPro to one of your enemies is the least of our concerns. He could easily make himself out to be a defector, someone who was fired for objecting to your handling of the Field 93 situation. There are people who would pay him to talk to the press or testify in a Company hearing and otherwise make himself into an instrument of your downfall.”

“You’re awfully young, Martim, to be so cynical,” Uchi said, with a wry smile. “But you’re absolutely right. We can’t let Anders become a problem. Short of offering him another job, do whatever you need to do to get him to keep his mouth shut.”

Martim nodded, satisfied. A generous severance package tied to an ironclad nondisclosure agreement could go a long way toward buying a man’s cooperation. Also, if he promised Anders that his personnel file would reflect a voluntary transfer rather than a termination, that would improve the man’s chances of finding another position in the Company. That was sure to appeal to someone who would otherwise be looking at the perils of freelance life.

Martim shrugged out of his jacket; he was getting too warm. Until coming to SoCon GasPro, he’d lived his whole life in low-ration parts of the cityhab; he still wasn’t entirely used to the abundance of heating here, the possibility of overdressing in winter. “Should we talk about how all this might affect your nomination to the Board of Directors?”

The director scrubbed a hand over his forehead. “I might be fucked.”

“Not necessarily,” Martim said. “It all depends on how this plays out. If the Company investigation concludes that you did nothing wrong and that the Field 93 tragedy was solely caused by the reckless actions of the strikers—”

“Which is true,” Uchi cut in emphatically.

“—then there’s no reason for the Board to delay your nomination. This past quarter notwithstanding, SoCon GasPro has been the fastest-growing division for the past eight years. Everyone sees you as the new face of the terraformist cause. You’re the obvious leading candidate for the Board.”

Martim couldn’t keep the optimism out of his voice. Imagine. He could be the youngest atier ever to serve a member of the Board of Directors. He would accompany his client to the assembly chamber of the Bridge and the Sweetsea palace; he would move in the most elite circles of leadership, privy to the highest-level decisions in the Company that affected all of human civilization on Aquilo.

He wondered what they’d call him, in the Agency. The Kid, probably. The Prodigy. The Dapper Man.

Martim yanked himself forcefully out of the daydream. All of it hinged on his client weathering this calamity and coming out of it in a stronger position. And on him, Martim, successfully fulfilling the remaining time in his Principal contract and being valuable enough to Uchi to be offered an Exclusive. “You’re a hero, sir, for all that you’ve already done for the Company, and for managing this crisis as well as anyone possibly could, with every effort made to save innocent lives. We just need to make sure that everyone else, especially the members of the Board, understands that.”

Uchi regarded his atier with an indulgent smile. “You’re the brightest young man I’ve ever met, Martim, besides myself. But you’re still naive when it comes to certain things. The Board of Directors isn’t the meritocracy they’d like everyone to think it is. It’s an exclusive little club with its own unspoken rules and petty dramas. In their eyes, I’m at least a decade too young. They won’t even consider a candidate before they’ve recorporalized.”

It boggled Martim’s mind, to think that Uchi, who was sixty-nine years old, was a mere stripling next to the council of second stagers who held real power in the Company. Most directors who could afford to recorporalize did so in their mid- to late seventies, before physical and mental decline began to jeopardize their odds of making it through the Process successfully. But Sandbar Uchi kept himself in excellent physical condition; he could easily inhabit his original body for another decade. Even with all the advances in synthtechnology, someone in good health wouldn’t give up the simple pleasures of organic life—eating, sleeping, sex, exercise—before they had to.

“Seems awfully shortsighted of the Board,” Martim muttered.

“Are you familiar with Stoicism?”

“Not really,” Martim replied, unsure where his client was going with the apparent non sequitur. “Is it one of the old faiths?” Martim’s kithmother Leanne had been Catholic, but he’d never bothered to learn much about the lesser-known religions.

“I suppose you could call it that,” Uchi mused. “It’s a philosophy that dates to an ancient era of Earth. When victorious Roman commanders led a triumph, they were accompanied by an aide who whispered in their ear, ‘Remember, you will die.’ So at the height of their glory and achievement, they would remain humbled by mortality.”

Martim glanced over at the director’s desk—made of a single piece of fine mahogany labwood that must’ve taken many years to culture. Above it hung a long painting, commissioned from one of the best Company artists in the Arts & Media Guild, depicting the desolate Vastness. The painter had captured with remarkable veracity the endless panorama of frozen tundra, the haze in the air before a drystorm, even the indistinct smudges of blue that marked the resting places of the resigned. Martim fought a cold shudder every time he looked at it, and he wasn’t alone; visitors to Uchi’s office were often taken aback by the morbid artwork.

Other directors made their personal offices pleasant with indoor plants and images of Earthly wonders. Uchi gazed upon the Vastness every day. Whenever he was questioned about it, he would smile and say, “I like to keep my enemies close.”

Uchi saw where his atier’s eyes wandered and nodded approvingly. “Memento mori. Recorporalization and second-stage life—it’s just a delay tactic. A prolonging of the inevitable. Not a permanent solution.”

Most people, Martim thought, did not have the ability to delay at all. No one in his kith had ever lived past seventy, as far as he could remember. The life expectancy for a field worker beyond the airshield was fifty-six.

With a thoughtful look in his gray eyes, Director Uchi said, “In the words of the Greek Stoic philosopher Epictetus, ‘Some things in the world are up to us, while others are not. Up to us are our faculties of judgment, motivation, desire, and aversion. In short, whatever is our own doing.’” He brought his gaze back to Martim. “I’m not in any rush to go through the Process. If the nominating committee chooses to put my name forth as a candidate…” He shrugged and opened his hands magnanimously to suggest that he would, of course, be pleased to accept the invitation onto the highest governing body of the Company. “But I don’t control that. It’s not only my age or being in first stage that would be an obstacle. I know our opponents will hold tonight’s tragedy against me. Some of them are on the Board, or have influence on the Board. If I’m forced to wait, well… there’s still plenty for me to get done in gas production.”

Martim wasn’t sure what to say. Willingness to be patient and accepting of present circumstances? That wasn’t the client he was accustomed to. Sandbar Uchi was literally changing the world on a grand scale, at a pace no one could’ve predicted a generation ago. If there was ever anyone who could—who should—rise to the Board earlier than usual, it was him. Besides, Uchi could bide his time for another decade or so, but Martim couldn’t. He had fourteen months left to make the case for why he deserved an Exclusive contract.

“The terraformists would unanimously support your nomination,” Martim insisted. “Think about all the recent attention being paid to the proposals of ambitious reunionists like Forest Greves. I’m sure Tide Sullivan and his allies would advocate for you to be brought onto the Board to strengthen the little-E bloc.”

“Maybe.” Uchi sounded oddly unconvinced, considering that he and Sullivan were steadfast allies.

Martim stood back up. A pallid winter dawn was breaking over Tenacity; he had to get to work. “Obviously, it’s your personal choice when to recorporalize, sir, and if the Board uses that as an excuse to withhold your nomination, well, they’re idiots, pure and simple.” He crossed his arms. “But we can still fight like hell to give you the best chance.”

Uchi kicked his long legs up on the coffee table. “The Agency was shocked when I hired you, did you know that? My last two atiers were far more experienced. They used to bury me in data and presentations, try to suggest improvements and create processes. They were boring. Smart, but boring yes-men.” The director regarded Martim with paternal fondness. “But you get it, Martim. You’re like me, you’re pushy.”

“I’m not sure I deserve the flattery, sir.” But he found himself warming at the comparison. His client saw something in him that had been lacking in his previous atiers, the ones he’d kicked to the curb. “Not yet, in any case. Maybe after we get through this Field 93 mess and get you that Board seat.”

An urgent call came in for Uchi and he grumbled, “So it begins.” He slipped the slim blue data visor over his eyes and began tapping through menus. “It’s going to be a long day. I’ll see you later. Let’s reconvene with HR, IR, and Comms at nineteen hundred.”

Martim left his client’s office and went down the hall to his own—much smaller, but nicely appointed with brushed steel and cherry labwood furniture. Floor-to-ceiling windows offered a southern view of the cityhab, the faint arc of airshield distortion curved over the blocky buildings of the industrial districts and the snaking rail lines coming in and out of the tram yards.

Martim stood by the window and closed his eyes for a moment. The comedown from the boosters was hitting him faster than expected—his head felt heavy on his neck, and there was an unpleasant, restless sensation in his hands and legs that made him want to twitch and shake. He shot a dose of sleepstim up each nostril, then sat down and began going through his long list of tasks for the day ahead.

Hello, Martim. You haven’t accessed the Employee Mental Health Application in ninety-two days, but I’m here for you if you’d like to talk about anything. Taking just a few minutes a day to focus on your mental health can pay dividends!

He dismissed the notification with an annoyed flick of his fingers, making a mental note to himself that he still needed to figure out how to delete that program. The fast-acting sleepstim was clearing his head and his hands were steady again. A lot of people were dead, but he felt surprisingly calm. A good atier remained in control, even when things around him were out of control. He didn’t merely stand behind his client; he scouted ahead. Martim’s mentor used to say wise things like that all the time, but back then, he hadn’t really understood or appreciated their meaning.

An even more valuable thing Isako had passed on to him was a connection to the best subcon in the business. Martim made sure all his electronic security measures were in place before placing his first call.

“I saw the news.” Crater paused. “Figured you might be calling.”

“There’s going to be a hearing,” Martim said. “I’ve got an electronic sanitation job for you.”







THIRTY-ONE

Fifteen months ago

It wasn’t exactly difficult to reach Rain Kob, but you had to be able to afford it.

Strikebreaker charged an initial consultation fee designed to weed out anyone who wasn’t important and well funded enough to offer him a serious contract. Martim could understand that. Even though Kob famously refused to go on an Exclusive, he needed financial security the same as any longknivesman, and with his track record, he could be choosy about his clients. Money wasn’t an obstacle for SoCon GasPro, but Martim was still nervous to be meeting with an Agency legend.

“So you’re one of Isa’s apprentices,” the man said, engulfing Martim’s hand with one of his own. Physically, he was every bit as intimidating as Martim had imagined—standing a head and a half taller than most men, with broad shoulders and thick, muscled limbs. The longknife strapped to his thigh was the maximum length of forty-eight centimeters, but it looked like a dagger on a frame that Martim imagined easily hefting a halberd in some bygone era of old Earth. His voice was unexpectedly smooth, his smile open and amiable.

“You know Isako?” Martim felt foolish as soon as the question left his mouth. Rain Kob and Isthmus Isako were of a similar age and were two of the Agency’s most elite atiers. They had both famously fought in the Transit Rebellion. Of course they knew each other.

“Sure do. Haven’t seen or heard from her lately, though. I imagine she’s got her hands full with the war.” Kob made himself comfortable in one of the lounge’s black armchairs. The Blackout was an Agency-run hangout, a secure place for contractors to talk and make deals. In the middle of a frigid Sunday afternoon, it was almost empty, save for a few people taking calls or working in booths, two waistcoated servers (a young contractor trainee and a limping old Agency staffer), and the attendant at the doors.

Martim hesitated before seating himself. Next to Strikebreaker, he was merely a junior atier, but he was also the representative of one of the Company’s most powerful directors. The two men didn’t know each other personally, but they had a common connection, and Kob was acting friendly and had seated himself casually. Deciding nevertheless to err on the side of politeness, Martim pulled up a stool and sat zanshin. After all, Kob would expect one of Isthmus Isako’s apprentices to be well trained.

To Martim’s disappointment, Kob didn’t say No need for that or wave him into one of the cushioned chairs. All he did was order himself a glass of brandy and regard Martim with cool expectation.

“Let me say, first of all, that it’s an honor to meet you,” Martim said.

Kob shrugged but did not smile at the flattery. “I’m just another black badge, like you.”

Martim doubted that. “Have you been following the news about the Field 93 incident?”

Kob swirled his brandy. “It’s just about impossible not to.”

He had a good point. Coverage of the tragedy had eclipsed all other Company news for the past month, including the latest species reintro and the ongoing war between SatOps and Astrocom. Much of the messaging was driven by SoCon GasPro IR and Communications—by now everyone under the airshield knew the names of the “Thirty-One Strong” wagemen who’d lost their lives, but Uchi’s strident enemies persisted in connecting him to the final death toll of one hundred and twenty-nine souls. People loved to watch the rise of a superstar. They thrilled even more to watch them fall.

Even Martim’s kithmother, Leanne, who never paid all that much attention to current events, knew that an official Company hearing was being convened to investigate the incident and that Martim’s client would be in the hot seat.

“There’s a lot of bad news coming out of there,” Leanne had said to him worriedly when he’d called to reassure her that he was perfectly fine, that no, he hadn’t been anywhere near Field 93, which was over five hundred kilometers away. “You should get a new contract as soon as you can, go work somewhere else,” she urged him.

Leanne had no real idea how atier contracts worked; she thought all black badges were the same, going from job to job at the behest of the Agency like gencons. She didn’t understand that atiers were a different breed. Martim would share his client’s fate, no matter if it led to the highest reaches of the Company or to utter ruin. He didn’t feel like explaining all that to his kithmother; she had enough to worry about as it was.

Kob sipped his brandy and continued looking at him expectantly. Martim cleared his throat. He wasn’t sure how these sorts of conversations were supposed to go. “Most of the obstructionists responsible for the Field 93 strike died in the resulting accident, but not all of them. Apparently, a small group got through the blockade and left to raid a nearby research station for water, food, and supplies before the airshield came down. There’s been no sign of these survivors, but I’ve received reliable reports that they returned to Tenacity and are hidden among the freelancing population.” He paused. Straight to the point, then. “They’re a threat and a liability to my client.”

Kob shook his head. “I’m no shadowcon.”

Martim blinked, taken aback by the suggestion. “This isn’t shadowcon work,” he insisted. “We’re talking about badgeless individuals who participated in a violent uprising that killed over a hundred people, including thirty-one members of SoCon GasPro. They’re criminal trespassers subject to eviction. I was told you’re an expert at dealing with this sort of thing.”

A scowl flashed across Kob’s face. “Same type of work, semantics aside. I’m not interested. I took this meeting because I thought you might be looking for assistance getting your client onto the Board. And because Isthmus Isako’s good people. There are other longknivesmen who can do what you’re asking.”

Kob finished the brandy in his glass, stood up, and began to walk away. Martim sat speechless for a second, then he rose to his feet as well. He was surprised by the anger he felt. Was it because he’d admired Kob from afar for years that he felt such disappointment at being brushed off? The man was right after all. Strikebreaker was just like any other contractor.

Martim raised his voice. “We’ll go fifty percent above your going rate. You won’t need to take another job for the rest of the year.” Kob paused, mid-step. Martim went on, “It doesn’t matter if there are others who can do the work. SoCon GasPro only hires the best. And that’s you. You won’t find another client who can pay as well as mine.”

Kob turned around and tilted his chin down at Martim with narrowed eyes. At the risk of seeming desperate, Martim walked right up to him and lowered his voice. “I’m on a Principal contract, and you’re right—I do need help getting my client onto the Board. The Field 93 disaster could torpedo his nomination, if the fallout’s not handled well. Freelancers have nothing to lose; they’re capable of anything. Especially these ones. The director’s received dozens of death threats.”

Kob regarded the younger atier with a thoughtful frown that suggested deep reluctance.

“If I could handle it myself, I would, but I can’t.” Martim didn’t think Strikebreaker would be the sort to be moved by pity for a new atier, but then again, he hadn’t expected him to be squeamish about DTE either. “I don’t know if Isako ever told you this, but I was paired with her as a mentor because my longknife skills were… subpar. She helped me to pass the licensing exam, but this sort of work is out of my league. I lucked into my Principal contract, but my client isn’t forgiving of failure. My chances of an Exclusive are riding on this.”

For a long moment, based on the man’s wearily ambivalent expression, he expected Kob would shrug, point out that none of this was his problem—wake up, kid, that’s just the edge life, live with it or don’t—and resume walking away. Instead, Kob grumbled, “Double rates. Half up front, the other half upon completion of the contract.”

Martim nearly choked at the cost, but said, “Agreed.”

Kob returned to the armchair and sat back down. “How many targets?”

“Seven.”

“Do you have names?”

“Yes.” It had taken time and effort to cross-reference the list of all the known strikers—using personnel files and security footage from Field 93 and the looted research station—against the identified dead to come up with the list of missing persons. As for their current whereabouts and activities, he had only hearsay and anecdotal information from Vincent, his man on the street, whose nuggets of rumor Martim could only hope were half as good as his pharmaceutical goods.

Rain Kob, presumably, would have better methods of tracking down targets. Martim unfolded his screen and readied a data transfer. “I have the files right here.”

“Don’t give me the files.” Kob held his hand out for Martim’s screen. “Just let me take a look.”

Martim passed the screen over and sat back down to wait in nervous silence as the older atier studied the names and photos and read the accompanying available information. It was hard not to slouch or fidget on the hard stool; Martim had grown spoiled by his client’s indifference toward protocol.

“There were only six survivors.” Kob tapped a finger on the seventh and last photograph. “Elm Anders wasn’t a gas field worker. He wasn’t even at the site of the incident.”

A sour taste crept up Martim’s throat to coat the inside of his mouth. He’d been hoping, unrealistically, that Kob wouldn’t question the discrepancy, or that if he did, he simply wouldn’t bring it up. “No, Anders was the division’s subdirector of Analytics. He was fired for poor performance the morning after the accident, and he… didn’t take it well.”

“You didn’t offer him an exit package?”

“Of course we did.” Martim stifled a grimace, remembering the multiple attempts that had been made to assuage Anders: generous severance terms, an unblemished record, access to the division’s transfer resources. But apparently, the man’s sudden and humiliating dismissal, on top of all his other recent personal struggles, had torched his common sense and any instinct for self-preservation.

“That miserable asshole thinks he can buy me out?” Anders had railed at Martim on their last call. What Anders wanted was a personal apology from the director and for Uchi to take public responsibility for all the deaths that occurred in Field 93. Neither of those things, Martim had tried to explain to him, was going to happen.

“I’ve seen this name,” Kob mused. “A Companynet writer posted an exposé interview about the inner workings of SoCon GasPro and the dysfunctional, toxic culture responsible for what some are calling the Field 93 massacre.”

“It’s personal for him,” Martim muttered. “I can discredit Anders and get the article taken down, but he’s not going to stop. He’s angling to make himself a celebrity over this and become a key witness in the Company hearing.”

Anders had promised as much before hanging up on Martim: “I’ll give up my badge to make sure everyone knows that SoCon GasPro is a terrible division, and that Sandbar Uchi is a murdering son of a bitch who deserves to go to hell.”

Technically, Anders shouldn’t be on the list. Unlike the strikers, he hadn’t committed any crime, so he was entitled to the usual two-year grace period to find another position in the Company. But the man was a threat—not just to Sandbar Uchi’s reputation, but to his safety as well. An atier’s most important duty was to protect his client.

We can’t let Anders become a problem. Do whatever you need to do to get him to keep his mouth shut. That’s what Uchi had said. A good atier, Isako had explained to Martim before, didn’t need everything spelled out for them. They understood what needed to be done and did it.

Rain Kob finished reading and handed Martim’s screen back to him without another word. Martim looked down at Anders’s face—a few years younger, with a fuller head of hair and the small, polite smile of a man looking into the camera for an official HR photo. Martim swiped the image off his screen. That’s it, then. You just ordered a man killed.

It wasn’t like being a shadowcon, not at all. Protecting his client was well within policy. Still… he should feel something, shouldn’t he? Guilt, indecision, regret, or even the weight of having crossed a threshold that many atiers had to contend with eventually. But it had been so simple, like delegating any other task. All he felt was vague, uncomfortable relief.

“You’re sure you don’t need the files?” he asked Kob.

“Nope. You’ll get a contract from the Agency later today. I’ll start work when the first half of the money comes through. Double rates, remember. I hope your client’s prepared.” He stood again and Martim stood with him, once again feeling like a small man for having to tilt his chin up to meet the other atier’s eyes. Kob gave him another meaty handshake. “Good luck. I’m sure a lot of other atiers envy you, but I don’t. You got a tough contract.”

Martim swallowed, his ire assuaged, oddly touched to be getting sympathy from Strikebreaker, of all people. “Thanks.” Then, in a moment of impulsiveness, “Any words of advice? I need a lot of things to go my way to be offered an Exclusive.”

Kob said, “Is that what you want?”

“Of course,” Martim said, but then he surprised himself by hesitating. Sandbar Uchi was a young director. After he entered second stage, he’d live for another sixty or seventy years, much longer than his atier would survive—especially given Martim’s current lifestyle of low sleep, high stress, and generous usage of pharmaceutical aids. Did he want to work like this for Uchi for the rest of his life? Was that even physically possible?

Things would get easier after he was on an Exclusive—that was the common wisdom among atiers. The Principal contract was a period of proving oneself, but by the time you entered a lifetime pact, both sides were committed to the partnership. Like the difference between courting and marriage, said wiser black badges.

Sandbar Uchi, though, had been married and divorced three times. And he’d never offered an Exclusive to a contractor before. He’d extended a previous atier’s Principal contract by two years, but then still dismissed him at the end.

Kob raised his eyebrows as if he could see the distress of Martim’s contemplation spreading across his face. With a shock of shame, Martim yanked himself back into the present. He wasn’t in a position to decide about taking an Exclusive contract yet. He needed to get to that point first. Besides, he had a different and better relationship with the director than any of the previous atiers. Uchi had said on more than one occasion that he considered Martim to be his protégé, a younger version of himself. That counted for a lot.

“I want to at least have the option,” he decided.

“Fair enough,” Kob said.

“If you don’t mind me asking,” Martim ventured, “why did you turn down the Exclusives you were offered?”

“Like you said, I’m the best.” Kob smiled, the same way he had at the start of the meeting, but with a glimmer of humor in his shrewd coffee-brown eyes, as if he were making fun of himself. “No one person should own the reaper.” When Martim had no reply to that, Kob chuckled and said, “This your first time doing this, isn’t it? Getting your hands dirty so your client stays clean. After a while, cleaning up after the same person over and over again makes you hate them, deep down. I’ve seen plenty of messes, but I don’t hate anyone. I am going to take a break after this, though.”

Strikebreaker walked past him, then paused and spoke over his shoulder. “As for advice, I’d say keep practicing those longknife skills Isako taught you. Your client might not need more protection—but you will.”







THIRTY-TWO

Twelve months ago

An insistent chiming roused Martim from the dead of a drug-induced sleep.

“Shit.” He groaned, rolled over, and jammed a data visor over his bleary eyes, expecting it to be his client summoning him to the office over some urgent issue or asking for something that couldn’t wait. Uchi insisted on being contacted immediately when it came to anything important to SoCon GasPro, so he had no compunctions about doing the same to others on his team, no matter the hour.

Instead, an urgent message from the front desk of the Oasis Ishaan Hospital appeared in his vision. Director Sandbar Uchi was brought to the emergency room following an attack on his field car. He’s requesting that you come immediately.

Martim bolted upright. He tried to call the hospital back and was routed to a main number that placed him on hold. Cursing, he ended the call and stumbled into the bathroom, where he threw back two amp tablets, grimacing at the bitter taste as he ground them down and swallowed. You weren’t supposed to take boosters within four hours of also taking sleepstims, but he couldn’t afford to be slow or groggy at a time like this. He splashed his face, letting the drugs and the shock of cold water resolve confusion and panic into calm alertness. Whatever he was going to have to deal with right now, he needed to be at his best, and that included being presentable and prepared.

He shaved, quickly but thoroughly, then dressed as if armoring himself for battle—pressed slacks, white herringbone shirt, charcoal nuwool overcoat, matching wool felt trilby, black lableather gloves, triggersheath. A quick look in the mirror confirmed that he looked as though he radiated status and authority as Sandbar Uchi’s proxy.

He called a car to take him to the hospital. It was the dead of night, and the streets were as quiet as they got. It had been such a good week until tonight. Months of ceaseless effort that had begun with that emergency meeting in the predawn hours had finally come to triumphant fruition: The Company hearing into the Field 93 tragedy had exonerated Sandbar Uchi completely, concluding that there was no evidence to suggest the catastrophic failure of the airshield was due to negligence or any active malice on the part of the division’s management.

The mood in SoCon GasPro headquarters was exultant. Birch Yong had thrown a celebratory party and given everyone on the Internal Relations team two days off. Congratulations poured in from Uchi’s allies. Martim’s role was to stand in his client’s shadow, but other atiers had been quietly reaching out to commend him on a job well done. NorCon GasPro’s atier, Condor Anand, had left him a brief but cheerful message: “My boy, you’re a natural. I couldn’t have managed it any better myself.”

Martim had allowed himself to relax a little. He’d even taken his twenty-ninth birthday off work, celebrated it by sleeping for ten hours and buying himself the engraved Moss Lorento belt made of Genebank-sourced certified goat leather that he’d had his eye on for a while. After his victory, he’d hoped to hear from Isako; even a short note would’ve been nice. But the escalating war between SatOps and Astrocom was no doubt still consuming all of her attention.

Of course, reaction from the strident big-E crowd had been just as swift—disbelief and condemnation, accusations of a cover-up, and furious calls for action to be taken to deliver justice to the victims.

So it wasn’t a surprise that some unhinged madman had so quickly decided to take matters violently into their own hands. Martim had been in numerous meetings with Rocco and Thea to discuss the director’s security precautions, which were always hampered by the fact that Uchi refused to allow threats to cancel or delay any of his important tasks or events.

Why hadn’t one of the bodyguards been in contact already?

Martim’s fears revolved around the metric fuckton of work that would fall in his lap if his client was out of commission for a while. Based on the message from the hospital, Uchi was obviously still alive and lucid enough to be making demands, so Martim wasn’t worried about fate turning him into a ronin anytime soon. Besides, the director’s synthbody had already been designed and was near completion; if he was critically injured, he could go through emergency recorporalization.

Synthbodies were originally designed to be fail-safes, after all. The Great Ships had left Earth with two dozen of them in storage as humanity’s insurance against the loss of key officers to accidents, disease, or off-world dangers. According to historical accounts, many people at the time were still vehemently opposed to full-body neuroprosthetics, describing them as a ghastly perversion of nature and an affront to God. No one, they said, would want to double their lifespan at such a cost.

Goes to show how little they knew back then.

The hospital came into sight, the glowing emergency sign resolving ominously through the thickness of night. To Martim’s relief, within minutes of stepping out of the car and entering the building, he spotted Director Uchi standing outside the intensive care unit, looming over a nervous-looking doctor.

“Martim, thank the Mother you’re here in time.” The director looked uncharacteristically disheveled; he was missing his hat, and the shearling lining of his coat was rumpled and speckled with ashy debris and dark stains. There was a sealed cut on his forehead that stood out all the more because of the pallor of his face.

“Are you all right, sir?” Martim exclaimed.

“He may have a concussion,” the doctor said. “It would be a good idea to monitor—”

“I’m fine,” Uchi snapped. His eyes were focused, but hard and bright with fury. “Rocco and Thea caught terrorists trying to plant explosives in my field car. One of them set off a bomb. Rocco’s dead.”

Martim blinked in disbelief. He couldn’t say he knew Finch Rocco well, but the man had been such a constant feature in his day-to-day life. It was hard to imagine him just gone. Blown to smithereens. He’d been working on a new coin trick all month, had tried it out on Martim just yesterday—making the coin disappear and then reappear in Martim’s pocket.

If it hadn’t been for Rocco and Thea, the director might’ve been killed. If Martim had been there with them, instead of doing other work that evening, he might be dead, too.

“Thea’s alive, though?” he asked, his voice sounding not quite right.

“For now.” Uchi turned back to the doctor. “How long does she have?”

The doctor cleared his throat uneasily. “Hard to say. She’s at severe risk of fatal blood loss and infection. If she survives the night, she’ll need most of her internal organs and her digestive system rebuilt, and she’ll never regain full mobility. If it were just the limbs, it wouldn’t be a problem. Neuroprosthetics are quite cost-effective these days, but the damage to the spinal cord is extreme.”

“Is she conscious?” When the doctor shook his head, Uchi said, “Wake her up.”

When they entered the hospital room, Martim was immediately grateful he hadn’t eaten recently. River Thea was lying inside a medical stabilization chamber, with a dozen tubes coming out of her and surgical arms at work trying to patch her back up. It was a tall order, as her torso looked like something left over after a dissection demonstration. Martim glimpsed splayed ribs, ropy intestines, and globs of pink tissue before he had to turn to the wall and put a hand to his mouth to keep the gorge down.

Pull yourself together. Martim took shallow breaths, trying to regain his composure. It’s just a body, just meat. He turned back around and this time he could look at the mess in the chamber dispassionately. The lower and upper halves of the body were barely attached, like a doll that had been broken in half and was being held together by string. Shockingly, everything from the waist down was relatively intact. Narrow hips, long legs, penis, blue toenail polish on the limp feet.

Director Uchi didn’t seem rattled. Maybe he’d already gotten over the shock. Besides, crisis brought out the fire in him, made him the most intensely Uchi version of Uchi. He strode right up to the head of the transparent chamber and leaned over. “Thea, can you hear me?”

The bodyguard’s eyes cracked open, glassy and drug addled. She didn’t seem to know where she was. Her blood-speckled lips moved, trying to speak through the oxygen mask, but as her lungs appeared to be outside her body, all that came out was a wheeze of air from the tube in her neck.

“It’s not looking good, Thea,” the director informed her. “The doctors are giving you a one-in-five chance, but even if you make it, you’ll probably never be able to walk or breathe or eat on your own again.”

Thea’s eyes widened in terror.

For some reason, Martim found himself thinking about Thea’s bucket list of planetary wonders. She would never see Mount Hanji. Or the Nine Rifts. Or any of those places.

“You don’t have long to make a decision,” Uchi went on with urgent pragmatism. “Martim”—he turned over his shoulder to speak to his atier, who was still finding it difficult to move closer to the grisly scene—“how much would the Agency provide in disability assistance to a midtier contractor?”

Martim wet his lips and forced himself to walk forward. “There’s a formula… It would work out to around fifty percent of her wages for the rest of her contract term. After that, there’s a general assistance fund but no guarantee.”

“What if she chooses to go off life support and we file her decision as a formal resignation?”

“She’d be eligible for a one-time resignation bonus of three times her annual wage to be paid out to beneficiaries, a nameplace, and”—he forced more saliva into his throat—“a posthumous client service commendation.”

An extra bonus and her name on a plaque in Agency headquarters, listed among the laudable contractors who’d died serving their clients.

Thea’s throat moved soundlessly. She stared up at them with wet, desperately pleading eyes. Martim couldn’t tell if she was begging to live or to die. Either way, he thought, it would’ve been better to leave her unconscious.

Director Uchi bent all the way over so his nose nearly touched the transparent surface of the medical unit. Martim imagined that all Thea could see in that moment was her client’s face and the large frame of his shoulders filling the entirety of her vision, like a descending god in her moment of greatest need.

“There’s another option.” Uchi’s words were firm with the certainty he possessed whenever he was poised to point out a key piece of information or a possible course of action that his subordinates had overlooked. “The synthbody I commissioned for Madison is a top-of-the-line 8G, just like mine, the most advanced model ever built. I still have it. I can recorporalize you, Thea. I can give you a new body, a young and beautiful one that’ll never get sick or age. You’d keep working for me, of course; even though you’re not an atier, if anyone’s earned a lifelong contract, it’s you.”

Martim’s mouth dropped open in speechless astonishment. Even the doctor looked flabbergasted. Synthbodies were custom-built and meant for one person. There was a long waiting list for them, and they took years to design and manufacture. Only the most important people in the Company entered second stage, so they could continue to guide society for as long as their minds were still sharp.

Sandbar Uchi was already known for his bold and controversial choices, but no one had ever heard of a director offering a synthbody to a subordinate, a mere contractor at that.

Then again, no one except Sandbar Uchi would have an extra synthbody lying around.

“It’s your choice,” the director reminded her. “Not everyone’s willing to enter second stage. There’s no guarantee you’ll survive the Process. If you do, it’ll be a difficult adjustment, one that most people have more time to prepare for. You’re strong enough to do it, but you have to choose quickly. You saved my life, Thea. Let me save yours. Blink three times if you agree.”

Tears gathered and rolled out the corners of Thea’s eyes. She blinked them rapidly in assent.

The director straightened up briskly. “Martim, draw up the terms of Thea’s new contract.”

“Sir, the rules around synthtech are unclear about—”

“Fuck the rules, we’re talking about a life here. Push it through the legal department and the Agency and have it ratified within twenty-six hours.” To the doctor he said, “Have her airlifted to the Elite Renewal synthtech clinic immediately at my expense.”

Director Uchi placed a flat hand on the surface of the medical capsule, as if he wanted to give his bodyguard a high five for taking on the challenge ahead. He looked energized, as he often did after a productive discussion or an important decision. “See you on the other side.”

He turned and strode for the door, motioning for his atier to follow.

Martim fell into step beside his client. His mind was spinning wildly, still trying to process everything that had happened, even as he began compiling a list of all the things he had to do: Obtain Thea’s existing contract from division HR. Contact the Partners at the Agency. Call an urgent meeting with the Policy Compliance team. Set up security around Elite Renewal. Notify Rocco’s CTH of his death. Cancel all his own meetings for the day.

“That was incredibly generous of you, sir,” he said.

“Was it?” The director seemed surprised by Martim’s statement. “What else am I going to do with Madison’s synthbody? Saving Thea’s life is the best use of it by far. Plus, I won’t have to go through the cost and hassle of replacing a bodyguard. Generosity is giving something away without expecting anything in return, but I’ll get back a lot more than I would have otherwise.”

“Of course,” Martim agreed quickly, “but it’s also the sort of thing that could make for good press, at a time when we could really use it. The Company and the public could stand to be reminded that SoCon GasPro is the sort of place that takes care of its own.”

Despite Uchi’s official exoneration, months of negative coverage of the Field 93 disaster and the resulting Company investigation had damaged Uchi’s standing and that of the division as a whole. It wasn’t a good position for him to be in, not when a potential Board nomination was at stake.

“Maybe some people will see it that way,” Uchi said, “but I’m not doing this for the press or the publicity. Other second stagers are going to shit the bed when they find out I allowed a contractor to be recorped.” Uchi snorted his contempt for the opinions of his ossified peers. “As far as I’m concerned, they can take their sanctimonious indignation and fuck right off. Did you know that Madison tried to sue me for possession? As if she’d contributed a single scripbit to Elite Renewal’s development of the 8G model. I’d much rather see it go to Thea than my bitchy ex-wife.”

Since Fern Madison’s synthbody was the property of Sandbar Uchi, if Thea survived recorporalization, she would be tied to her client for the rest of her life. But as Uchi had said, wasn’t that what an Exclusive contract was anyway? He was simply rewarding Thea with the same promise of lifelong employment that many atiers hoped to receive.

Martim slowed and nearly came to a stop. No… Thea’s situation felt disturbingly different. Maybe because midtier and general contractors didn’t sign Exclusives. Or maybe because it was one thing to choose to serve, and another to not own the body you occupied.

Martim gave his head a hard shake and picked up his steps. As they reached the hospital lobby, he said, “Without Rocco and Thea, we need to change your security coverage, sir. The terrorists could come after you again.”

“Let the motherfuckers try,” Uchi burst out, loudly enough for heads to turn.

Martim flinched at his client’s defiant temptation of fate. He resisted the urge to make the sign of the cross, or at least to grab the director by the arm and urge him to keep his voice down. Uchi had been the target of mentally ill stalkers before, but this was on another level.

“We have to take the threat seriously, sir,” he insisted. “These people have explosives, maybe even firearms. And they’re organized.” Martim wouldn’t be in the least surprised if United Freelancers was involved in the bombing. The extremist group had been gleefully politicizing the Field 93 tragedy as part of their anti-Company agenda.

“They’re a stain on society. I’ve seen the anonymous posts by that nutjob who’s claiming to be a survivor of Field 93. What a crock of bullshit. Wasn’t it confirmed that there were no survivors?”

Martim fidgeted with his sleeve cuffs. “Dangerous people are capable of making up any fiction that serves their agenda, sir. Until Thea recovers—if she does—I’ll need to be in charge of your personal security.”

He hoped he didn’t sound reluctant. Suddenly, the triggersheath on his thigh felt like a dangerous weight, one he’d stopped noticing. Isako would disapprove of how much he’d fallen out of the habit of practicing with the longknife.

“That’s not your skillset, Martim,” Uchi said. “No offense, but I wouldn’t trust you to aim the business end of a weapon. Rocco and Thea had contingency plans ready to go in case of a situation like this. There’s a backup security detail waiting for me outside.”

Martim winced at the director’s blunt assessment but felt his shoulders coming down with relief.

“Besides, I can’t have you wasting time on that when I need you to be focused on other things. Something strange is going on with the Board of Directors.”

“Sir?”

“Sullivan used to keep me in the loop about anything significant being discussed or voted on or brought before the Executive,” Uchi grumbled. “He said my name was being regularly mentioned as the next nominee. But lately, things have changed. Sully takes too long to return my calls. When the topic of the Board’s activities comes up, he’s evasive.”

Tide Sullivan had been Uchi’s senior colleague and greatest supporter back when Uchi had first taken the reins of SoCon GasPro, and he was still Uchi’s staunchest advocate. Together, Uchi and Sullivan presented a united and unassailable terraformist front. Behind the scenes, though, with NorCon and SoCon vying for gas production supremacy, things were more complicated. Notably, Sullivan hadn’t made any significant effort to back his old ally during the Company investigation, no doubt so he could distance himself from Uchi if things went badly.

“It’s probably the Field 93 situation, sir,” Martim said. “Even steadfast terraformists were reluctant to appear too favorably biased toward you during the Company investigation and hearing. They’re waiting for the attention to fade away.”

“Maybe,” Uchi conceded with an unconvinced scowl, “but I don’t think it’s that simple. Call it a feeling I have. Something else is going on, and I’m being shut out.” The director’s voice sharpened with vexation; he hated it when people he counted on were unreliable, when they failed to follow through on their commitments to him.

It hadn’t been long ago that Uchi was ruminating on Stoicism and accepting what he couldn’t control. But that was before the high-profile investigation, before his allies began to give him the cold shoulder, before tonight’s bombing. It had been easier for the director to claim he didn’t need or want his due, back when others weren’t seemingly trying to deny it to him.

“I’ll see what I can find out,” Martim promised.

“Do that.” Uchi paced ahead, then abruptly turned and came back to Martim. He dropped his hands onto the younger man’s shoulders. Warmth radiated from the weight of the director’s firm grip, all the way down Martim’s back. “I’m glad you weren’t there tonight. I didn’t want to lose Rocco or Thea, of course, but bodyguards are easily replaceable. You’re not.”

“Just doing my job, sir.”

“And I’m grateful for that, Martim. I can’t tell you how much.” The director let go and strode out of the hospital doors to the waiting security team and a vehicle that would whisk him away to deal with other priorities.

Martim waited until his client’s car was gone before he summoned one for himself. Alone in the vehicle, he dug a sleepstim dispenser from his coat pocket. The nervous excitement tingling through his hands made them shake.

Yes, the Field 93 tragedy had been a terrible thing. So had the bombing; it had killed Rocco and might still kill Thea, if the director’s mad scheme to recorporalize her didn’t work. But crisis also spelled opportunity. Just as it brought out the most decisive and determined side of Sandbar Uchi, it was offering Martim every chance to prove himself invaluable, to showcase how he was as different from other contractors as Uchi was from the average director. He’d gone the extra mile when handling the Field 93 situation; that’s why he was the first person his client summoned in an emergency and why Uchi was trusting him with difficult tasks.

A half dose relaxed him, brought clarity and focus, made the shocking events of the night and the looming obstacles of the day seem perfectly manageable. He leaned back against the seat and closed his eyes, savoring what would be his last moment of calm for a while.







THIRTY-THREE

Twenty-six hours later, Martim staggered back into his apartment. It was night again. He stood in the shower, swaying wearily on his feet as the hot water ran down his back. He ignored the first price-increase chime, then the second.

Thea was going through recorporalization and would be for some time. Whether she came out of it would be another thing. Martim had done his part. He’d literally banged down doors to get everything in order so the surgery could proceed. No one except for the Executive, the members of the Board, and Director Sandbar Uchi could’ve made something so unusual happen so quickly.

It was quite the feeling, to be able to place calls and walk into rooms as a stand-in for one of the biggest names in the Company. No one turned down a meeting with him, not when he said, “I’m here on behalf of Director Uchi.” People took orders from him, went out of their way for him. He had wealth and influence he couldn’t have dreamed of a few years ago.

He had to admit it: He enjoyed the power.

Reluctantly, he got out of the shower and checked the Companynet newsfeeds. They were all reporting on the shocking assassination attempt against Sandbar Uchi. Two badgeless perpetrators had been arrested in connection to the bombing. They claimed to have been working alone, but Martim didn’t believe that story for a second. Ingredients for making car bombs weren’t exactly easy to come by, and the swift statement from United Freelancers was too convenient and smelled far too smug.

While we abhor violence, let this serve as a reminder of the grief and injustice that have gone unaddressed. Sandbar Uchi and all those responsible for the Field 93 massacre must be held accountable for their actions, if not by the Company, then by the people.

The online provocateur calling himself Waterboy was less diplomatic. “Company elites like Uchi get away with murder every day. A few people were brave enough to do something about it, and here’s the funny thing: They’re going to be the ones who’re called terrorists.”

Martim’s sense of weary satisfaction evaporated as quickly as the steam off his bathroom mirror. He shut off the newsfeeds with a snarl of disgust and paced back and forth in his living room in agitation.

Rain Kob picked up after Martim’s third attempt to reach him. “What do you want?” the man growled irritably.

“You didn’t finish the job,” Martim snapped. “Why is that guy still alive?”

“I don’t know who you’re talking about.”

“Of course you do. Waterboy. He’s one of the strikers from Field 93. He’s taken up with United Freelancers and is publicly claiming to be the only survivor.”

“He’s looking for attention. Makes for a good backstory.”

“Waterboy’s anonymous posts and altered audio clips are a ninety-five percent match against samples of writing and speech from Elk Terrence, one of the names on the list of targets I provided you.”

A pause from the other end of the line, followed by a grumbling sigh. “You’re good at doing your homework, I’ll give you that.”

“What’s taking so goddamn long?” Martim demanded. “The man’s trying to make himself into a celebrity; it can’t possibly be hard to track him down. You didn’t have any trouble with the other six targets.”

Martim used to admire Strikebreaker. A year ago, he couldn’t have imagined speaking to a senior atier so rudely. But Rain Kob was contracted to do a job for SoCon GasPro that Martim had expected to be finished weeks ago.

“I found him,” Kob replied, unfazed by Martim’s anger, “but I’ve decided not to finish out the contract. Your client can keep the second half of the fee you would’ve paid me upon completion.”

Martim came to a dead stop in the middle of his apartment and struggled to find words for several seconds. “How could you do this to me?” he managed at last. “You’re Strikebreaker. You’re supposed to be the most reliable longknivesman out there when it comes to this sort of thing.”

“I told you before, I’m not doing that type of work anymore,” Kob replied, stony and unsympathetic, as if it was Martim’s fault for trusting him in the first place. “I made an exception that I shouldn’t have. But I warned you, kid. This is the edge life. People let you down.”

Martim couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He’d played by the rules, done everything right. He’d sought out the most qualified person for a necessary job and entrusted him with it, discreetly, without implicating the director in any way. It wasn’t his fault that Rain Kob had chosen this moment to fail the Code. That one failure was now publicly advocating for Martim’s client to be assassinated.

The next time someone took Waterboy’s urgings to heart and set off a bomb, it might be Martim standing nearby instead of Thea. He might be the one in the hospital with his gory insides exposed, and there wasn’t going to be another spare synthbody lying around.

“You’ve fucked me over, you know that? I could be a dead man because of you. I hope your conscience is happy.” He hung up and kicked over a side table, cursing Rain Kob to hell before stumbling into the bedroom and falling onto the bed.

He’d been running on adrenaline all day and was hitting a wall, fast. His head felt as heavy as a lead safe on his shoulders and his eyes were swollen in their sockets. He wanted, more than anything, to pass out for twelve straight hours.

But his mind refused to shut down and sleep. It kept spinning uncontrollably, chewing on a dozen things at once. What if he couldn’t protect his client? What if Thea’s rushed contract had an error and was nullified by the Agency? What if, while dealing with the unexpected emergency, he’d forgotten something else important, failed to handle some other task he would be questioned about tomorrow?

With each anxiety-inducing question, the sense of certainty he’d carried throughout the day faltered precariously. Uchi had told him he was irreplaceable. But if Martim fucked up, his client’s regard could vanish at a moment’s notice. He’d be kicked to the curb, just like the others who’d come before him. And then everything he’d been through—the licensing exam, landing the holy grail of Principal contracts, ordering the death of Elm Anders and those six other people he didn’t even know—all of it would’ve been for nothing.

That is not going to happen. He reached for one of the affirmations the Company therapy program kept suggesting he make a habit of repeating. You are the smartest, hardest-working, best-dressed motherfucker in the whole division.

Maybe it was the exhaustion, but this time, the words rang hollow in his head.

Martim reached into his bedside drawer for another sleepstim pen. He hesitated when he realized he was down to his last one. He rolled the dispenser between his fingers. Overusing sleepstims was terrible for one’s health, especially when regularly combined with boosters. He wouldn’t be able to get more either, not until next month. He’d already reached the individual purchase limit and any further attempt would cause his ID to be flagged for risky behavior. Next thing he knew, he’d be getting a call from Health Services checking up on him, requesting he report to a Company doctor for a health evaluation.

He did have the other stuff, though. The stuff from Vincent.

He’d met Vincent entirely by accident, ironically enough, in the pharmacy. On one of his rare free evenings, he’d gone out to a bar on the other side of town where no one would recognize him. All he’d wanted was to decompress for a few hours, maybe meet a hottie willing to spend no more than a night with him. But he felt awkwardly out of practice at socializing with strangers, and worse yet, he couldn’t make himself stop thinking about work.

Reaching for a sleepstim to calm his nerves, he found his pockets empty, which pissed him off enough that he abandoned the night’s goals. Standing in the aisle of the nearest pharmacy with half a dozen boxes in his arms, he’d heard a snicker behind him. “You think you got enough?” Turning, Martim saw a thin, scruffy man with a soul patch beard and a too-knowing look in his mercenary eyes. A gold amulet hung around his neck in place of a badge. “Man, if you need that much, the shit’s no good.”

“What exactly is your problem?” Martim asked.

“I don’t have one,” said the freelancer, “but you do. Let me guess—you’re cycling stims and boosts, but they’re not working as well as they used to, right?” When Martim only stared at him, the man smirked and wrote his name on a coaster he’d apparently filched from the nightclub. Reaching over Martim’s full arms, he slipped the piece of plastic into Martim’s front breast pocket along with a single-dose white injection pen. “If you like it, come back next week, same time. Second floor of the bar.”

Vincent had appeared at exactly the right time, or the wrong time, depending on how you looked at it. As it turned out, the dealer was useful in other ways. Vincent moved in badgeless circles and heard rumors and gathered information that Martim told himself was the real reason it was worth making the trek across town to meet him semi-regularly. Three months ago, he’d helpfully coughed up the suspected whereabouts of four of the surviving Field 93 strikers for a whole lot less than it would’ve cost Martim to hire a proper subcon.

Martim went into the bathroom and dug in the bottom drawer for what he thought of as his emergency cache. Abusing over-the-counter pharmaceuticals was hardly uncommon among contractors, but possessing and using illicit substances was strictly against Company policy. In Martim’s opinion, the distinction existed primarily to curb the black market and the circulation of offscrip. Some clients might overlook the occasional violation, but considering the strict standards to which Sandbar Uchi held himself and by extension his entire division, Martim was sure he’d be out on his ass faster than Elm Anders. With drug violations on his permanent file, his chances of landing another Principal contract would be zilch.

But if he wasn’t able to get some sleep and function at the level Uchi expected, he’d lose his job and his sanity anyway, and not necessarily in that order. So really, it was the same as far as risk was concerned.

One dose of bliss was better than a triple dose of inhaled sleepstims. Within seconds, Martim felt a sense of calm clarity swell over him. He lay back down and sighed, relaxing for what felt like the first time in weeks. “Emha?” he spoke out loud. “Emha, let’s talk.”

The friendly voice replied right away. Hello, Martim, how can I help you?

“I… I just need to talk to someone.” He hadn’t used the Company therapy program in months. He’d finally figured out how to turn off its annoying notifications, so it had stopped pestering him to engage. It was still there, though, a private place for him to blather out his anxieties so that maybe he could get finally get to sleep. “I’ve been through some crazy shit today. I don’t know… maybe I’m not cut out for this after all.”

Martim kept talking, only half aware of what he was saying. Maybe it was because he wasn’t used to it, but the bliss made him feel like a dam was opening up inside him and a tide of disjointed thoughts and emotions were pouring out, so fast that he couldn’t hold on to any of them any better than a sieve could hold water.

At last, his words ran out and his eyes felt heavy. “I’m so fucking tired,” he mumbled. “I don’t know if I can keep going like this.”

The Employee Mental Health Application prompted him after a few unresponsive minutes. Martim, are you still there?

Martim, I’m concerned about you.

Is there someone you trust, that you could contact right now for support?

Martim laughed. Go figure. Even the Company therapy program was telling him that he needed to get a life and talk to a real human being.

He used to be able to talk to his kithmother, Leanne. He’d call her every second week, to let her know he was okay, so she wouldn’t worry. She kept in touch with all the children she’d raised, even the ones who’d moved far away, even troublesome ones, no matter how old they were.

It was commonly said that no one would be a CTH Manager if they weren’t well paid, because it was arguably one of the hardest jobs in the Company—you were always working, never off the clock so to speak. They had that in common with atiers. It was astonishing to think that for much of recorded human history on Earth, what Leanne did would’ve been economically uncompensated work left to unqualified biological parents. Martim couldn’t imagine his bioparents having the skill or patience. The truth was, good CTH Managers were some of the most selfless individuals on the planet. Leanne was one of those people who’d raise children and care for others even if she wasn’t being paid. Martim’s conversations with her weren’t long, but she always did say “Call anytime,” and she meant it.

But Leanne was gone. A sudden, debilitating stroke while prepping dinner for the household, just three weeks shy of her sixty-eighth birthday. Martim had been in meetings all day with Director Uchi and didn’t get the message until past 2200, two hours after she’d passed away.

There was nothing for him to do. Leanne already had everything prepared, of course; thinking ahead on behalf of others was in her nature. All the cremation arrangements and the dispersal of her savings and payout of lifetime Company bonuses and the process of CTH Services assigning a new Manager all happened automatically and without any input from Martim, who was barely connected to his CTH these days anyway. He remembered hanging up after getting the news, feeling stunned and useless, grief-stricken and cheated. He hadn’t been given a chance to see her one more time, to talk to her and thank her for being the only person in his childhood to pay him any special attention. To show him love.

Leanne’s funeral was held on a gusty Freeday afternoon, at a Catholic church, of course, because she’d kept the old faith all her life. Martim took three hours of personal leave and was back at his desk before anyone noticed he was gone. He’d shed tears for his kithmother, but she’d never been the sort to make a big fuss and she wouldn’t want him to do so over her now. The few times she talked about retiring, she’d say wistfully, “It’d be nice to put my feet up, it really would.” Now she’d never get that chance.

With Leanne gone, he wasn’t close to anyone back in his home division. His relatives could never understand what he was going through; they were either contemptuous of black-badge workers or jealous of them, or both. He imagined his kithuncle Luiz snorting and berating him: What do you have to complain about, with your big-ass apartment and fancy clothes and shit—cry me a fucking river, Marty. Or his half biosister Camila ignorantly suggesting, Well, if you don’t like it there, why don’t you just get a transfer and come back?

No one could understand what it was like to be an atier except another atier.

It didn’t seem right to call Isako in the middle of the night, out of the blue, when he hadn’t talked to his mentor in nearly two years. He wasn’t surprised when she didn’t pick up. If he hadn’t been mentally exhausted and sky-high on bliss, he would’ve ended the call and tried again later, but his tongue started flapping without his permission.

“Hey, Isako, it’s me, Martim. I hope you’re doing all right these days. I’ve been hearing that Astrocom’s gaining the upper hand in the war, which is great. I’m sure it isn’t your first time going through this sort of thing, though, so your client’s no doubt grateful to have you. Anyway, sorry about this, I know it’s really late and we haven’t talked in a while. I’m just calling because, well, I was wondering if you’ve ever had second thoughts. About… everything we do. Client service, the edge life…”

He trailed off, confused by his own rambling. What was he even trying to say?

“What I mean is… On one hand, working in SoCon GasPro has been an incredible experience with a lot of responsibility, and I’m learning a lot and grateful for the opportunity. I mean, who wouldn’t be? But on the other hand, this shit’s really intense, you know? Even more than I imagined it would be. I don’t know if you saw the news tonight, but—” He managed to stop himself. He shouldn’t talk about the details of the assassination attempt, not if it meant exposing his client’s security vulnerabilities to another atier, even his own mentor. Isako worked for the director of Astrocom, after all—a reunionist.

Martim squeezed his eyes closed for moment, feeling hopelessly fuzzy-headed. “What I’m trying to say is, I know this is what I signed up for, but what if… I made a mistake? I’ve still got a year left on my Principal. Even if I was offered an Exclusive, how would I handle it? I don’t know. I was thinking… maybe we could talk sometime? Whenever you’re free.”

As soon as he ended the call, he was struck by a profound sense of relief, followed a few seconds later by a nauseating wave of embarrassment. Had he really called his Agency mentor in the middle of the night and left a disjointed, angst-filled message like some drunk teenager? Jesus, what a terrible look. He would never let himself lapse like this at work.

He grabbed his data visor and started scrolling through commands, trying to figure out if he could retrieve the message and erase it. He felt as if he were thinking and moving in slow motion, as slow as he’d felt the day he met Quickblade for the first time and she’d made him demonstrate the longknife draw, over and over again, frowning impatiently at his poor form, besting him every time.

The familiar message-alert chime nearly made him jump. He hadn’t expected her to pick up the message until morning, certainly not to respond so quickly.

We all doubt ourselves sometimes. Every atier goes through rough patches. Everyone has tough clients. The edge life’s not for the weak, but you’re not weak, or you wouldn’t be wearing the longknife. Focus, Martim. You’re bright enough to figure this shit out.

Martim sat back, staring at the reply, stung.

Another hit of bliss made him feel as if he were floating outside his own body. Isako was right. Of course she was. He hadn’t made it this far just to crack under the pressure of the job. If River Thea could be torn nearly in half yet survive in a new form, he could handle anything that was thrown at him.

One day at a time. One hour at a time. One minute at a time.

Martim’s eyes rolled back in his head and his eyelids dragged themselves closed into sleep.
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Ten months ago

Wagefolk fresh off work were streaming through the gates of Typhoon Tam Arena when the car pulled up to the curb and let Martim off in front of the main entrance. An air of excitement and festivity buzzed over the crush of noisy fans dressed in team jerseys, hats, and scarves, lined up to buy drinks and snacks from the concession stands, people from different divisional fiefs mingling in a way they rarely did in day-to-day life—ice miners, technicians, desk jockeys, harried kithparents herding groups of children, rheumy-eyed retirees. Gold badges and white badges and black badges, officer class and passenger class and deckhands, old and young, brought together under one roof by the beautiful game of futsal.

Martim hadn’t been to the stadium to watch a game in over a year. He’d played the sport a bit while growing up, and he used to be a true fan who followed all the teams and players, paid attention to the rankings, and owned merchandise. But even a minor hobby required time he no longer had. Now he only knew enough to hold his own in a basic conversation about how the season was going. If he were to have an entire afternoon or evening off, he’d sooner spend it catching up on sleep than watching a futsal game.

Which was a shame, because SoCon GasPro had one of the best teams in the Company. Martim understood why Condor Anand had chosen this time and place when he’d agreed to a meeting. Along with the latest Company news and KPIs, the scrolling billboard above the entrance proclaimed this evening’s game between SoCon GasPro and NorCon GasPro. A GasPro civil war match was always going to be well attended. What better place for the atiers of the two divisions to happen to run into each other without arousing any notice?

I’m next to the kettle corn stand, came Anand’s message.

Martim made his way through the crowd until he saw the bright signage for caramel popcorn and Condor Anand’s big mop of curly hair. “Martim, my boy, so good to see you,” Anand exclaimed brightly, pumping Martim’s hand as if they really were running into each other coincidentally. “Let’s go up to the box and talk.” With a bag of kettle corn in hand, he led them up to Tide Sullivan’s VIP suite.

“You want something to drink, anything to eat?” Anand handed him a beer without waiting for an answer. Surprisingly, they were the only ones in the box, which overlooked the court below where the players were warming up—the SoCon Storm in red and white, the NorCon Ice in blue and black.

“Why’s the place empty?” Martim asked.

“Because I kicked everyone out. I get the whole box because my client’s not coming today.” Anand popped a handful of kettle corn into his mouth, opened a beer for himself, and plopped down in a comfortable armchair by the glass. In private, and without his client present, he made no effort to sit formally. Not that Anand was known as a man to ever stand on ceremony.

Unlike Martim, Condor Anand had been born into a solidly upper-middle-income passenger-class kith, but with his earth-toned sport coats, pageboy hats, and growly cheer, he affected a rough-around-the-edges, salt-of-the-earth persona. Maybe it kept him more on a level with the gas field bosses and managers that he so often had to deal with in his role. Or perhaps, by making himself recognizable but unassuming, he wished to convey the impression that he was just another working-class man, a mere errand boy.

Martim didn’t believe it for a second. NorCon might not be growing as fast as SoCon, nor was it as technologically innovative, but it was still a large, powerful division and Tide Sullivan was a senior member of the Board and a prominent terraformist leader. There was no shortage of atiers who’d kill to work for him. Even though the Puppetmaster gave off an air of being perpetually unconcerned, he was no ordinary bloke to have secured an Exclusive with Sullivan and survived at his side for nine years.

And the man never needed to draw his longknife.

Martim took the seat next to Anand. “Does Director Sullivan normally attend games?”

“Every one that he’s able to,” Anand said. “Got to support our worker-athletes. And morale goes up when we win. I’m counting on us taking home the All-Division Cup this year. We’ve got the two best wingers in the Company.”

“Carvalho and Vinh are powerhouses in the league, I’ll give you that,” Martim said, “but they don’t match the offensive power of Bennett as our pivot. And Geller is much more consistent a goalkeeper than Durst.”

Anand grinned at him. “Oh ho, I see I’m dealing with a man of knowledge.”

Martim shrugged with feigned nonchalance. “I try, but I still have a terrible record when it comes to playoff pools.” He hoped Anand wouldn’t pry further into his expertise because he’d find out that Martim really only knew the main players who’d been around for a while—he knew nothing of the latest rookies or the recent coaching changes or who was leading the league in stats. He diverted the conversation. “So where’s your client today?”

“At the season exhibition for the Arts & Media Guild,” Anand said offhandedly, “hobnobbing with sponsored artists, along with most of the Board.”

Sullivan was a shrewd, well-connected Company veteran. Uchi’s unflattering opinion of his longtime ally was that the senior director was better at making alliances and sailing the shifting political winds than managing the myriad technical details of gas production, which was why his division had fallen behind in innovation and owed all of its recent gains to field technology that had first been developed, tested, and implemented by SoCon.

“What about your client?” Anand queried, one eye on the players lining up on the court below, the other on Martim. “Does he come to the games often?”

Martim opened the unwanted beer and drank, but slowly and not too much—he wouldn’t put it past Anand to try to get him drunk enough to spill valuable information about SoCon GasPro. The GasPro divisions might be natural allies, but the Puppetmaster was who he was because he was always in the know, always prising information with that keen, trapdoor mind of his and using it to his client’s advantage. Ally or enemy, it didn’t matter.

“Director Uchi makes an appearance occasionally,” Martim said. “He doesn’t know anything about the game other than that it involves kicking the ball into the goal, but he’s hypercompetitive and gets angry when we lose, so it makes the players nervous when he’s watching. Better if I just send him the replay the next day.”

The Starhome Exploration Group anthem played over the loudspeakers, a brief, inspirational orchestral hymn dating back to its founding days on Earth and ending in a single refrain, We explore, we innovate, we lead the way with audacity and pride!

Down on the court, the players took their positions. Martim leaned forward, his excitement rising. He’d missed this more than he’d realized: the relief and pleasure of doing something purely for enjoyment. Futsal didn’t contribute food or water to the cityhab, it didn’t extract resources from beneath the permafrost or result in the manufacture of goods, it didn’t advance science or warm the planet. One could argue that it improved divisional cohesion and motivated wagefolk to stay physically active, but really, it was just fun.

The SoCon team looked fit and energetic. Its star player, Reef Bennett, finally back from injury, jogged onto the court to raucous cheers from the packed stands. Martim hoped he’d been given the day off to rest and prepare for the game so he’d put in his best performance. Sports matches reflected not just the talent and skill of the athletes, but the relative power and prosperity of the Company’s different fiefdoms. Wealthy divisions fielded better teams because they could afford to give their worker-athletes time off to train. They had fitness facilities, physical therapists, coaches, the whole works. Smaller, poorer divisions made do without such resources and their athletes often had to go straight from their desks to the court.

“All right, let’s go,” Anand exclaimed as the kickoff started the game. “We’re going to show you why the North is still the king of GasPro,” he declared, winking as if in jest.

As the game went on, though, it became clear the older atier had spoken prematurely. When the SoCon Storm pulled into the lead, Anand got up and paced, started shouting advice down at the court that couldn’t be heard. “Mother in Chains, what the hell is the coach thinking? Put Carvalho back on the court! Where’s our defense? Fuck!”

Martim pumped his fist at each of SoCon’s goals, but he bit his tongue at the urge to cheer and gloat at Anand’s distress. He didn’t know the man well enough to take a chummy tone with him, and as much as he wanted to relax and enjoy the game, he was itchy with impatience. Every minute he spent here was a minute of work he’d have to make up for later. He wanted to get down to talking business, but even though the Puppetmaster was no doubt just as busy as he was, he seemed completely focused on the game.

“Did you know that on Earth, there was a version of this game played on a grass field three times the size of a regular court?” Anand commented during halftime. “I saw an article on the Companynet about it once, written by a historian. The game was played outdoors with eleven players on each side.”

“Sounds like it would involve a lot of running,” Martim said. “And a lot of water, to grow that much grass.”

Anand nodded. “If we were to have that much space and that much water, I wonder if we’d waste it on stuff like that, bringing back ancient games. Or if we’d stick with what we know because it’s what we’re used to.”

SoCon GasPro won the game.

“What a bunch of fucking amateurs,” Anand exclaimed in disgust. “My guys, not yours. We handed that game to you. Makes me wonder whether they’re any good in their regular jobs, if they make that many mistakes on the court. I tell you what: We’re going to meet in the All-Division Cup finals, believe it.”

Martim did not envy the losing players, having to suffer defeat and then go back to work the next day to face angry and disappointed colleagues in their divisions. “Oh, I believe it,” Martim assured Anand. “You have some young guys who’re going to make the difference if they can open a path for the wingers. You’ll get us back, I’m sure.”

Anand cracked another beer. “I’d like to say your client’s got the Board nomination in the bag, but unfortunately, it’s not so simple. The confirmation hearings are going to be contentious.”

Now that it suited Anand, the shift in conversation was instantaneous. Choosing to meet at the arena, making Martim sit through an entire futsal game, plying him with beer and small talk and wasting his time—perhaps it had all been a way to establish an unequal relationship, to subtly put Martim in his place and to remind him that even if Director Uchi was a Company darling on a vertical career trajectory, he still had a ways to go to be among the true elite. We can make you wait.

“Where are we at, in terms of support?” Martim asked.

“Here’s the thing.” Anand tipped the last of the kettle corn into his mouth. “Sandbar Uchi has the Executive’s confidence and all the terraformists backing him. But we need the vote of at least twelve others from among the independents and moderate reunionists. And that’s where it gets tough, because the big-Es will do everything they can to prevent another little-E from being confirmed, and Uchi has some very public, very controversial knocks against him.”

“The investigation cleared him of any wrongdoing,” Martim reminded the other atier.

Anand raised his beer in Martim’s direction. “Congratulations again, by the way. Very nice work handling that whole situation. It would’ve been suspicious if no damaging evidence was found, but there were just enough ambiguous recordings and meeting transcripts that a weak case could be made. You’ve got a good head for this work, for someone so young.”

Martim wasn’t sure if the compliment was meant to be backhanded or not. “Thanks.”

“But let’s not kid ourselves,” Anand said soberly. “No matter the result of the official hearing, our enemies are going to capitalize on any perceived weaknesses in your client’s record. There’s also the fact that Sandbar Uchi’s awfully young to be nominated to the Board, let alone confirmed. Hell, he’s not even in second stage yet.”

“He’d consider going through the Process sooner, if he felt he had enough support from the Board for it to mean something. Lately, though…” Martim gave the other atier a questioning look. “My client’s getting the sense that there might be some hesitancy from his allies.”

“I’m not getting that sense at all,” Anand said innocently. “We’re with you all the way. The gas production divisions need to stick together.”

“Director Sullivan hasn’t been returning my client’s calls.”

“It’s been a busy time,” Anand said. “For you guys, especially. We didn’t want to get in the way or be seen as meddling in your division during the Company investigation.”

Bullshit. More like you didn’t want to be associating with us, in case we went down in flames. “Just be honest with me, Anand. You know how much I value your advice. I’m still new to this job and don’t really know what I’m doing yet, so I’m grateful to be able to count on you as an ally. You’re practically a second mentor to me.”

That was laying it on a bit thick, but the Puppetmaster accepted the flattery with an indulgent smile.

Martim pressed, “Tell me, what do we need to do here? My client’s in as strong a position as any nominee in the last century. No one’s grown a division as fast as he has or made as many contributions to scientific and political advancements in the terraforming field.”

“Sure, sure, but here’s the thing.” Anand sucked his teeth thoughtfully, his eyes resting somewhere just to the right of Martim’s face. “This might not be the right time to force a confirmation vote.”

“Why not?”

“The fifth centennial year is coming up. That’s a big Company milestone and people are doing a lot of soul-searching, strategic visioning, agenda setting, whatever you want to call it in Companyspeak. The Executive is going to have to think about naming a successor soon. There are going to be some consequential issues to be voted on in the 500th Annual General Meeting, which means that any new members to the Board will shift the balance of power.”

“In our favor,” Martim pointed out.

“In the long run, sure,” Anand said, “but your client’s a polarizing figure, now more than ever. If he’s nominated, it could galvanize the reunionists. There are already extremists trying to kill him—absolutely despicable, by the way, what happened. Are you sure you and your client want to be exposed to more risk? You’re his atier, you’ve got to think about his safety first.”

The Puppetmaster’s eyes were boring through him, judging, assessing, trying to manipulate him. Martim adjusted the cuffs of his sleeves, considering.

“My advice? Wait a bit,” Anand went on. “Not long, maybe two or three years. Your client’s barely seventy, he’s got plenty of time. Let the kerfuffle over Field 93 die down. The spacehead divisions are busy fighting each other in a civil war right now; why distract them from it by giving them a common enemy? Let them go after each other and we’ll see how it shakes out and who we’re going to have to deal with when the dust settles. As much as we could use another strong terraformist voice on the Board, maybe now’s not the right time to rock the boat. After the centennial, things will be a lot clearer.”

Martim hesitated, then nodded. “I see your point.”

“Good, good, I knew you would, you’re a bright kid with a promising future.” Anand gave him a close-lipped smile. “You let your client know that he has NorCon’s full support. That hasn’t changed one bit. Like I said, gas production—we might duke it out on the futsal pitch, but at the end of the day, we’re on the same team. If we play this right, we can make sure he sails through the confirmation. When the time’s right.”

“And what if he thinks the right time is now?” Martim made sure to sound uncertain. “You know my client. When he gets his mind set on something, he goes after it. I can talk to him, but I don’t have the same kind of influence that you do.”

Anand spread his hands. “I get that. You asked for my advice, so I’m giving it to you. Just consider it, is all I’m saying. If he’s still determined to get onto the Board this year, I can’t be sure we’ll have all the votes we need, but of course, we’ll back him.”

You’re very good, Anand, Martim thought, at talking out of both sides of your mouth. An incoming message chimed in his pocket—only urgent ones from Uchi’s office were set to that particular tone. He pulled out his screen and glanced at it. The message had come from Thea, asking him to call her back as soon as possible.

Martim’s heart lurched with apprehension. Director Uchi was supposed to be undergoing a follow-up medical examination this afternoon, on account of the concussion symptoms he’d experienced in the weeks after the attack on his field car. Had something gone wrong?

“Looks like I’ve got to go, unfortunately,” he said, standing.

Anand remained seated, eyeing him curiously. “Everything all right?”

“Yeah, just need to get back to work. You know how clients are. This was very helpful, though—having this chat in person. I appreciate you making the time, and inviting me up to the suite. It was great to watch the game together, especially with this view.”

Anand stood up unhurriedly and extended his hand with an expression that suggested he could read the younger atier’s anxiety clear as day. Martim had always suspected the Puppetmaster of being dangerous and cunning; now he made it a point to look the older man in the eye confidently and return his handshake firmly. Don’t show weakness to a predator.

“Let’s stay in touch,” Anand said. “I’m always here to help.”







THIRTY-FIVE

“We’re still at the hospital,” Thea explained, as soon as Martim was alone in a car driving away from the arena. “The doctors want to run more tests and keep him here overnight.”

“I told him to follow concussion protocol and go in earlier to get checked out,” Martim exclaimed. “He shouldn’t have gone straight back to work after nearly being killed by a car bomb, for Chrissakes.”

The uncomfortable pause that followed made Martim regret his outburst. Any mention of the bombing no doubt brought up horrifying memories for the bodyguard. Two months later, it was still difficult for him to accept the breathy voice and the sultry magazine-cover face behind it as belonging to River Thea and not Uchi’s ex-wife. If his brain stumbled every time he saw Thea, he could only imagine how disorienting the adjustment had been for her.

Before he could apologize for his insensitivity, Thea said, “Let’s just say he’s not happy about being stuck here. He wants you to bring him everything he needs to read in advance of the production review on Monday. As well as his sweater and the scarf hanging in his office, you know the one.”

Martim’s annoyance sharpened. Obviously, Uchi’s symptoms weren’t bad enough to make him follow the doctors’ advice to rest. If there was one person who would work on his deathbed, though, it was Sandbar Uchi. Medical issues were bound to crop up in a workaholic seventy-year-old, but the timing was less than ideal. Right now, Uchi needed to project an appearance of vitality and strength, to position a nomination to the Board of Directors as a foregone conclusion. It wasn’t a good time for him to disappear from view, or seem fragile or infirm. Thank goodness, Martim thought, that he’d spoken to Thea after leaving Condor Anand’s company. Terraformist ally or not, the less the Puppetmaster knew, the better.

Martim started adding things to his mental to-do list. Have the director’s secretary reschedule every nonurgent obligation before the production review. Write up a statement for Uchi to give to the press that would keep them mollified. Come up with a benign and convincing reason for his client to disappear for a few days so he could actually take recovery seriously.

“Martim? Are you listening?”

He gave his head a sharp shake. “Yeah, I hear you. I’ll transfer the files to him.”

“Unfortunately, you’ll have to load up a screen and bring it to him personally. The director doesn’t trust the hospital’s electronic security. Says his enemies want to keep him off the Board at all costs and are always trying to hack into SoCon GasPro to spy on us and steal information.”

With anyone else, the measures would seem overcautious, but Uchi was justified in his paranoia. Martim sighed; going to the office to retrieve everything Uchi wanted and then going to the hospital was going to cost him time he’d hoped to spend on other things, including a much-needed power nap. Nor did he especially want to visit the hospital again, although if Thea was there, he didn’t have any excuse.

When he got to Oasis Ishaan Hospital an hour later, he found the bodyguard standing outside the closed door to Uchi’s private room. It was strange that she was now shorter than him. It was also impossible not to marvel at how remarkably lifelike the 8G model was compared with older models. Occasionally, Thea stood or sat too still, but those things were hard to notice unless one stared closely and for some time. And it was tempting to do exactly that: stare. Fern Madison had been strikingly beautiful in her youth and Uchi had spared no expense designing her second-stage chassis.

“He’s still in there with the doctors,” Thea said, indicating the closed door. She was wearing a simple, professional outfit, black pants and a gray button-up shirt, but Martim couldn’t help but notice how the fabric hugged her new hourglass figure. “You can leave his things with me if you want.”

“I’ll wait,” he said. “I need to talk to him.”

She nodded. Her businesslike brusqueness had always seemed normal to him. But now, with those full red lips and big, long-lashed eyes, she came off as haughty, bitchy even, as if she were inviting his eye to linger and then brushing him off. The reaction was hardly fair; Martim reminded himself that underneath the curvy new body, she was still the same person. Fern Madison wanted to turn heads, but a security guard wasn’t supposed to be noticed. Adjusting to life in second stage would be hard enough for anyone, but Thea had to put up with people suddenly gawking or leering at her, attracted and confused by her existence.

She noticed his overlong attention and shifted her gaze away uncomfortably. Even that very human reaction, avoidance of eye contact, was unusually and convincingly natural.

Martim looked toward their client’s closed door. “So, what did the doctors say?”

Thea shrugged—another oddly normal action. “No idea. He summoned his personal physician and his synthtech surgeon. They’re the only ones he’s allowing to view his test results and to treat him. He doesn’t want to risk any of the other doctors here leaking his personal information.”

Good Lord, it was exhausting to think of all the ways Uchi’s enemies might come after him. But it was indeed possible someone might try to gain access to his medical records in an attempt to find weaknesses they could use against him. Martim made a note to himself to discuss the troubling possibility with the director. Proactive measures might be called for. At this rate, Martim mused, he was going to become one of Crater’s highest-revenue clients.

“When do you think the director will be out of here? If he’s going to be a while, we need to come up with an explanation for his absence and maybe pull in the Communications folks.”

“I’m just a midtrac, not an atier.”

That seemed to be a strong hint that she didn’t want to talk further. Thea had been on cordial terms with everyone in Uchi’s office, but like Martim, her proximity to the director kept her at a certain distance. Rocco had been her one real friend, the one colleague she could be chummy with, but Rocco was dead. Now that she was a jarbrain, and an extremely unusual one at that, people steered clear. Nor would she ever be accepted into the wealthy, geriatric circles of second-stage society. She appeared to be dealing with the social isolation of her situation by shoring up an even stiffer professional veneer of competent self-sufficiency.

Martim shifted his feet. He could hardly say his treatment of the bodyguard was an exception. He used to talk to Rocco and Thea, but ever since she’d been recorporalized, his only conversations with her were the necessary ones he couldn’t avoid. He could attribute some of that to the unsettled reaction that a lot of people felt toward second stagers, but there was more to it than that. He’d been the only one other than Uchi to see her that night—naked, maimed, and terrified. He’d drawn up the unprecedented contract that had put her through recorp and made her a permanent piece of property. Every time he contemplated what responsibility he bore for saving and enslaving River Thea, it left him confused and conflicted.

“I should’ve asked earlier,” he ventured, “but… how are you doing? Are you adjusting okay?”

She turned to him, face blank with surprise, as if it was the first time anyone had bothered to ask her the question, which it probably was. “I think so,” she answered hesitantly, pushing a lock of copper hair behind one ear. “The scientists have run all sorts of tests on me and they say I’m doing fine. Better than fine, all things considered.”

“You seem to be handling it very well,” Martim said. Even in this era of vastly improved synthtech, not everyone made it through the Process with their mind and personality intact. And 8G synthtech was new and unproven; she was lucky nothing had gone catastrophically wrong. “It must be at least somewhat easier for you, right? I mean, having been through a transition before, and now…” He gestured vaguely at her new form.

Thea’s eyebrows rose. “Right,” she said curtly. “Because it’s a dream come true. Who wouldn’t want a bombshell body like this?” She pushed her lips out in a sultry pout, cocked one hip, and tossed her hair back in mocking mimicry of Fern Madison posing for the cameras.

Taken aback by the sarcasm, Martim took a step back and let out a nervous chuckle. “I didn’t mean to suggest being recorped is what you wanted. It’s awful what happened to you. I’m just thankful there was a way for… things to not turn out even worse that night.”

His awkward sincerity softened her expression and she gave him a somewhat friendlier look. “Me too.” She straightened back up and glanced down at herself. “I wasn’t entirely joking, you know. Not long ago, I used to envy women like Madison. But… this isn’t what I ever imagined.” She paused. Martim didn’t think she would say more, but then she added, “The first two weeks of second stage were really hard. It was as if I’d died and become a ghost in someone else’s body. I saw a stranger in the mirror and heard someone else’s voice when I spoke. I’d be okay for a few hours, then suddenly remember I’m not breathing anymore.”

Martim suppressed a shudder.

“The worst part has been losing people,” she added, voice muted. “Rocco, of course. He was a genuinely good guy. And there are those who don’t want anything to do with me anymore because I’m a jarbrain, even though the alternative’s being dead.”

“I’m sorry.”

Thea stiffened; she didn’t seem practiced or comfortable with receiving sympathy, even though she glanced up at Martim sideways with something approaching gratitude. “Don’t be. I know I’m lucky. I’m alive and I still have my badge. I’ll still get to do some of the things I want to do in life.”

“I bet it’s easier to climb Mount Hanji if you don’t need to breathe.”

A hint of a real smile climbed Thea’s face—not the coy look Fern Madison wore in photographs, but her own wry expression. “That’s true. I have to make the most of this second chance I’ve been given. And I am slowly starting to feel like I’m still myself, even if this was never my choice.”

“You could make adjustments, if you wanted to,” Martim suggested. It wasn’t uncommon for second stagers to make policy-compliant modifications to their bodies over time: adding or subtracting a few years off their face, adding muscle or inches to their frame, changing their hair or adding a beard. “That might make the synthbody feel more like your own.”

Thea averted her eyes. “The director won’t allow it.”

“What do you mean?”

“According to him, it’s important to preserve the integrity of the original design. He thinks it would be disrespectful to alter it.”

Martim frowned. “Not even something minor? Like changing your hair?”

“Not even that.” She said it matter-of-factly, voice flat.

“I guess I can understand his argument,” Martim said slowly. The synthbody was technically Uchi’s property, and maybe it was inappropriate to change the appearance of Fern Madison’s face or body. “But that seems kind of unfair.”

Unfair to Thea, as well as deliciously cruel to Fern Madison, who would have to see her unchanging younger doppelganger always standing loyally in her ex-husband’s shadow. The Companynet tabloids are going to have a field day with this, Martim thought.

“Well, he says it’s not up for discussion,” Thea said briskly, as if it made no difference to her, even though it obviously did. “You know how he is once his mind is made up.”

“Yeah, I do,” Martim said apologetically.

“On the plus side,” she said, with quick, forced levity, “not needing to eat or shit anymore does free up time.”

Martim barked an uncomfortable laugh. “You don’t need food?” He honestly didn’t know; he’d never bothered to learn exactly how synthbodies worked. He hadn’t especially wanted to know.

“I still need food, sort of,” she said, “but the specialized nutrient gels all have the same texture. The stuff doesn’t actually taste bad; in fact, it can taste like whatever you want—steak, chocolate, coffee—but I miss being able to bite into a piece of fresh bread or take a sip from a warm mug of cider.”

“What about sleep? Do you not need that anymore either?” That might be the one thing that would make being a jarbrain worth it, in Martim’s book. Not being tired would be a glorious luxury.

“No luck there. The brain still needs to rest every night or you go insane.”

The door to the hospital room opened and Uchi’s doctors walked out, scowling and tapping at their screens with worried, dissatisfied expressions. Martim imagined that his client was not the easiest patient to deal with. He waited a beat, then entered the room.

Uchi was sitting up in bed, looking uncomfortably frumpy in a hospital gown. Martim had expected to find him with a blue data visor already jammed onto his face, eyes darting rapidly back and forth, but for once, the director wasn’t engrossed in some immediate task. His ordinarily sharp gaze was off focus and unmoving, staring at nothing in particular. A preoccupied, belligerent frown creased his long face from his furrowed brow to the downturned corners of his thin lips. He looked uncharacteristically… old.

“Sir?” Martim asked, tentative.

Uchi roused his attention irritably, as if he’d been interrupted in the middle of solving a thorny business problem. “Ah, there you are,” he said, with some of his usual brisk energy.

“How’re you feeling?” Martim placed the director’s screen and clothes on the table.

“Fine. The doctors don’t know what they’re talking about.” When Martim gave his client a skeptical look, Uchi said, “Really, they’re being overcautious. It’s nothing serious.”

“You should listen to them,” Martim insisted. “Apparently, concussion risk is higher when you’re over sixty-five, and symptoms can last for months. You want to make a full recovery so there aren’t any risk factors when you go through recorp. At least take a few days off. There’s nothing in your schedule before the production meeting that can’t be delayed.”

“How was your meeting with Sullivan’s atier?”

Martim blew out a breath but let his client change the subject. “Honestly, I’m not entirely sure what to make of it.” He described his meeting with Condor Anand, relaying precisely what the older atier had told him. “I hate to say it, but I’m not sure we can count on NorCon’s unconditional support going forward. It sounds to me like Sullivan’s hedging his bets.”

Color came into Uchi’s face and an angry light appeared in his eyes. Storm warning. Nothing could rouse his temper more than people letting him down. The oddly unfocused moment, the agedness that Martim had glimpsed, was gone in an instant.

“Cagey bastard,” Uchi exclaimed. “Always playing politics for his own gain. He didn’t used to be like that, you know. I used to think of Sullivan as a true friend. When I became director of SoCon GasPro, he was incredibly generous with his time and support. Said he wanted to help me grow the division to its full potential. Now I think he wanted me to strengthen the terraformist bloc only so long as my division stayed second to his. Now that SoCon’s pulled ahead, he’s feeling jealous and threatened.”

Martim thought of Anand’s vexation over the futsal game. We’re going to show you why the North is still the king of GasPro. “Do you think he’s petty enough to try to deny you a Board nomination?”

“I wouldn’t have said so before, but now anything seems possible.” Uchi looked around the hospital room with dismay and disgust, as if he couldn’t believe he was trapped in here while his rivals and enemies outside schemed around him. “The reality is that we can’t trust NorCon to give us accurate information about what’s going on with the Board. Which means we don’t truly know where we stand.”

Sitting in the VIP box with Anand, Martim had felt keenly his youth and inexperience, the unmistakable sense that he was being condescendingly schooled by a veteran playmaker. Thinking about it made his blood simmer, stoked the hunger inside him like kindling dropped on coals. Against Anand, he was an upstart underdog, just as Uchi was against Sullivan. Yet another thing that he and his client had in common.

Tide Sullivan and his cunning atier might seem secure in their place, but SoCon GasPro was the future. For it to keep rising, Uchi would have to achieve Sullivan’s status. Which meant Martim would have to outsmart the Puppetmaster. Beat him at his own game.

“I think you’re right, sir, about what you said earlier,” Martim said. “If Sullivan’s changed his tune, it means the political situation’s shifted with the Board.”

Uchi scowled as he swung his long legs over the edge of the bed and stood with no apparent difficulty. “We need to know what’s really going on. Find out everything you can, Martim. I don’t care who you have to go through, or what you have to do; this is important.” He grabbed the screen and the clothes Martim had brought him. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’ll ask you to step outside so I can get dressed. I’m not staying in here a minute longer.”
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Nine months ago

It had been a long time since Martim had been out to a bar, not counting his trips to the Epic Vibe to pick up drugs or information from Vincent. It had been even longer since he’d tried to pick up a pretty woman.

When he thought about how pathetic that was, he felt sorry for himself. Here he was, in the supposed prime of his life, and his only regular interactions were with colleagues in SoCon GasPro, around whom he could never really let down his guard and who he avoided getting too close to because there was always the chance he might have to fire them. His childhood friends in the Supply Logistics division might as well be on another planet. As for getting some—simdates with hotties on the offnet and his own right hand didn’t take much time or effort.

Tonight, though, was a rare and important exception. He dressed to appear just the right amount of effortlessly casual, which was a challenge, as he didn’t own all that much that fit the bill. He settled for straight-leg seacell-fabric khaki chinos and a maroon long-sleeved bambooknit thermal polo shirt. Instead of his favorite double-breasted overcoat, he threw on an old bomber jacket from his trainee days. He considered shaving, but decided the shadow on his jaw made him look a bit more insouciant, like a regular guy out for a good time before Freeday.

Venturing all the way to the south end of Tenacity, he walked into the Stargazer Tavern around 2230, just as things were starting to get lively. Twentysomething students from the nearby College of Astrosciences were out enjoying their end-of-term freedom. A group of wagemen from Satellite Operations clustered around the high-top cocktail tables, celebrating a colleague’s birthday. Martim slid onto one of the seats at the bar and ordered an amber ale. He didn’t generally like beer, but a quick glance around suggested that was the vibe of the crowd.

Look relaxed. Be normal. He rubbed his left thigh self-consciously. Only now, having taken off his triggersheath and left it behind in his apartment, did he wish he had it. Not because he’d had any occasion thus far to draw it while on the job, or because he expected he would be in any danger tonight, but because Isako was right—the longknife set atiers apart. Without its ever-present weight on his leg, he had a sense of being anonymous and naked. He felt as if he sat funny, walked funny.

Martim slouched forward, elbows on the counter, pretending to watch the futsal game on the screen hanging over the bar taps. He tried to imagine what it would be like to fit in here, to be a regular wageman who clocked in and out of work at the same time every day and had hours afterward to spend as he wished.

At last, he spotted her at the other end of the bar: a young woman about his own age, with wavy chestnut-brown hair and adorable freckles that bunched together on her cheeks when she laughed. She was with a friend, naturally—a short-haired blonde in a sleeveless black top. Martim waited until the blonde was engrossed in another conversation before making his way over.

“Quite the party. Whose birthday is it?” he asked conversationally.

She looked over at him, clocking him as a stranger, and Martim hit her with the smile he’d been working up to for the past ten minutes. He hoped he got it right: warm but not overly friendly, intense but unthreatening, looking at her with his body angled so he wasn’t intruding on her space.

He was gratified, stupidly relieved really, to see the slight widening of eyes, the parting of lips, the curious tilt of her head. Oh. He could almost hear the word in the slight intake of her breath. Martim didn’t consider himself especially handsome, and he would say he was too short, but the part of Earth his ancestors hailed from had been a vibrant ethnic melting pot that produced beautiful people, so at the very least his features were interesting, and being well groomed and well dressed counted for a lot. It was nice to know that women still took notice, when he tried.

“Birthday. Right. It’s my friend Jamison’s.” She waved vaguely in the direction of the celebrant. Martim found her sudden awkwardness amusing and kind of hot. She was wearing plain black slacks that you could find in any Company scripstore and a sparkly red scoop-neck top that was not particularly flattering to her figure. He suspected she’d swapped out a work shirt for the top in a simple but careless day-to-night outfit transition, but at least she’d made an effort. “You’re not in SatOps, are you?” she queried, maintaining eye contact as she sipped her mojito.

“No. Am I going to get kicked out of the party?”

“Only if you’re from Astrocom,” she teased. “Where are you from?”

“Supply Logistics,” he half lied. “I’m Marty, by the way.”

“Addison,” she replied. “Or Addy, if you like. Logistics, hmm? What brings you over here?”

“Visiting a friend. Who ditched me for someone he met an hour ago.” Martim shrugged a cheerful what-can-you-do and took the sudden increase in the bar’s music volume as an opportunity to move a little closer. He was wearing a subtle but expensive cologne; if Addy was really thinking, she might question why an ordinary wageman from Supply Logistics would possess that kind of luxury, but she didn’t. Her nostrils flared slightly and she leaned toward him.

“How inconsiderate of him,” she said. “You’ve got a long way to go to get home tonight.”

“Maybe I’ll just stay out all night. This joint is hopping and you SatOps people seem like a fun group.”

“Yeah, well, sometimes we’ve got to take a break from staring into space.” She laughed.

“I wish my neighborhood had more spots like this, but Logistics isn’t exactly known for its bar scene unless you enjoy places with sticky floors.” It was remarkably easy to slip into the fiction of this other life that he was making up on the spot. He was half believing it already—this version of Dragonfly Martim who never passed the atier licensing exam but instead became an ordinary wageman in the division where his kithmembers worked, starting straight out of school and climbing to a shift supervisor position that allowed him to live in a room with a private bath, buy a few nice pieces of clothing, and take a girl out to dinner once in a while.

The more he talked as if he were someone else, the easier it became to relax and not be himself, like taking off and putting on a different coat.

“Hey, Addy, I’m going to the bathroom, you want to come?” The perky blond wingwoman appeared beside them, right on time to give her friend a questioning look and offer a convenient escape should one be desired.

Addison waved her friend away. “No, I’m good,” she said distractedly. Martim concealed a wave of relief. He didn’t know what he would do if she was uninterested. Leave and try someone else? He didn’t have that kind of time. She turned back toward him and he began to worry that she would engage him in a longer conversation—not that he wasn’t enjoying this game, but she might get the wrong impression that he was interested in a real relationship.

“This is a great song,” he declared, though it was not. “Do you dance?”

He was a good dancer, always had been. Maybe it was in his blood, or just another one of those skills that came from watching people and being a quick study. She was okay, and she got better the more drinks she had. He pretended to keep up with her, nursing his second beer until it was lukewarm. The small dance floor grew crowded and they danced closer and closer together; she slung her arms over his neck and he slid his own around her waist. She smelled spicy and carefree; when he pulled her hips tight against his own, she wriggled her ass, inviting his hands to wander. He was lit up and smug and desperately horny—but he also felt as if he were watching from the back of his own brain, hitchhiking along in the life of this other version of himself. “Let’s get out of here,” that other Martim whispered.

He didn’t even have to convince her to go back to her place. She was a local, after all, and he’d already mentioned that he was far from his place in Supply Logistics. She even issued a reassuring goodbye to her blond friend, who eyed Martim slyly and waggled her eyebrows at them in encouragement. It was past midnight and they ran through the breathtaking autumn cold to the nearest ground car. Is this what normal people do on a Terrasday night? Martim wondered.

Addy lived in a cookie-cutter townhouse apartment that she shared with a kithcousin who was away for the weekend. They fell to kissing on the stairs and stumbled up to the bedroom pulling off their clothes. A sudden fearful realization struck Martim’s addled brain halfway up the stairs—he’d taken off his triggersheath, but not his black badge. If she noticed that the ID disc around his neck was the wrong color, she would know he’d been lying the whole time about who he was. Fucking idiot. How could he have failed to consider such an obvious thing?

With what he hoped was a convincing moan of lustful desperation, he struggled out of his shirt with an abundance of flailing, making sure that he worked his badge over his head in the process and palmed it in his left hand while cupping Addy’s chin in the other direction with his right and kissing her hungrily. He slid the badge into his back pocket as he worked his pants off and kicked them into a corner of the room. She didn’t notice anything—either it was too dark, or she was too preoccupied getting her own clothes off. Martim’s pulse was racing more from the close call and the terror of his own incompetence than from actual desire. On the bed, he concentrated on making out with Addy enthusiastically, boxing up his anxiety, bringing back that fragile other-Martim.

She moaned and squirmed and told him to give it to her, give it to her hard. He went down on her—it was the least he could do, he figured, and by the time she came, he was genuinely and impatiently horny again. She wanted him to fuck her from behind, so he did—why not, he wasn’t going to be picky, and when he came, it was with shatteringly joyful relief and the feeling like he’d never worked so hard for an orgasm before in his entire life.

She got up to pee, then snuggled into him and fell asleep. Martim wished he could do the same, but even with his muscles slack and his brain wiped empty, it was too early in the night for him to fall asleep easily without a sleepstim. He had one in his jacket pocket, but finding it would mean moving a slumbering woman off his arm, getting out of bed to wander around naked in the dark in a stranger’s apartment to search for where he’d discarded his outerwear somewhere near the entryway. Again, a complication he’d failed to account for.

What the hell am I doing?

He fell asleep, finally, thank God, and ended up sleeping okay—not great, but past dawn, longer than he usually was able to, even on a Freeday morning. When Addison awoke, she gave him a contented, lazy smile and slurred, “Good morning, handsome. That was a good time.”

He pretended that he, too, had just woken up and gave her a kiss on the head. “Sure glad I met you.”

“Ugh, I’m so hungover, though.” She extricated herself and wobbled out of bed. “I need a shower.”

“Do you know what time it is?” Martim asked innocently.

She dug in the pile of discarded clothes on the floor to find her screen. “Nine twenty. You want some breakfast?”

“Sure, I could eat,” he said agreeably. He was jonesing hard for a boost, and lying very still was the easiest way to keep his hands from starting to twitch uncontrollably. “Take your time, though, I’m good for now.”

Addy disappeared into the bathroom. He waited until he heard the telltale ping of the water meter starting up behind the closed door before scrambling out of bed and diving for his pants. For a second, he was terrified that he’d somehow lost the equipment, but it was still there, along with his black badge, right where he’d left it in his pocket: a wafer-thin external hard drive and connector.

“What would it take,” he’d asked Crater, “to spy on the Board of Directors?”

The subcon had been silent for some time. “I don’t like where this is going,”

“Theoretically speaking,” Martim had pressed. “Indulge me.”

“You’re on your first contract, so I’m going to explain this to you simply. Other than the Sweetsea and the Genebank, the assembly hall of the Bridge is the most secretive place on the planet. Security goes through the chamber with a fine-tooth comb before and after every Board meeting; that rules out any sort of recording or transmission device. The floors and walls are shielded against surveillance. Every attendee is confirmed with bioprint or synthmarker verification, so good luck trying to crash the party and get away with it. You don’t think anyone’s tried to spy on the BoD before?”

Martim had to admit Crater’s assessment did not sound promising. “The Board members must have records or transcripts of what goes on. There have to be agendas, notes, detailed meeting minutes circulated.”

“Sure, but it would be up to each director to designate the aides in their inner circle who have security clearance to be on those lists. You’d have to hack into the systems of the individual divisions to search.”

“How long would that take you?”

“Sorry,” Crater said flatly. “I don’t mess with BoD-level stuff.”

“But this would be—”

“There’s only so far I’m sticking my neck out. And no offense, you’re still the new kid on the block, not one of my longtimers. Too much likelihood of conflict of interest. The best way to get to what you’re looking for would be to go digging through the files of other atiers, and you don’t think some of them are also my paying clients?” When Martim responded with disappointed silence, Crater said, “Drop the idea. Or at least don’t involve me in it.”

So Martim had been forced to find another way.

He connected the device to Addison’s screen. Nothing happened at first, but then the screen flickered, turned blue, and a progress bar displayed the files being found and copied.

It would take five to eight minutes, Crater had told him. He prayed that Addison liked to splurge on her showers. He left the cloning program running and dressed as fast as he could, then retrieved his jacket from the stairs, fumbling and shaking like a damn junkie until he found the packet of amp tablets and tossed two of them into his mouth. He ground them to powder with his molars, gagging on the bitter taste as he forced a swallow and raced back to the bedroom. The program was still running, crawling toward completion. The water meter pinged again and shut down. Martim heard Addison humming as she moved about in the bathroom. Never had he hoped so badly for a woman to spend more time getting ready.

Crater had allowed himself to be talked into Martim’s plan, but he hadn’t liked it. “I think it’s a terrible idea, but it’s your funeral.”

“It’s my only choice,” Martim had pointed out resentfully. “Since you won’t help me.”

“You do have a choice: You could not do it.”

Getting the names and personnel files of the secretaries of all the members of the Board was easy and unobjectionable to Crater—basic research subcon work. He’d also arranged an anonymous package drop for Martim with an advanced rip-and-clone program that would break through most types of encryption. It wasn’t as if rivals in the Company didn’t try to spy on and steal from one another all the time. Crater had no issue with providing hardware so long as he couldn’t be personally linked to any of Martim’s actions.

That left Martim with the task of figuring out how to get access to someone who’d have the agenda and relevant files related to this week’s upcoming Board meeting. He narrowed down who might be a weak security link by ruling out the older, more experienced staffers; anyone who was a veteran assistant to a Board member was bound to be tough and wary.

Peregrine Addison happened to be a six-month fill-in while one of Director Savannah Minto’s regular secretaries was on maternity leave. She was young and seemed most likely to be gullible enough for Martim to get close.

Crater’s program blinked completion. Martim ripped free the wire and data wafer and shoved it back into his pocket just as the bathroom door opened and Addison stepped out, wrapped in a bathrobe, her skin pink from the shower as she wrung out her wet hair with a towel. “You’re already dressed?” she noted with disappointment.

“I’m so sorry, I just got a message. Something came up at the warehouse—it’s an emergency. I’ve got to go.” He threw on his jacket and shoved his feet into his boots. No need to pretend to be flustered when he was already sweating and frantic to leave. Addy stood in the doorway of the bathroom, chewing her lower lip and looking uncertain about whether to believe his story or to assume she was being summarily rejected.

“Hey,” he said, conciliatory, because even in a situation like this, he hated the thought of someone being mad at him. “I had a really good time last night. You’re beautiful and funny and I wish I could stay. I’m not just trying to blow you off, I swear, I’m not that kind of guy, but I really do have to go.” He gave her a sweet little kiss. “I’ll call you.”

“Sure,” she said dubiously, but smiling a little, trying to give him the benefit of the doubt.

Martim kissed her again and hastened out of the apartment before she could pick up her screen and notice anything amiss. He wasn’t going to call. He wasn’t going to see her again. Being ghosted would be the least of Addy’s concerns; if the security breach was discovered, she would be fired. A mistake like that on her file would make it hard to land another position.

You’re a manipulative asshole, he told himself as he burst out onto the street and caught a stinging lungful of frigid air. No, worse. It was one thing to pragmatically eliminate obstructionists who’d committed crimes, or even a former wageman like Elm Anders who was threatening to harm Martim’s client and his division. But Addy was an innocent, someone who wasn’t connected to SoCon GasPro at all. She was just a young woman who went home with the wrong man and might have her life ruined because of it.

Leanne would be ashamed of you. His kithmother hadn’t had much time for him, but she’d been a good person. When Martim was little, she used to take him along with her to Sunday evening Mass and read him stories of the old faith about Jesus Christ, a god born on Earth who, unlike cruel Father Aquilo, was loving and forgiving. In a household of too many argumentative people living in close quarters, Leanne had done her best to instill a sense of kindness into the children and impart a duty to treat others right. Just thinking about her profound disapproval in him from beyond the grave was enough to smother Martim’s sense of triumph as he hurriedly summoned a car and leapt inside.

By the time the car got back to SoCon GasPro, Addison had messaged him twice. Testing him, to see if he stuck to his story, and if he really would message back. He composed and deleted a reply, then blocked her ID. He felt guilty enough to be nauseous, worse than he’d felt when he’d handed Rain Kob a list of people to terminate, but pretending to be a nice guy would only make it harder for both of them.

Maybe I’m a shit person, he allowed himself, collapsing back into the seat. He took out the data wafer and turned it between his fingers. But I’m a damn good atier.

In the privacy of his office, he changed out of his bar clothes and into the spare suit he always had hanging in the closet, then set up a workscreen with a device reader and began going through Addison’s files, searching for anything related to the Board of Directors. He had all her personal information as well—address, birthday, scrip accounts—and his eyes traveled past files that hinted at the details of her life—messages with family and past boyfriends, photo albums, daily planner and journal. He left all that stuff untouched. It wasn’t what he was after and the least he could do was respect her privacy.

It wasn’t hard to find the information related to the Board—the meeting was next week, so there were several recent messages related to scheduling and other logistical arrangements. Since Addison was new to the routine, there were several conversations between her and her predecessor and the Board secretary confirming the details. One such message contained a link to a private folder with the meeting agenda and supporting documents for Minto’s review. Accessing the folder required an authorized Company ID, but fortunately, he had Addison’s credentials. She had recently booked synthtech clinic appointments for her boss, so he was also able to find Minto’s ID without too much additional searching.

All the files marked for the review of the Board members were marked CONFIDENTIAL and NOT FOR DISTRIBUTION and were protected against copying and sending, but Crater’s cracking program worked as he’d promised it would. Once he had the files open, Martim made sure his office door was shut and his calendar cleared and began to go through the documents one by one.

He had to read everything through twice, to be sure of what he was seeing.

When he was certain beyond a doubt of what he had on his hands, he sat in silence for several minutes, staring at his view of the cityhab below carrying on as usual. He tried to wrap his head around what he’d learned but came up blank.

He’d imagined that his extreme sleuthing might yield valuable inside information. He’d hoped to uncover the key issues occupying the Company’s governing council, determine which members were aligned in support of and against his client’s nomination, and obtain clues that would help him formulate a strategy for securing his client the necessary votes.

He’d been thinking way too small.

Martim’s hands were shaking; he reached reflexively for a sleepstim dispenser. When he felt calm enough, he walked down the hallway to Uchi’s office. Ever since his follow-up visit to the hospital, the director had been reluctantly cutting back on his schedule, taking fewer meetings and ending them earlier, but he still refused to take time off, even on a flex-day Freeday when the office was half empty. Martim hadn’t noticed any difference in his client’s productivity, but at times Uchi seemed tired, preoccupied, or downright irritable.

“Now’s not a good time, Martim,” the director said, from behind his data visor. “I have to get on a call with those bastards in Compliance in five minutes.”

“Cancel the meeting; we need to talk.”

The tone of his voice got his client’s attention. Uchi took off his data visor and gave his atier a searching stare. “What is it?”

Martim closed the office door behind him. “You were right, sir. The Board’s been hiding something. Something big.” He set his screen down on his client’s desk, open to the most damning of the confidential documents he’d pulled with Savannah Minto’s credentials.

“What am I looking at?” Uchi asked, though the blood draining out of his face suggested that he knew the answer. The director began swiping through the files urgently, as if expecting the proof to vanish.

“Long-range signals and communication protocols.” Martim’s words came out toneless with disbelief. “Earth is calling.”







THIRTY-SEVEN

Eight and a half months ago

The Sweetsea jutted from the center of the cityhab, as if spawning from the frozen depths of the planet itself, the breaching nose of a great metallic whale caught in stasis, vertical lines of lights along its swooping length glistening like water spray, support struts splayed to the sides like fins. Pointed skyward, the imposing, historic, vaguely phallic bow of the Great Ship Tenacity could be seen from nearly every corner of the cityhab.

Many times, Martim had pictured himself accompanying his client to the Executive’s residence, but he’d never anticipated it would happen so soon, and under such circumstances.

As they passed through the vaulted entrance, he craned his neck up to stare. As a boy, he’d imagined that the mysterious palace contained a vast reservoir of water, bigger than any other—that was what a sea was, after all—but the name was enigmatically inaccurate; what met his eyes was completely different. Over a central rotunda of stone tile, empty space stretched up to a source of soft light far overhead. At ground level, narrow hallways led off in every direction, ramps and stairways climbing along the interior of the structure like tangled vines of steel, sliding doorways leading off into chambers high above, distant figures moving around on the causeways, the entire clockwork-like sight vertigo-inducing to behold. The sheen all around them reflected off surfaces mottled by age—shades of brown, yellow, and black. The rising furnace-heated air was damp and tasted of rust.

“Incredible,” he breathed.

“It’s ancient.” Even Uchi’s voice was muted with reverence. The palace, and the precious Genebank housed in the vault beneath it, was the colony’s most enduring connection to the homeworld. In the years after the Founding, every part of the Great Ships had been repurposed: the hull cut apart and turned into walls and roofs, all the metal and plastic, wiring, lights, and life-supporting machinery cannibalized to construct the habitations of the first colonists. Over the centuries, most of the original Founding-era houses had been replaced by newer, better-constructed and better-insulated homes made of labwood and brick alongside towers of Aquilon steel—but the Sweetsea remained, a constant, enduring reminder of the cityhab’s origins, grand and claustrophobic and eerily antediluvian.

Martim wondered how anyone, even someone as inhuman as the Executive, could live here in comfort.

Uchi strode ahead without pausing, having no doubt seen it all before. Martim hurried to shadow him. Thea fell in behind them both, even though there wasn’t anywhere they were less likely to be in danger than here, where no one entered without the Executive’s approval.

Director Uchi stepped onto one of the stairways and it began to move, winding upward like a twisting escalator. The machinery didn’t move quickly; there was plenty of time for Martim to watch the floor receding below them. Perhaps that was the point; ascending high enough for a personal meeting with the Executive wasn’t a journey that could be rushed.

When at last they reached the uppermost level of the palace, four of the Executive’s personal guard glided forward to intercept them. These were not contracted longknivesmen; they wore white badges and carried silver pistols holstered on their hips. The Executive Guard were one of only two exceptions to Company policy forbidding firearms. After examining the visitors through opaque security visors, verifying their identities and scanning them for prohibited items, they stepped aside to let Director Uchi and his retinue continue.

Before them stood a wide, double-doored hatchway that might’ve once been the entrance to a shuttle docking bay. It opened slowly with ponderous metallic scraping. To Martim’s astonishment, the industrial entryway revealed a large chamber covered in soft carpeting and bathed in natural light from tall slit windows. The room was pristine and minimalist, simply furnished, a portrait of understated luxury in white and gray, accented by touches of dark labwood. The Executive’s office looked like a staged photograph out of a Companynet lifestyle article—clean, cold, and untouchable.

From the other side of the room, a lithe figure clad in pale blue silk unfolded from a cradling throne of preserved true wood. Martim’s skin crawled at the uncanny, puppetlike movement of old synthtech; he fought the urge to back away from the ancient second stager’s approach. Staying right behind his client, he bent with Uchi into a low bow.

“Uchi, my friend. How glad I am to see you well. It’s been years, but you look as if you could stay in your first stage for decades.” The voice that spoke over their bowed heads was high and melodious, but chilling, lacking the subtle inflections that conveyed human emotion. “Come sit, please. Let’s talk.”

Director Uchi straightened. Martim followed suit, raising his eyes to the Executive’s smooth, pale face. It was as handsome as a porcelain mask, neither young nor old, male nor female, serene and framed by a short crown of pure silver hair. At one time, the leader of the Company had been an ordinary person of flesh and blood, a brilliant and ruthless individual who’d overcome all rivals and risen through all the layers of the vast organization to sit in the Sweetsea.

That had been sixty years ago.

“It’s good to see you, too,” Uchi answered cordially, as if the two of them were old colleagues. “It’s been a long time.”

“I believe we last met in person upon your promotion to director. Twenty-four years ago, was it? Or twenty-five? I lose track of time easily these days.” A quieting of the musical machine voice suggested nostalgia. The Executive motioned them toward the cushioned chairs arranged on a white rug under slim, hanging tendril lights. “Will you have something to eat or drink? I can summon refreshment for you.”

“That won’t be necessary.” Director Uchi declined the polite offer briskly; it was insensitive to eat in front of second stagers. Martim swallowed dryly, wishing he could have something to drink, but neither Uchi nor the Executive glanced his way or acknowledged his existence. He was here merely as an attendant.

Uchi waited for the Executive to take a seat on a raised divan before settling himself into one of the chairs opposite, crossing his long legs. As hale as he was for his age, next to the elfin Executive, Uchi appeared to be an enormous, gnarled old man. Martim waited until his client was seated before lowering himself to the edge of a chair nearby, poised uncomfortably straight-backed. Thea remained standing at attention by the doors.

“You have something on your mind you wish to speak with me about.” There was curiosity in the Executive’s placid, tinkling voice, but the words were a statement, not a question.

“I wouldn’t bother you otherwise.” Uchi was more restrained and deferential than usual, humble in the Executive’s presence, but Martim noticed his client’s foot tapping, the clipped tone of his voice.

“We’re old friends,” the Executive said pleasantly. “Say what’s on your mind.”

“I know what the Board is keeping secret.”

“The Board has many secrets.”

“I’ve seen the confidential memos, the radio signals, the communication codes from Earth.” Uchi uncrossed his legs and leaned forward intently. “We’re facing the end of the Great Silence.”

Martim searched for a reaction on the Executive’s face, but he wasn’t accustomed to interacting with second stagers. Thea was the only one he knew personally, and her synthbody was so much more lifelike compared with older models. The Executive was inscrutable, but it was hard to tell if the dispassion was due to physical limitations, or if, being a hundred and forty years old, a person naturally became more detached from human emotion and the concerns of those in flesh-and-blood bodies.

“I would ask how you came by such sensitive classified information,” the Executive said, “but by now, I shouldn’t be surprised by your ingenuity at circumventing policy.”

Uchi’s gaze was fixed and interrogative. “What do you intend to do?”

A ghostly smile played over lips that might’ve been cast in marble. “I assume you’re about to tell me what you think my answer ought to be.”

“This information is too dangerous to ever be made public. It should be destroyed, immediately.”

Even knowing what his client would say, hearing it spoken aloud on the top floor of the Sweetsea made Martim shiver, as if the temperature in the cold white room had suddenly dropped ten degrees.

“You would destroy evidence of the homeworld’s attempts to contact us?” the Executive queried with equanimous interest. “We have been isolated for centuries, cut off from the rest of humanity, left to endlessly speculate on why Earth abandoned us and if it even still exists. When the Great Silence began, confusion, chaos, and despair provoked the First and Second Uprisings, killing thousands and nearly wiping out society. Now there’s an end in sight to the long, lonely ordeal, yet you would categorically deny this vital knowledge to the public?” The machine voice remained unchanged and the glass eyes glittered as bright and cold as sunlit ice.

“On the contrary, I’m concerned for the well-being of every single person on this planet,” Uchi retorted, the flush of emotion climbing his face all the way to his scalp. “With every passing year, we get closer to achieving the Founders’ Vision. The gas production divisions are exceeding all Company benchmarks—we will have a warm planet with abundant oxygen, water, and life, perhaps not in my lifetime, but within a few centuries. What would happen if the Great Silence were to suddenly end?”

“People will turn their eyes toward the stars. They’ll seek connection with Earth and a future on more hospitable worlds.”

“In other words, the reunionists will seize political power and abandon terraforming priorities.”

The Executive waved a thin alabaster hand toward Uchi. “Naturally, it’s in your interest to prevent that from happening.”

“It’s in the Company’s interest. The interest of our entire civilization!” The director rocked forward and nearly rose out of his chair. He looked as if he was holding himself back from leaping to his feet and towering over the Executive’s diminutive, slender form. “The Great Silence was the worst and the best thing to happen to us. It tested us, forced us to become self-reliant, made us fully own our destiny. You spoke about the violent chaos at the start of the Great Silence. The end of it would be just as disruptive and terrible. It’ll ruin everything we’ve worked toward, all the progress we’ve made as a society.”

The Executive gazed upon Uchi’s fervor dispassionately. “Have you considered that this outstretched hand from Earth could be our salvation? With supplies and technology from the homeworld, we might terraform Aquilo faster than we could ever achieve on our own.”

“At what cost?” Uchi demanded fiercely, cutting the air with his hands. “No matter what fanciful theories people wish to believe about the Great Silence, the most logical and well-supported explanation is simple: The parent supercorporation PVK Capital shut down Starhome Exploration Group overnight when it ran out of political support and funding. They left our ancestors to die because they lost faith in the colony’s profitability. If the homeworld is trying to reestablish contact now, it’s undoubtedly out of self-interest. We have no idea what’s changed on Earth over the past five hundred years, and no reason to trust the motives of its current leaders.”

Martim had heard his client speak passionately before, but never with a desperation that made his mouth tremble. “The homeworld has billions of people and abundant resources. When two cultures collide, the stronger will subjugate and exploit the weaker. That’s how it’s been throughout all of human history, from the earliest societies on Earth itself to the System Wars of the space era. Sure, they’ll claim to be our benefactors, our saviors—and then they’ll install their own people to rule over us. We will lose Aquilo.”

With a rustle of blue silk, the Executive swept an arm toward the windows overlooking the cityhab. “Some would say that despite the risk, what we know is too important to withhold from the public. That every citizen of the colony has a right to the truth.”

“Nonsense,” Uchi exclaimed. “You’re the head of the Company. You determine the correct course of action on behalf of everyone under the airshield.”

“And what is your role, to presume to remind me of duty?” A sudden frostiness entered the lilting voice that issued slightly out of time with the movement of the Executive’s mouth. “You’re a young man in your first stage of life, not yet a member of the Board that you hope to control.”

Taken aback, Director Uchi fell silent at the reproach.

Martim’s hands were clammy, and his back ached from the effort of sitting motionless in zanshin. In his experience, whenever his client was stunned into speechlessness, those around him began to sweat with fear.

“I understand your concerns, Uchi, but you are wrong about one important thing. I am not the one who should make such an important decision.” The Executive rose with jointed, insectile movement and walked to the windows, speaking over one birdlike shoulder. “I’m retiring soon. I’ve instructed the Board to vote on my replacement at next year’s annual general meeting.”

The statement itself was not a surprise; speculation had been going on for some time as to when the Executive would step down and who would be next in line. But there hadn’t been a date attached, not until now. Director Uchi opened his mouth as if to argue, but all he did was close it again.

“When I went through the Process, synthtech wasn’t what it is today,” the Executive said. “I was in a medically induced coma for two weeks. When I awoke, I was as you see me now—and I have remained the same. Everyone I knew in first stage has passed into Waiting. It’s been so long since I felt pain or hunger or thirst that all I have are the vaguest of memories—the sting of cold on my face, the desire for a warm body, the first bite of a crisp apple.” The second stager made a humming sound that might have been a sigh of longing. “I’m old, my friend, much too old to decide the future of an entire civilization, and too far removed from the experience of being alive to govern those who are still living.”

Uchi stood, rigid with tension from his broad shoulders to his planted feet. “So you’re going to entrust the most important issue in our history to your successor?”

“No.” The Executive turned to face them. Stark sunlight from the windows framed the leader’s slim figure in a white glow and lit the crown of silver hair. “The fate of the world shouldn’t rest on any single person. Along with naming my replacement at the next AGM, the Board of Directors will vote on whether to reveal the communication from Earth and what action, if any, ought to be taken. My concluding act before I finally leave this world and enter the Waiting will be to abide by their decision.”

The perfectly unblemished face was immovable, as tranquil and angelic as a death mask. “I won’t get to see the future you desire so strongly,” the Executive said, making a hand motion that caused the hatchway doors behind them to scrape open ponderously. “But I’ve already seen enough.”
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The twisting, slowly moving stairways carried them to the ground floor. They were back in the director’s car before Uchi spoke. “I need to be confirmed to the Board this year. I’ll do anything it takes.”

It was what Martim had been hoping for months to hear—that his client would commit wholeheartedly to pursuing his due—but the despairing tone of his pronouncement soured what should’ve been an optimistic, triumphant decision. “Are you sure, sir?” Martim asked, surprising himself with the question.

“The future of the planet is at stake,” Uchi declared. “SoCon GasPro must be at the AGM. We need to rally the terraformist vote to prevent disaster.”

“Surely, Tide Sullivan will—”

“We can’t trust Sullivan!” Uchi blurted, so loudly that Martim flinched. “He’s a politician, not a true believer. He’s been the director of NorCon GasPro for decades but what has he really accomplished? He’s not devoted to the technical aspects of gas production. He has his eye on the Sweetsea, everyone knows it. If it comes down to it, he’ll cut a deal and sell out the Founders’ Vision to gain himself votes.”

Martim opened his mouth but had no counterargument. Uchi was right. Sullivan could and would play both sides; his atier was the perfect embodiment of that strategy.

“Why do you think he’s been so hard to pin down about my nomination?” Uchi went on in a rising temper. “He’s waiting to see which way the wind blows. When the Board votes on whether to preserve the Great Silence or end it, he’ll want to be on the winning side, so he can secure the top job and take credit for the Company’s direction either way.” The director made a guttural noise of frustration and dismay. “The only way to make sure we get the outcome we want is to do it ourselves.”

That was pure Sandbar Uchi. No one else outside his own elite team could be trusted.

Something the Executive had said stuck with Martim, like a festering splinter under the skin. Some would say every citizen of the colony has a right to the truth. Was that the case even if they had no power to do anything with the information? Wouldn’t it be better simply not to know?

Ever since he’d hacked Addison’s security clearance to access the confidential Board files, Martim had been sleeping worse than ever, reliant on Vincent’s offerings to knock himself out each night. During the day, seeing wagemen going about their ordinary lives, he would sometimes be suddenly struck by the frightening magnitude of his knowledge. He was nagged by a surreal sense of isolation from normal people, as if he’d been visited by a divine prophecy or had the curtain of the universe drawn back in a psychic vision.

This is all a lie. The Great Silence is a fiction. It was tempting to run out into the street and grab someone by the shoulders and scream the revelation like a madman, just to get it off his chest. That would only make him one of the conspiracy theorists who cropped up on the offnet from time to time. For all the secondhand status he derived from his client, he was just a contractor, not someone who would be listened to on his own or who possessed the authority to make decisions on behalf of millions of people. Thank God he wasn’t in that position, because he couldn’t begin to claim to know the answer. Was his client right? Would the end of the Great Silence spell disaster on the scale of the Second Uprising?

Thinking out loud, he ventured, “Even if the Board decides to reveal the information, the public will be deeply divided about what to do. A yes vote doesn’t mean the Company will contact Earth or end terraforming anytime soon.”

Uchi was shaking his head even before his atier was done speaking. “Most people are idiots, Martim, you know that. They embrace fantasies of an idyllic past and mindlessly follow those who make grandiose and completely unreasonable promises. Can you imagine if this information fell into the hands of someone like that blowhard Forest Greves?”

Martim had seen the Astrocom leader’s grandstanding and could imagine it easily.

“Greves would have wagefolk abandon terraforming. Why bother working for anything, if the homeworld already has oxygen and water and resources aplenty? That’s what complacent people want, after all—for someone else to magically show up to take care of them. That’s why reunification appeals to them.” Uchi banged a fist against the inside of the car door, hard enough that Martim wondered if Thea and the security team in the front of the vehicle could hear it through the soundproofing. The director had never been one to hold back his opinions, but lately, it seemed he could work himself into a frothing passion as quickly as an accelerating field car. “Isn’t Astrocom still at war?”

“With SatOps, sir.”

“Who’s expected to win?”

“From what I’ve heard, it’s a straight toss-up, but Astrocom’s got a longer history and a bigger war chest.” Not to mention one of the most experienced atiers in the Company spearheading its efforts.

Uchi grumbled, “I’m no fan of Savannah Minto, but at least she’s a moderate. She doesn’t have big, stupid ideas and she’s about as charismatic as a block of tofu. See what we can do to tilt the war in favor of SatOps—quietly, though. Last thing we need to do right now is show our hand in a big-E conflict. If all else fails, though, at least the risk of catastrophe will be less if Forest Greves is demoted, or better yet, made to resign.”

Martim hid his expression by jotting notes on his screen. Sour acid began eating at his stomach. He’d been perfectly happy with SoCon GasPro sitting out the Astrocom-SatOps war.

“What’s wrong?”

“Sir?”

His client was giving him that intense, X-ray-beam stare. “You’re doing it again. That look on your face tells me there’s something you don’t like. If you’re having doubts, Martim, now’s the time to say so.”

Uchi’s voice was eminently reasonable in its firm, paternal concern, but Martim sensed the shadowy jaws of the trap. A scuttling feeling traveled up his spine, a specter of the danger that lay in the crossroads of the moment. All it would take was a bit too much honesty on his part for Sandbar Uchi to start looking at him differently. Wondering whether he could truly be relied upon to keep performing, or if he was simply another disappointment in waiting. Questioning if they had that much in common after all.

Martim adjusted his cuffs and said, “No doubts at all. I’m with you all the way, sir. I’m just worried about whether we can pull all this off by the end of the year. In addition to making sure Astrocom loses the war, we also need to launch an aggressive Board nomination campaign and prepare for the likelihood of a swift confirmation hearing—all while blowing up your schedule to accommodate your recorporalization.”

Uchi’s face sagged, the stern determination melting into a weary vulnerability that only a few people close to him were ever allowed to see. He shifted his gaze out the window and pressed his long fingers to his temples. “I was trying to avoid going through the Process this year. Ideally, the doctors and technicians could observe Thea for a longer period of time to determine any potential issues with 8G technology. Also, I…” The director sighed. “To be honest, I’m not ready. But there’s no avoiding it, not when there’s so much at stake. I’d rather die in recorp than live to see the Founders’ Vision abandoned.”

“Don’t say that, sir,” Martim said, alarmed. It had taken time, but Uchi seemed to have fully recovered from his concussion. “You’re young and in good shape to go through the Process, and it’s much safer than it used to be. If Thea could do it, you’ll bounce back in no time.”

Uchi’s throat moved in a thick swallow. He faced Martim again, his eyes glistening. “We have a lot to do, to protect our division and save the Company. When I hired you, you told me you’d give me everything you’ve got, and that’s what I need from you more than ever. You’re one of the only people I can trust completely, Martim.” The director dropped a heavy hand on Martim’s shoulder. “Don’t think I’ve forgotten that we’re coming up on the end of your Principal contract this year. I’ve never offered an Exclusive before, but when the time comes, I hope you’ll consider accepting.”

Martim sat very still, not daring to believe his ears or to reply.

“If all goes well for us, we’ll have many more years to make the world together. Once I’m on the Board, SoCon GasPro will be in a position to drive the future of the Company. We could become the undisputed leaders of gas production and create a golden age of terraforming.” A wistful longing softened Uchi’s normally rough voice. “It would be our legacy to humanity, Martim. Yours and mine.”

To serve is to live. To live is to die. If Isthmus Isako were in his position, she wouldn’t hesitate to follow the Code, no matter how painful the places it led.

He didn’t want to go there, though. He didn’t want to see Isako made a ronin.

But he was close. So very close to the top. He could taste it—the rarified air around the most elite of black badges. Everything he’d done thus far had been for a purpose, and he deserved to see it through and reap its rewards.

You were made for this.

“I’ll start setting up meetings with the people whose support we need to secure first.” Martim slid on a data visor. “Fuck Earth, let’s get you that Board seat.”







THIRTY-EIGHT

Thirteen weeks ago

Six months in the making, the news of Director Sandbar Uchi’s nomination to the Board was supposed to have been a big deal. Martim had been preparing for it for weeks. He had press releases ready to send out, celebrations scheduled across the continent in all the division’s far-flung gas fields, press interviews lined up for his client, a nomination banquet in the works.

On the day the Board made the official statement, however, it was overshadowed on the Companynet by an Executive announcement. Satellite Operations had prevailed in the war against Astrocommunications; the two legacy divisions would be merged under the leadership of SatOps director Savannah Minto.

Martim sat in his office, spinning slowly in his desk chair, staring at the ceiling and unable to parse his own emotions.

This was a moment of great personal triumph. He ought to be elated and out celebrating along with the rest of the office. Since the day of the Sweetsea visit, he’d been laboring nonstop to secure his client’s Board nomination, cultivating and in some cases buying support from allies, discrediting foes, making sure his client’s records were immaculate, coordinating with Internal Relations and Communications to build an overwhelming and well-funded wave of grassroots support across all the little-E-leaning divisions.

Thanks to his efforts, Sandbar Uchi’s nomination, while coming earlier than pundits expected, seemed to most observers to be unstoppable and inevitable. As Martim had expected, even Tide Sullivan had seen the force of his CTH namesake at work and publicly changed his tune to one of unbridled endorsement.

“No one in the Company has faced more unjust scrutiny than Sandbar Uchi,” Sullivan declared to the press. “Rabid anti-terraformists would have you believe just about any terrible accusation thrown at him. Well, here’s the truth that I personally know after decades of working with him. You won’t find anyone on the planet who’s more committed to our society’s future, who’s better at building a high-performance team, and who’s contributed as much to scientific progress, all in his first stage of life. Under his leadership, Southern Continent Gas Production is a poster child for growth and success. If Uchi’s not deserving of a nomination to the Board, then I don’t think we know what we’re doing, to be honest.”

Martim scrolled through his notifications. There it was, the message he’d expected from Condor Anand, right on time, sent five minutes after the official news broke. “Congratulations, boy-o, what a stunning success! I must admit, I didn’t think you’d be able to pull it off this year, but I’ve never been happier to be proven wrong. I’m sure you’ve got the confirmation hearing preparation plans well in hand, but if we can be of any help, you know where to find me. Don’t hold back! We’ll be working together plenty more from now on.”

Smugly, Martim hovered a finger over the message before flagging it for a later reply. He had a lot to do and didn’t need to respond to Condor Anand right away. We can make you wait.

As for the other big announcement of the day, Martim had contributed to that as well, albeit far more discreetly. Cloud Sherae owed him, big-time, for all the money that SoCon GasPro had secretly funneled to SatOps through intermediaries to fund their negative propaganda campaign against Forest Greves, painting him as a grasping, power-hungry, reactionary anti-terraformist who’d overreached with his unrealistic plans, a man of poor character, untested and unfit.

The moderate big-Es had coalesced, somewhat reluctantly, around Minto. According to the merger announcement, a full reorganization plan would be developed over the next six to eight weeks. Redundancy-based terminations would be decided and carried out over the two weeks following. No mention was made of what would happen to Astrocom’s director, but he would almost certainly be demoted, possibly into a position where he would not be able to keep his atier on contract.

Martim started to compose a message to his mentor. Hey, Isa, I just heard the news. I’m so sorry. If there’s anything I can do… He stopped, feeling vaguely ill, and deleted it. No doubt Isako was receiving plenty of messages in support and condolence—as many as he was getting in congratulations. She didn’t need another, certainly not when sending it would make Martim feel every bit of the snake he was.

Was Sherae watching the news unfold with the same hard knot growing in her chest, the one resting below Martim’s breastbone? Or was she completely at ease in the Code, something he still could not achieve after all this time, a failure that fed the nagging voice telling him that no matter how impressive the feats he accomplished for his client, he still wasn’t quite cut out for the job?

Last week, in a fit of inexplicable masochism, he’d tried to check up on Peregrine Addison. Her ID came up as inactive. He didn’t go looking any further. He also didn’t sleep well that night, not even blissed out to the gills.

What did it matter, in the end, which division conquered another, who lived and who died, when all of society balanced on a great, precarious secret? If the Great Silence were to end, civilization on Aquilo might be unrecognizable. Maybe it wouldn’t even be here, everyone fled to other worlds.

Unless Sandbar Uchi had anything to say about it.

Martim got out of his chair, too nervous and jittery to sit still. He ought to walk down the hall to his client’s office to offer his congratulations. If the director was in a good mood, as he should be, he’d come around his desk with arms outspread, clap Martim on the back in pride, and open up a rare bottle of whiskey for them to toast their victory. “This is just the beginning, Martim,” he would proclaim. “We’ve so much further to go, so much more to do.” Six weeks remained of Martim’s Principal contract, but perhaps Uchi would choose this fitting moment of triumph to make an official early offer of an Exclusive.

What should Martim do if that happened? Accept on the spot? If he asked for a few days to consider, would that detract from the director’s confidence in him, make it seem like he was unsure of his decision?

Then again, it was also entirely possible he’d enter the director’s office to find him in an inexplicably black mood, slouched in one of the armchairs, long arms dangling as he contemplated the long, bleak mural of the Vastness over his desk. Or he might be in a hyperactive frenzy, data visor stuck over his eyes, pacing and gesticulating, seething with fury at all the real and perceived enemies who were trying to keep his division down and ruin him personally.

Uchi had always been a high-intensity person, but the last few months seemed to have brought out his most volatile tendencies. Perhaps it was due to the stress of the Board campaign, or the health scares, or the continued death threats against him, or the fear of losing his original body in impending recorporalization, or a combination of all of the above. In any case, it made those around him walk on eggshells. Martim was one of the very few people who seemed immune to becoming a target of his ire, probably because Uchi relied on him so much, but there were times even he didn’t want to face his client.

A call arrived from Osprey Thiel, who’d replaced Vale Morgan as subdirector of Human Resources. Martim frowned and answered, wondering what Thiel could be calling him about so urgently.

“Sorry to interrupt the celebration, but something’s happened,” the HR man began.

As Thiel explained the situation, Martim’s jaw fell open and stayed open. A roaring like the howl of a polar wind built in his ears at the same time his face heated as if with fever. “Thanks for letting me know,” he managed to say through clenched teeth before ending the call and storming out.

Fortunately, most wagemen who enjoyed a regular ten-hour day had already left, so he was spared any hallway conversation with coworkers. When he got to Uchi’s office, he pounded on the door.

“Come in, Martim.” Uchi’s gruff voice emanated from the other side.

Martim barged into the office. “You fired Fox Wilson.”

At least Uchi had the decency to take off his visor and look up at his atier with a pained, if unapologetic expression. “It wasn’t working out anymore,” he said simply, as if referring to the end of a brief, inconsequential romance rather than a friendship of more than four decades. “It was time he moved on. Best thing for everyone, including him.”

Martim gawked, speechless. Wilson was sixty-three years old. How could it possibly be anything but a disaster for him to lose his job now, two years away from Company-sponsored retirement?

“Wilson’s a tough bastard with a lot of experience; he’ll find a transfer position.” Uchi met Martim’s accusatory stare with brusque defensiveness. “Even if he doesn’t, we’ll give him a nice early-retirement package so he’ll have some cushy years ahead of him.”

“Wilson’s been in SoCon GasPro nearly as long as you have,” Martim said, still stunned. The subdirector of Risk Management had held over a dozen jobs in the division over the years and been doggedly devoted to SoCon GasPro and to the director personally. His blunt manners rubbed people the wrong way, but he was respected, and his role as someone who called Uchi out on his bullshit made the old-timer invaluable. After witnessing the man’s clear-eyed, unsentimental behavior on the night of the Field 93 disaster, Martim had developed a wary but productive relationship with him, had counted on him as someone who could talk sense into any difficult situation. Wilson had been a crucial participant in Martim’s plans to prepare his client for the Board confirmation hearings.

“With all due respect, sir,” he said, “what the fuck were you thinking?”

The director bristled, his face darkening in a way that would make anyone in the office start sweating. From her usual vigilant position in the corner of the room, River Thea tried to catch Martim’s eye and make a surreptitious warning hand gesture, but he ignored her.

“The division’s at a major crossroads,” Uchi declared. “Wilson and I had serious differences of opinion about how to move forward. He said that unless I changed my mind about certain things, he was out. We all know he can be stubborn as hell. Really, this shouldn’t be a big surprise to anyone on the team. I know for a fact that most people don’t even like him very much.”

“He knows more about SoCon GasPro than just about anyone else.”

“Wil won’t betray us, if that’s what you’re worried about,” Uchi said with certainty. “Even if he hates my guts, he’s little-E through and through and he cares too much about this division.”

“Then why would you—” Martim threw his hands up with a strangled noise. “The two of you have gone after each other in full-on shouting matches before. But you always managed to work it out. Why couldn’t you do it this time?”

As soon as the question left his mouth, Martim had a bad feeling he knew the answer. Uchi and Wilson clashed heatedly over business matters, but they knew it was in the best interests of the division that they compromise. This time around, for the relationship to be completely sundered, the conflict hadn’t been about SoCon GasPro. It must have been something personal.

Wasn’t he your best friend?

“You’re going to need to explain this,” Martim said.

“I don’t need to explain shit!” Uchi roared, surging to his feet. “Not to the public, not to the press, and not to you! I’m sick and tired of everyone in the fucking Company questioning and prying and thinking they’re entitled to explanations for my decisions, as if they could possibly know what it takes to run my division. None of you know a goddamn thing!”

The director brought his hands down on the table with a loud bang, and to Martim’s surprise, he grabbed his coat, scarf, and hat. “Why am I even here? I’m a Board nominee, I deserve a single night of peace and quiet away from all this bullshit,” he snarled, and without another word or look at his stunned atier, he stormed from the office, slamming the door behind him.

Thea gave Martim a glance of alarm, then hurried after their client.

Martim was left alone in the middle of the director’s office, heart pounding, numb and faintly astonished that he was still employed—at least for the moment. What had he been thinking, tempting the director’s unpredictable temper with only a few weeks left in his Principal contract? All that he’d worked toward for nearly three years could’ve been erased in an instant, but to his own shock, the risk hadn’t been on his mind at all when he’d come through the door. He’d been too angry.

Uchi was wrong to have fired Wilson. Yes, he’d dismissed people suddenly before, but this was different. Wilson wasn’t someone with performance issues and he hadn’t done anything wrong. He was a longtime fixture in the division and one of Uchi’s oldest friends; if there was anyone who should’ve been safe, it was him. Getting rid of him wasn’t just shocking, it was bad for SoCon GasPro. And just like Wilson, Martim cared too much not to speak up.

The minor revelation calmed him somewhat, brought his thudding pulse back down. The Code demanded that he serve his client unconditionally, but what if his client was doing things that didn’t serve the best interests of his people? Martim saw many parts of the division and stood next to the director with his hand on the steering wheel. Sandbar Uchi ruled SoCon GasPro, but it had become Martim’s division, too.

What could Uchi and Wilson have fought about so badly?

Glancing at the director’s desk for a clue, his eyes drifted over the blue data visor, the multiple upright screens with the usual displays of gas field performance metrics, an empty nutrition-shake bottle, and… a familiar slim white shape, partially hidden under a pile of strawpaper reports. An injection pen. Unmarked, so nothing over-the-counter. Something off the street or custom-made.

Martim’s heart plummeted into his stomach. A wave of nauseous fear bathed him in a cold sweat. Shit. Was it one of his? Had he carelessly left one of his empties somewhere in plain sight, where his boss had seen it and picked it up? For a long time, he’d been very, very careful to use the stuff from Vincent only in the privacy of his apartment, but he was barely ever home when he needed a hit, and the pressure to secure his client’s Board nomination had been so intense… Even after he started carrying a pen with him to the office, though, he always kept it hidden at the bottom of his locked desk drawer…

With trembling fingers and one eye on the door, Martim went to the desk and picked up the small white cylinder. It was similar to the ones he bought from Vincent, but empty, and there was a tiny line of unfamiliar writing on one side. Sudexatrine 02. Not one of his, then.

Martim sagged against the table in relief, feeling faint, as if he’d narrowly avoided being run over and killed in a freak tram accident.

The sound of the office door opening again made him spin around. He palmed the injection pen behind his back with instinctive guilt. Thea entered, but her eyes and frown were aimed at the floor and she didn’t see Martim slip the tiny object quickly out of sight into his pocket.

“Where did he go?” Martim tried to rouse enough lingering aggravation in his voice to sound normal, while stepping casually away from his client’s desk.

“Just back to his place. There’s a security detail assigned to him in case that changes.” Thea hesitated, then closed Uchi’s door behind her and leaned against it, glancing side to side in a distinctly human gesture of nervousness that recorporalization hadn’t changed. “Look, Martim… the director hasn’t been himself lately. He’s been canceling and declining meetings, spending more time alone.”

“Maybe he’s worried about recorporalization coming up so soon.” Sometimes, people got cold feet and backed out of the Process, decided that they didn’t want to exchange their original bodies for a longer lifespan after all. Uchi didn’t have the freedom to delay, though, not if he wanted that all-important seat on the Board.

“He’s been working on the 8G model for years and I know he’s scrutinized all the test results from my experience. Does he seem like the sort of person to second-guess himself?” She grimaced and shook her head. “No, he’s been in a bad state ever since you discovered the information about the Great Silence.”

It weighed on Martim’s mind, too, the magnitude of that secret knowledge, its potential to change the world in ways he couldn’t fathom. He could only imagine what a burden it presented to Uchi, who, unlike him, was in a position to make decisions that could preserve or rewrite society. “Is that what he and Wilson were fighting over? Were you here when it happened?”

“No, Wilson said—” Thea stopped.

“What? What did he say?”

A conflicted beat of hesitation hung over the bodyguard before she turned her face away in apology. “Sorry, that’s not for me to tell you. I wish I could, but…” The Code applied to her as much as it did to Martim, binding her to keep her client’s secrets, even from his own atier. She opened the door for him to leave. “I’ll let you know when he gets back. But, Martim…” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “For your own good, watch yourself around him from now on.”







THIRTY-NINE

Eight weeks ago

SoCon GasPro entered a limbo of waiting.

After the proclamation of Uchi’s Board nomination, the cityhab erupted with equal parts celebration and dismay. Heated opinions flew back and forth about whether he deserved the honor, whether it was right for the Board to give the nod to someone so young and controversial, and whether he would face any obstacles in the confirmation hearing or sail through it unimpeded. All the chatter on the Companynet and in office hallways was just that, though—inconsequential noise. Nothing more was going to happen until Uchi successfully made it through recorporalization.

Martim did his work, but he hunkered down and waited with the rest of the division.

At last, four days before Uchi was scheduled to undergo the Process, Martim received the summons he’d been waiting for. He’d taken Thea’s advice and avoided any further confrontation with his client, but the remaining days of his Principal contract were ticking away as inexorably as Uchi’s first stage.

With a heaviness in his steps that he realized was fear, Martim went to the director’s office. He found Uchi waiting for him. Not multitasking on his visor or reading something on his screen, just sitting in his favorite lableather armchair, facing the door. His full attention was fixed on Martim as he entered, that X-ray-beam stare every bit as intense as it had been on the day of Martim’s interview.

For years, Martim had seated himself casually in this familiar office, but today, without consciously deciding to do so, he lowered himself zanshin into the chair across from Uchi, back straight, as if they were meeting each other for the first time.

The director didn’t suggest that he relax. At first, he said nothing at all. Martim tried to read his client for some clue as to his fate, but the expression on Uchi’s face was confusing and unlike any of his other moods. Fond yet reserved, pleased but sad, a smile that seemed forced and false.

Martim’s mouth went dry.

Uchi cleared his throat and leaned forward, elbows on knees. “I know your Principal contract is coming to an end, and we need to talk about where we go from here. I’m sorry it’s taken so long for us to have this meeting. I didn’t want to delay, but I had to get some things in order first.”

“You’ve had a lot going on, sir,” Martim said.

“Thanks to you. The Board nomination wouldn’t even have happened this year if it hadn’t been for your efforts. Sometimes, I’m amazed by how much I’ve come to depend on you, Martim. Do you want something to drink, by the way?”

“Sure, that would be great,” Martim managed.

Uchi got to his feet briskly and brought over a bottle of premium sparkling water, which he uncapped and poured for both of them. “The Agency sent you to interview with me as a joke, do you remember?” Nostalgia softened his voice. “I’m glad they did. You’ve hands down outperformed every other contractor I’ve ever hired.”

“Thank you, sir.” Martim felt vaguely ill. He accepted the proffered water, took a swallow, and set it down on the table before it could betray his shaking hands.

“As I’ve said before, you’re the only atier to whom I’ve considered offering an Exclusive contract. I still wish I could, really I do.” Uchi sat back down heavily. “Unfortunately, you’re also violating policy. You have been for some time.”

Martim’s anxiety coalesced out of the formlessness of uncertainty into the terror of known reality. So this is how it’s going to go. “What policy violations are you referring to, exactly?” he asked, with a shocking amount of calm. “All of the ones I committed on your behalf, or something else?”

Uchi gave him a disappointed look—seriously? “You’re smart, but not as smart as you think you are, Martim. There’s only so long you can hide a drug habit when you’re regularly going out of your way to buy from badgeless dealers. I’m not going to pull out the evidence and wave it in front of your face, but I have enough proof to have your license revoked by the Agency.”

In the periphery of his vision, Martim glimpsed Thea shifting her weight in the corner. It was an unexpected, entirely unnecessary motion from a second stager, one that made him glance at her and wonder, with a short, sharp flash of betrayal, what role she’d played in spying on him.

“I was always careful,” he said to Uchi. “I never exposed you to any risk.”

“If you had, I would’ve canceled your contract long ago.”

“I never let it affect my performance. I only started using so that I could get to sleep at night and stay alert during the day—because of this job, this fucking job.” Martim hated how his voice was beginning to tremble. “I told you from the start that I’d give you everything I had. I did that, and then some. I probably took years off my life so I could do everything you expected of me and more.”

“That’s why I ignored your infractions. Anyone else would be long gone, but not you.” The warm paternal look that Martim used to value so highly returned to the director’s face. “You’re just like me. Once you have your mind set on a purpose, you’re relentless. You’ll do whatever it takes. You’ll bend and break the rules. You’ll sacrifice yourself. I wish I could keep overlooking your vices, or better yet, help you overcome them, but unfortunately, we don’t have that kind of time. You’re at the end of your Principal contract and I’m at the end of my first stage. I must decide what to do about this secret you’ve been keeping from me.”

“And what about your secret, sir? The one you’re keeping from the whole Company?”

To his surprise, Uchi didn’t reply. Merely stared at his atier calmly.

“Those headaches weren’t from a concussion, were they?” Martim demanded. “What do you have? Multiple sclerosis? Parkinson’s? Sudexatrine treats neurodegenerative diseases. It took me a while to find that out, since the drug isn’t approved by Health Services yet. It’s definitely not on the list of medications you can take when you’re about to go through recorporalization. Any serious, unresolved health condition or unknown drug interaction dramatically reduces the odds of the procedure succeeding.” Martim met his client’s eyes and didn’t look away. “When were you planning on acknowledging there’s a good chance you won’t survive the Process?”

The director broke eye contact and drained his glass of water. “I wasn’t going to.”

How typical of Uchi, to simply refuse to accept bad news. When presented with unfavorable data or poor odds, he resisted revising targets downward or agreeing to delays, always insisting that their goals could still be achieved with enough resourcefulness, hard work, and sheer willpower.

But the director couldn’t motivate or bully his own body into cooperation. “Wilson found out, didn’t he?” Martim asked. “He realized your recorp might be a death sentence. That’s why the two of you fought.”

“I insisted it was worth the risk,” Uchi said quietly. “He disagreed.”

“He was right,” Martim said. “If you were to die suddenly, it would completely upend the division and stall the terraforming movement. You don’t have an obvious successor. I would’ve suggested Wilson, but that’s not an option anymore. Maybe Jagmeet, but there would need to be a long and orderly transition period to get him ready. The possibility of SoCon GasPro being derailed and maybe even broken up isn’t worth the risk, not even for a Board seat.”

Uchi gave a sad nod. “I knew that’s what you would say.”

“I’m your atier. Where you go, I go. You should’ve told me the truth.” Martim picked up his glass of water. His throat was still dry and tight, but this time his hands were steady. “But you kept me in the dark because you intended to cancel my contract. Even though I’ve earned your trust for three straight years, you wouldn’t want me to leave knowing too much.”

The director shook his head. “You’re only partly right. I should’ve told you the truth earlier. But I wasn’t planning to fire you. I really did think we could beat the odds, together.” Uchi laced his hands. “But of course you found out, and now you’re in a position to blackmail me. If I cancel your contract, you could make my health issues public knowledge and torpedo the Board nomination that you personally worked so hard for.”

“I don’t expect you to retain me,” Martim said hoarsely. “Just let me finish out the rest of my Principal without reporting me to the Agency. You came to an agreement with Wilson. You knew he wouldn’t betray you, so long as he didn’t have to. If anything I’ve done matters to you, don’t turn me into a freelancer. Give me a chance to get another client, and I’ll abide by the Code. Whether you survive recorporalization or not, I’ll take your secrets to the grave.”

Suddenly, Uchi appeared on the verge of tears. “This is what I appreciate so much about you, Martim. Your fighting spirit. Instead of arguing or begging, you’re facing me down. You’re determined to negotiate your way out of a career-ending situation.”

“You haven’t given me any choice,” Martim croaked out.

“I’m not going to let you go. Haven’t I said it already? Others are replaceable; you’re not. I need you now more than ever. You see, I’m already dying.”

Martim blinked in confusion. “But there are cures for—”

“I have Gray’s Waste.” Uchi’s mouth wobbled for the first time. “They caught it at an early stage, so it’ll be a while before the decline becomes noticeable. Sudexatrine’s shown promise in controlling symptoms and slowing the progression of the disease, but it’s still not possible for me to go through the Process.”

Martim couldn’t think for a minute. Slowly, he turned toward Thea. “You knew?”

When the bodyguard dropped her eyes and nodded, Uchi admitted, “Thea’s around me too often for me to hide the truth from her. She’s the only other person who fully understands the situation, besides the synthtech surgeon Dr. Lucan.”

The carpeted floor of the office seemed to be shifting beneath Martim’s planted feet. He swayed in his seat and slumped out of zanshin, his shoulders collapsing against the back of the chair. “You’ve been announcing your entry into second stage for months,” he breathed in disbelief, “while all this time knowing there was no possibility of going through with it?”

Uchi hissed out his typical displeasure with failure. “I’ve had doctors and synthtechnicians working around the clock to figure out a solution in time. They’re close to a cure. But not close enough.”

No one said anything in the long moment that followed. Martim’s breath stood frozen and the mural of the Vastness seemed to howl in the silence.

My client is dying.

Evidence of communication from Earth wasn’t as shattering to Martim’s world as the thought of Sandbar Uchi being gone. Uchi was SoCon GasPro. SoCon GasPro was the heart of the Company. So in all the ways that counted, the director was the epicenter of everything. He could not die any more than the airshield could come down over Tenacity Cityhab. This was worse news than Martim had anticipated coming into the room, worse than the truth about the Great Silence, worse than the bombing, worse than the Field 93 disaster.

I’m going to be a ronin.

“We need Crisis Management in here, and Internal Relations,” he managed at last, “to figure out how we break the news, first to the division and then to the Company, that you’re canceling your recorp and turning down the Board nomination. We’ll come up with a plausible cover story for now. We shouldn’t disclose that you have Gray’s Waste until we have a solid succession plan in place to announce at the same time. That’ll minimize the chaos and disruption, to the greatest extent we can.”

Martim scrubbed his hands over his face, his mind reluctantly putting pieces together. “Gray’s Waste doesn’t progress that fast. We have a year or more to prepare for the transition and get SoCon GasPro into a good position to continue on without you. The sooner you choose a successor, the better.”

Maybe it was not the end of the world, a small part of his brain whispered to him numbly. New directors often wished to start in their position afresh with their own loyal inner circle, but this was a unique situation. Whoever took Uchi’s place would have enormous shoes to fill; they would need an experienced atier and might want to maintain continuity with Uchi’s leadership team by assuming Martim’s contract.

Would he even want to stay in SoCon GasPro, working for a new client who might run the division differently?

“Any successor I name wouldn’t be eligible to join the Board of Directors for decades,” Uchi said, dropping his hands over the sides of the chair. “They wouldn’t be able to represent SoCon GasPro at the next AGM, or exert any influence on the issue of the Great Silence.”

“There’s nothing to be done about that,” Martim pointed out. “Even if the Board were to make an exception and confirm someone in first stage—which they’ve never done—the fact that you have Gray’s Waste would be a failure of disclosure that would invalidate your candidacy. We have to depend on our alliance with Tide Sullivan to influence the little-E bloc. That’s the only way to still have a say in the upcoming vote.”

“Not good enough,” Uchi declared. “And also, not the only way.”

An eager, impatient quality entered Uchi’s voice whenever he was about to unleash one of his brilliant ideas. His people knew it well and would sit forward in their seats in anticipation.

Martim looked up. He’d been too sunken in ruminating about near-future implications to notice the director leaning forward, those piercing gray eyes fixed on his face.

“You said there’s no obvious successor, but there is. You’ve been with me every step of the way for three years. You’ve helped me to steer SoCon GasPro through its most difficult challenges and orchestrate its greatest victories. You know the breadth of the division’s workings, and you know me just about better than anyone. It’s you, Martim.”

Martim smiled humorlessly at the pointless flattery. “You were about to fire me for being a drug addict, sir.”

“I still am. That’s the only way you’ll be able to take my place.”

“I don’t understand.” Then, suddenly, horribly, he did.

Martim jerked out of the chair and to his feet. Thea moved, just two small steps, but close enough to the door to bar his exit, so that he realized, with a plunging sense of shock and betrayal, that she’d known about this part, too.

“No. No. God. Whatever you’re thinking, it can’t be done.”

“It can,” Uchi insisted, getting to his feet calmly, opening his hands toward Martim in fervent emphasis. “Thea proved it. A young, healthy, pliable brain can be successfully recorporalized into another person’s synthbody, without much preparation. We’ve talked together, many times, about the importance of this Board seat and the upcoming vote. You can do what I can’t, Martim. You can accept the nomination for me.”

Sandbar Uchi had come up with bold, risky, seemingly impossible ideas before, but never anything so far beyond the pale. Maybe it was the disease talking, maybe the unproven medications. “That’s absolute insanity.” Martim’s voice rose unnaturally high. “It’s a capital policy violation on multiple levels.”

“It’s a bit late,” Uchi said wryly, “for you to claim to be worried about violating policy.”

“No clinic or doctor would agree to it.”

“They would and they have,” Uchi assured him. “Dr. Lucan is a true believer in the terraformist cause and a good friend of mine. He understands why this is so important.”

Martim’s mouth worked soundlessly for a moment before he snapped it shut and forced himself to take a steadying breath. Arguing on the basis of what was reasonable or realistic was a doomed strategy when it came to convincing Sandbar Uchi of anything. Martim had seen that approach fail plenty of times, to the misfortune of others.

“You’re badly overestimating me,” he insisted, appealing desperately to his client’s ego. “I’m just a contractor. I’m only twenty-nine. I have barely any experience. I’m not remotely as capable as you.”

Uchi seemed amused. “Humility doesn’t suit you, Martim. What does age matter compared against raw ability? Everyone said I was too young to be promoted to the directorship of SoCon. Now they’re saying I’m too young to join the Board. I’ve been too young and inexperienced all my life, just like you. You’ve proven the doubters wrong before, Martim. You were ready to be an elite atier on Exclusive contract to a member of the Board of Directors. You’ve made it your business to know every corner of SoCon GasPro, to be my eyes and ears and my right-hand man. If you can’t stand in for me, who can?”

“In meetings, occasionally. I can’t pretend to be you on the Board!”

“Why not?” Uchi replied with damnable reasonableness. “You only need to do everything you would’ve done on my behalf anyway—prepare for the confirmation hearings, pound the hallways of the Company to gather the necessary support, keep our allies in lockstep before the vote.”

“And after that?”

“After the worst of the threat has passed and the future of the Company is assured?” Uchi sat back down. He gestured his atier back into the seat across from him but Martim remained standing. “You could prepare the transition plan you were going to prepare for me anyway. Gradually step aside from the leadership if you want to. Or stay. Keep my place at the highest level of the Company, along with wealth and power that no other atier could ever experience.”

Martim searched the director’s face for some sign that he was joking or running an elaborate test on him for reasons unknown, like something out of a relicensing exam. But Uchi’s expression was devastatingly unflinching and serious.

“What’s the most you dreamed of when you signed on to work for me, Martim? An Exclusive contract? Lasting impact on the Company? A name and reputation with the Agency? I promise you, that’s nothing compared with being a Board member. You walked through that door today thinking you might be walking out badgeless. Instead, I’m offering you a second stage of life, in the best synthbody money can buy, in exchange for saving SoCon GasPro and the Company on my behalf.”

“I don’t want to become a jarbrain!”

Thea interjected from behind him, with unexpected sympathy, “It’s really not so bad. It’s scary at first and takes some getting used to, but old people manage the change all right.”

He spun on her. “It was different for you! You would’ve died otherwise. I’m not even thirty yet, I’m not supposed to be…” He was having a hard time breathing. The edges of his vision seemed to be closing in, and he imagined this was what it felt like, to be trapped in the surgical capsule already, with his client’s unyielding face the only thing he could see. “You can’t make me do this.”

“I can,” Uchi said, matter-of-factly. “I’d rather not, but I will if I have to. Can’t you see, Martim? I know you understand.” Uchi’s voice took on a note of pleading that Martim had never heard from him before. “Everything we’ve worked for together, all that we’ve accomplished… we can’t let one stupid little fucking thing like Gray’s Waste ruin our plans. You promised me, from the start, that you would give me all you had. You told me you were with me all the way.”

Martim collapsed into the chair at last, and braced his head between his arms as if to protect it from a blow. “I’m not ready to give up my life.”

Thea spoke up, a touch reproachfully. “We’re longknivesfolk. We swore to abide by the Code, to give our lives in client service.” She’d already done that; she’d put herself in the path of a bomb meant for the director. She hadn’t even been brought into an office and given the forewarning Martim was receiving. “You’re not going to die. It’s not even going to hurt. And if you don’t do it, we’re both going to end up as ronin anyway.”

“There has to be another way,” Martim moaned, voice muffled between his elbows. “Or someone else who could do this.”

“There isn’t.” An edge of impatience was creeping into Uchi’s voice, as if Martim was taking too long to come around to an obvious conclusion. “I’ve thought about this for months. No one else at a high level in the division can conveniently disappear unquestioned. We’d file an extension of your Principal contract with the Agency so they don’t get suspicious about the timing; everyone else will assume you were dismissed at the end of your term. After some time has passed, your documented history of drug use, ironically, will be the perfect way for us to quietly explain away your death.”

In other words: You have no family or friends. No one cares about you enough to notice you’re gone.

It was awful and hurtful, but true. The division was his home, the job was his life. At times, during the past three years, he’d questioned if a lifetime client commitment was truly what he wanted and if he could handle it, but when it came down to it, he knew that if given the chance, he would accept. He’d given too much of himself already, worn away his soul, grown too invested in the payoff. Even if the job killed him, he was too good at it to refuse.

“If we didn’t know the truth about the Great Silence, I’d do as you suggested: decline the Board nomination and use my remaining time to prepare an orderly transition plan for the division. But that’s not a risk I’m willing to take. I don’t have confidence that the Board of Directors will hold true to the Founders’ Vision.” Uchi closed his eyes for a moment, before opening them again. “I’ve said it before, Martim: You’re the only one I can trust.”

“What would happen to you?” Martim whispered.

Uchi gave him a sorrowful smile. “I’m dying anyway, remember? What does it matter whether it’s on the operating table this week, or from Gray’s Waste in a few years?” The director refilled his water glass and raised it, as if in a toast, toward the bleak painting over his desk. Wistfully, he said, “I don’t want to die in a bed, Martim. I want to meet my end out there. I’ve spent so much of my life staring at the surface of the planet that resigning would be like going out to meet an old friend. I’ll leave quietly in the night, with no witnesses. No one will know I’m gone. I’ll never get the nameplace I dreamed of under the open sky, but that is”—Uchi’s voice wavered—“as you black badges always call it: the way of the Vastness.”

Martim wanted to say something else. He wanted to remain defiant and fight for his life, but his throat closed up and starved him of more words. Rain Kob had confessed that after a while, doing someone else’s dirty work made you hate them, deep down. Martim finally understood Strikebreaker’s insight; he hated his client, hated him as much as he sometimes hated himself. But he also understood that Sandbar Uchi, deep in his soul, was inextricably connected to him in a way that could not be explained or justified.

Uchi filled his atier’s empty water glass as if they were enjoying tea before the arrival of a scouring drystorm. Slowly, he unwound the irreplaceable Moray Xi 459 scarf from around his neck and fingered the signature embroidery. “I’m glad,” said the dying king of Southern Continent Gas Production, “that at least this is going to the one person who will appreciate it most.” He held it out like an offering, a new life, an Exclusive contract.

With dread, Martim took it.







FORTY

One month ago

Martim didn’t take any personal time after waking up in a new body. His client wouldn’t have, so neither could he.

The hardest part of the Process was going clean for three whole days, not even sleepstims, before recorp surgery. At least he wasn’t expected to do anything other than safely detox during that time. Uchi used his own ID to put Martim up in a private, five-star pre-recorp inpatient center where he was supervised all the time; he wasn’t even allowed to go back to his apartment.

“We have to make sure you’re in perfect shape. We don’t want anything to go wrong,” the director said, with caring concern. More importantly, he wasn’t going to give Martim any chance to change his mind. To lose his nerve and try to run.

The good thing about the misery of going through withdrawal was that it distracted him from thinking too hard about what was going to happen.

On the eve of the Process, the director ordered them a steak dinner. Steak, of all things, not lab grown either, true meat from one of the few food-science facilities that offered private shipments to the wealthy. Martim wished he had the appetite to enjoy it. Uchi, however, waxed philosophic as he cut small cubes of meat, savoring the meal. “There’s a quote from Epictetus that I think of often: ‘First say to yourself what you would be; and then do what you have to do.’ Remember that from now on. I believe in you, Martim.”

You were made for this.

On the big day, Uchi hovered protectively by his atier’s bedside like the supportive father Martim had never had. Before the synthtech doctor put him under, Martim’s heart was pounding so hard he thought he’d die of fear before he ever made it into the operating suite. But when he opened his eyes twelve hours later, he felt fine. Better than fine. There wasn’t any postsurgical pain or grogginess. He’d felt worse after waking up from dental work.

His vision was better—as crisp and clear as imagery from a high-resolution camera, good enough for him to read the serial numbers on the monitoring unit overhead. He could hear the beeping of machines and the footsteps of people coming and going in the hallway outside. When he tried to move his hands and then his feet, they worked. He felt warmth and pressure from the supportive foam under his body, but no discomfort. When he stood up carefully, the first thing he noted, with pleasure, was that he was much taller. The top of Dr. Lucan’s head had a bald spot he’d never noticed before.

Thea had to raise her chin to look up at him. “Is it really you in there, Martim?”

“Yeah, it’s me.” He nearly jumped at the sound of Uchi’s voice issuing from his mouth.

The bodyguard was the only person in the world who could relate to his situation, and even she took an uncomfortable step back. “This is really going to take some getting used to,” she muttered.

“Director Uchi… is he gone?” he asked.

Thea looked at Dr. Lucan, then back to Martim with regret. “Yes. I’m sorry. He wanted to make sure there was never a chance the two of you would be seen together.”

Martim waited for a reaction, some feeling of shock and grief to hit him, but everything was too strange and new. “What about my body? Can I see it?”

Dr. Lucan said, “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

Martim wasn’t sure either. “I want to see it,” he insisted.

Looking at his own corpse wasn’t as traumatizing as he’d thought it would be. The synthtech surgeon had considerately closed up his skull, so he didn’t even look damaged. I’m dead, Martim thought, but he didn’t feel dead. He noticed, self-critically, that he’d let his original body get out of shape and put on extra weight. Maybe the recorp drugs were modulating his emotions, but peering down at himself felt like standing in an empty apartment after moving out, feeling nostalgic but ready to move on, thinking back on all the time spent there while sighing about the paint job you never got a chance to fix.

When Dr. Lucan asked him if he wanted any special arrangements, he said no.

It wasn’t as if anyone else needed to mourn over his body.

The initial adjustment to second stage was like being in a roleplaying simgame. The novelty of pretending to be his client carried Martim through the early days, especially since he didn’t feel fatigue or hunger. Occasionally, he thought about food or drink, or reached for a boost or a sleepstim dose out of habit even though he didn’t need it anymore. He wasn’t jonesing for a fix, didn’t feel shaky or sick or foggy-headed when he didn’t get one. Whatever the doctors did to his brain during transplant was better than rehab.

After eighteen hours a day of occupying Sandbar Uchi’s chair, fielding congratulatory messages, answering questions and giving orders, and feeling like the best actor in the world, he was mentally if not physically fatigued. Inside Uchi’s expansive three-level, high-rise residence, he consumed his nutrient gels, plugged himself into the shiny, newly installed machine that went through daily diagnostics and tune-ups, and knocked his brain instantly into sleep for four hours. No more tossing and turning in sleepless anxiety, no more waking up to an alarm and feeling like he’d been run over by a truck. In the morning, he’d open Uchi’s closet and grin at the cornucopia before him. Custom-made wool suits and coats, real silk ties and scarves, cotton shirts, lableather shoes and boots. All of it fit perfectly.

This second life isn’t half bad, he thought. I could get used to this.

The horror began to set in after about seventy-eight hours, when the adjustment-aiding medications wore off. Martim still felt as if he were playing a simgame, but one that had been going on for too long and that he couldn’t exit. Seeing Sandbar Uchi’s square-jawed, craggy face in the mirror filled him with bewildered revulsion as he waited for the illusion to break. Whenever he heard the director’s voice coming out of his mouth, he wanted to turn and look over his shoulder. Sometimes, Martim felt as if he were floating above his artificial body, moving his arms and legs via remote control. His limbs felt long and awkward and weirdly shaped. When he remembered he wasn’t breathing and had no heartbeat, a sudden, cerebral panic would engulf him, but he felt oddly disconnected even from his own existential terror. He would spend spells of thirty minutes or more just staring at his hands or into space, trying to feel something other than numb to the world. He was a spirit possessing his client’s synthbody, the ghost in the machine.

He began wondering if he was real, if Dragonfly Martim had ever been a real person.

“I went through it, too,” Thea said. “PR3D.”

“PR3D?”

“Post-recorporalization depersonalization-derealization disorder. People who have time to prepare can supposedly get through it easier.”

“In other words, this is how some jarbrains lose their minds and never get them back.”

“That’s not going to happen to you. It gets worse before it gets better, but it does get better. It did for me.” She looked him straight in the eyes—Fern Madison’s flecked hazel, Sandbar Uchi’s steel gray. “You’re still yourself, even if it sometimes doesn’t feel that way. And you’re doing great. Everyone thinks Sandbar Uchi made it through the Process with flying colors. You’d fool even me.”

Thea was the only one Martim could talk to about what he was going through. In public, she treated him with the professional vigilance owed to her client, but to his surprise and gratitude, she kept watch over him even when no one else was around. She answered his questions about being a jarbrain; she called him by his real name and assured him he wasn’t going insane. She took away the stylus he tried to push through his own arm to see if he could make himself feel pain. She reminded him of his old life and identity.

Martim had never thought of River Thea as warm or sympathetic, but the way she kept tabs on how he was doing without making a big fuss reminded him of Leanne, the only other person who’d ever really looked out for him. He and Thea were two of a kind now. They occupied the only two 8G synthtech models in existence, alike in trauma and bound by conspiracy.

“You can take personal leave if you think it would help,” she told him. “A lot of jarbrains do it after they recorporalize. Just a week or two, that’s not unusual. No one would bat an eyelid.”

Martim shook his head. “The director wouldn’t take time off, not before the Board vote.”

The responsibility for helping Uchi prepare for the confirmation hearings would’ve fallen on his atier. Martim had his past self to thank for being proactive enough to have already done a ton of work on that front, but he felt miserable whenever he thought of all the tasks and appointments on his schedule going unaddressed, all the messages going to his old ID and being returned as undeliverable. Where did people think he’d gone?

They think I’ve been fired. They think I’m a failure.

What made the deception even harder to stomach was the fact that if Uchi had fired him for being an underperformer, he wouldn’t have made any bigger deal out of it than he had when he’d dismissed his old friend Fox Wilson. All day, Martim sat in meetings where he had to play the part of Sandbar Uchi to perfection, knowing any slipup might be noticed, and that meant publicly pretending that his own disappearance was of no major consequence.

Tide Sullivan was one of the first to visit in person to congratulate his old protégé.

“Welcome to the second, better stage of life, my friend,” Sullivan enthused, pumping Martim’s hand with vigor. “How’s the adjustment going so far? Those first few weeks are a real doozy, aren’t they? I took two weeks off. I’m surprised you’re already back to work. No, that’s not true, I’m not surprised at all. You’ve been talking up the 8G model for years, enough to make all the rest of us jealous. Is it all that it’s cracked up to be? I’m thinking I might go into the clinic for some upgrades myself.”

Not that the head of NorCon GasPro was physically lacking. Martim had seen photographs of Uchi and Sullivan together in their earlier days. In the flesh, Sullivan used to be considerably shorter and heavier than Uchi. Vanity had gotten the better of him during his transition to second stage; his synthbody was four inches taller than his original one, two sizes slimmer, two decades younger, and had a dense black beard instead of the patchy gray that had graced his real face before he’d undergone the Process. Now the two directors were nearly the same height, and appeared roughly the same age.

“Good to see you, Sully, thanks for coming over.” Martim had heard Uchi talk to Sullivan before, chummy and casual, but with just a hint of deference to his senior. He clasped Sullivan’s hand and did that thing Uchi did with friends, firmly patting the other man’s elbow. “On the whole, it’s going well. Trust me, once prices come down, 8G is going to be the standard. I still have two checkups to go, but so far the doctors say everything looks good. Glad to be through it, though. You know me, I would’ve been happy to stay in first stage for another decade, but it’s all for the best.”

“Glad you didn’t delay,” Sullivan said, settling into one of the armchairs.

Condor Anand stood off to the side behind his client. Martim found it hard not to pay attention to him, hovering there in his tweed sport coat and pageboy hat, looking like his client’s chauffeur rather than his longknivesman. Martim half expected him to cross the room and exclaim cheerily, Martim, my boy! but of course, he didn’t do that. A mild, obsequious expression sat lightly over his perceptive stare.

Martim took Uchi’s favorite chair across from his guest and crossed his right ankle over his left knee. “So how’s the vote looking?” Straight to business, just like Sandbar Uchi would’ve done.

“At this point, it could go either way,” Sullivan mused. Nomination was decided by a simple majority of the nominating committee, but confirmation was a bigger hurdle—two-thirds of the entire Board of Directors had to assent. “You can count on Field 93 coming up again in the hearing, but that’s not going to be a deciding factor. Anyone who’s going to try to make it an issue wasn’t going to vote for you anyway. The panel that’ll be questioning you in the hearing will be balanced—two terraformists, two reunionists, and one independent. As long as the little-E bloc stays united, we only need the independents to side with us for you to have the vote in the bag.”

“Who do we still have to work on convincing?” He tried to seem every bit as focused and intense as Uchi would’ve been in this meeting, but he already knew the answer to his own question. He had to stifle the desire to start listing off the names he’d already identified last month, as Dragonfly Martim, atier.

“That depends if we can cut a deal with the cityhab service divisions over the annual budget. That’s eight more votes right there. If we get them, the moderate reunionists will see the writing on the wall and might be convinced to abstain, unless Savannah Minto pulls some trick out of her hat to make them toe the line. I’ve got meetings next week with…”

Sullivan kept talking, but Martim was abruptly distracted by the sight of his own fingernails. They were so much larger, thicker, and more square shaped than he was used to. And the knuckles… they were bony and bulged, so there was a gap between the lower part of his fingers when he held them straight together. Martim had always prided himself on having nice hands. No one would guess he was from a deckhand kith from looking at his hands. These appendages didn’t even look like real hands, more like alien claws. He flexed them back and forth around the end of the armrest, mesmerized by the weird way they moved.

“So what do you think?”

“Hmm?” Shit. What had Sullivan just said? What would Uchi say now?

Martim fought to find a mental footing like a rock climber desperately scrabbling at a crumbling cliff face. He’d be breaking out in a sweat if he still could. “What do I think? What I know is that the upcoming AGM is going to be the most important one in centuries, maybe ever.” He eyed Sullivan meaningfully. “The two largest gas production divisions need to be together at the table, driving the outcome.”

Martim uncrossed his legs and leaned forward with Uchi’s classic brook-no-arguments stare. “You’re the experienced Board member here, Sully. You know all the key players better than I do. You tell me what we need to do to win this thing, and you can count on me and my team to follow your lead.”

Sullivan sat back and steepled his fingers. His synthbody was less advanced than Uchi’s, and less subtle in facial expressions. Martim wondered if the raised eyebrows and small smile were an indication of satisfaction, or ambivalence. Had Martim been convincing? Or had he said something wrong?

“Speaking of your team, Director Uchi,” Condor Anand said, with unassuming curiosity, “was your atier not able to join us this morning? I would’ve thought he’d be part of this discussion.”

In a moment of stress and confusion, Martim completely forgot the story he was supposed to tell to explain his own absence. Only when Thea made a slight throat-clearing noise behind him did he manage to say, with forced nonchalance, “Unfortunately, I’m between atiers right now. My previous one didn’t work out.”

Anand’s eyebrows rose under the fringe of his curly hair. “Sorry to hear that, sir. The young fellow seemed so promising, especially with the way he handled the Field 93 investigation.”

He’s fishing. Valuable gossip was the Puppetmaster’s currency.

“It is awfully difficult to find good, long-term contractors these days,” Sullivan noted in agreement. “Anand and I are a bit of an unusual case, perhaps because he knows how to not make mistakes.” He slid a glance over his shoulder at his atier, an obvious warning not to question Martim’s fate. Sandbar Uchi could be touchy about his habit of summarily firing even close advisors and longtime colleagues.

“Yes, well, you’re lucky in many ways, Sully,” Martim said, with the brisk finality Uchi always displayed when a topic of conversation lost its interest for him. “But no help is better than incompetent help. I’m not worried about preparing for the confirmation hearings. If you wouldn’t mind having Anand send my secretary the dossiers on the five panel members and the remaining independents we talked about, that would be appreciated.”

“Of course.” Sullivan opened his hands in a gesture of magnanimous support. “Anything we can do to help. You know I’m backing you all the way, Uch, just like I did when it came to the directorship of SoCon. We’ve always been a good team. I’m looking forward to accomplishing a lot on the Board together.”

The discussion continued a little while longer, both of them playing out the verbal courtship of political alliance, before Sullivan took his leave with another heartfelt congratulations and the exhortation that, even though they were both so busy, they really ought to get together again, after the hearing.

“You’ll come to the All-Division Cup this year, won’t you?” he asked, clapping Martim on the shoulder. “The way things are going, we’re going to blow you out when we meet in the semifinals. ”

“Not likely unless Durst magically becomes a decent keeper.” Martim gave the other director one of Uchi’s haughty little closed-mouth smiles. Sullivan laughed and departed with Anand, who dipped into a respectful parting bow, but whose canny gaze lingered with too much interest. The soft sound of the door closing behind them sounded to Martim like the damning click of a longknife draw.

What are you thinking, Puppetmaster?







FORTY-ONE

Two weeks ago

“What are you going to do about Isthmus Isako?” River Thea paced an agitated line back and forth in front of Uchi’s desk. “She’s demanding a meeting on behalf of the Agency. She knows you’re supposedly dead. She even went to the vastblasted crematorium to look for your remains. What does she want?”

The crematorium. His remains. Lord knew Martim had abused his body plenty while he still had it. Never did take good enough care of it, didn’t rest it enough, pumped it full of chemicals, hadn’t even felt all that much emotion when he’d seen it empty. But, still… it had been his, and now it was gone. Nothing but a pile of ashes.

A shudder of horror went through his nonexistent stomach. Strange, how that could still happen. He knew it must be imaginary, these physical sensations he shouldn’t be able to experience anymore. Even though all that was left of his flesh was some gray matter, the mind was a powerful thing. Like the phenomenon of amputees claiming to still feel pain in their phantom limbs, there were times when he swore he felt his pulse racing under stress, or when his hands felt clammy despite no longer having sweat glands.

He preferred the illusion of feeling to the times when he couldn’t feel anything.

Thea stopped in front of him. “Are you listening?”

Martim pulled himself back into the moment. It was getting much easier to do so, now that the worst stretch of PR3D had passed. He no longer seemed to be losing his sanity, or at least, not quite as often.

“Maybe I should’ve notified the Agency,” he admitted. “I didn’t think anyone would bother to look into it so quickly.” In truth, he’d been in denial. He didn’t want to make his death official. He didn’t want to deal with questions and paperwork from the Agency, posthumously ruin his own reputation in the industry, see his apartment and office cleaned out and the last vestiges of his identity as Dragonfly Martim erased.

“Who’s Quickblade working for?” Thea wondered aloud. “Isn’t she supposed to be a ronin?”

Everyone had seen Forest Greves’s protest resignation. Martim had wanted to send his old mentor a message that day, but how could he? He was dead. What could he even say, if he was alive? Any expression of sympathy would’ve felt like a lie coming from him, after what he’d done to help Greves along to his fate.

“Maybe she’s not working for anyone,” Martim suggested quietly. “Maybe she’s just trying to get in touch with me.”

“She’s definitely under contract,” Thea exclaimed, pulling out her screen and tapping on it aggressively. “I found out that she’s staying at the Summer Suites, on an unlimited but untraceable scripline. Which means she’s working for a client with deep pockets. It has to be the reunionists. I’d put scrip on it being Savannah Minto.”

A surprisingly heavy disappointment pulled Martim down into Uchi’s wingback chair. It was too unlikely that someone would come searching for him because they actually cared about what had happened to him. Why would they? It wasn’t as if he’d spent any time cultivating real friendships. As for Minto trying to ruin Uchi even though SoCon GasPro had supported SatOps in the war against Astrocom, well, that was only to be expected. Divisional alliances were about self-interest, not personal loyalty. Now that the war was over, the big-Es would coalesce in their opposition to Uchi’s nomination. It was also possible Minto suspected who was behind the recent data security breach in her division that had resulted in her secretary being fired.

“To make things worse, I searched for recent security footage within three square blocks of the hotel where she’s staying and found this.” Thea turned the screen around and held it out to Martim. A street-camera shot showed two figures coming out of the Cove seafood restaurant at nighttime. Even though the image was grainy due to distance and low light, Martim recognized Isako’s long black hair, red peacoat, and the shape of the triggersheath on her left thigh. The man accompanying her was also unmistakably familiar.

“She’s working with Rain Kob?”

Of all the ironies. After Strikebreaker flaked on the final part of the assignment for SoCon GasPro, he’d gone radio silent. Martim’s attempts to reach him to convince him to finish the job had gone completely ignored. As far as anyone knew, he’d made good on his promise to go into self-imposed retirement.

Martim had tried to hire others to go after the sole remaining Field 93 survivor, but no one else would take the job, not after Waterboy became a public figure celebrated and protected by United Freelancers and their rumored stash of guns and explosives. Fortunately, Waterboy’s existence didn’t end up having as much of an impact on the Company investigation as he’d feared because the man appeared to be completely unhinged.

Why had Kob emerged now? Maybe he’d run out of money. Or maybe Isako had convinced him to team up again.

Thea insisted, “The big-Es will do anything to keep Sandbar Uchi off the Board, including hiring ronin with a connection to Dragonfly Martim. Getting close to Director Uchi’s atier would be the first step to getting close to the director.” She snapped the screen closed and ran a hand through her hair distractedly. “What do the two of them suspect? Is it possible someone at the synthtech clinic talked?”

Martim had never seen the bodyguard so nervous. Not at any point during her years in charge of Director Uchi’s security had she seemed flustered or frightened. Even after being blown nearly in half, she’d come back and stoically done her job. Not that she ever had a choice, but still, she’d continued to exude professional calm. Now, though… she seemed to be contracting their former client’s paranoia. She was convinced that everyone else in the Company was an enemy and any misstep would spell disaster.

Martim couldn’t blame her. Even in his short time in second stage thus far, he understood that jarbrains saw themselves as an elite and exclusive class. Thea’s existence was an affront to their sensibilities, and the only reason she was still alive was because of Sandbar Uchi’s protection. She was terrified that her synthbody would be appropriated, her brain yanked out and studied as a test case for 8G synthtech. Having nearly died once already, she seemed all the more desperate to stay alive, and protecting Martim meant protecting herself.

Martim swiveled slowly around in Uchi’s chair to face the long painting of the Vastness. Memento mori. How long could the two of them hide in plain sight? The Agency was demanding a response.

What would Sandbar Uchi do?

The director would ignore Isako’s call. Why would he bother to meet with a representative of the Agency to explain himself when he was in the midst of far more important and pressing concerns, namely preparing to ascend to the Board of Directors and influence the most consequential AGM in recent Company history? The Partners don’t give a shit why I got rid of my last atier; they just want to sell me a new one, he’d say. Let the fuckers wait. The contractors they try to make me hire are always a disappointment anyway.

But Martim wasn’t Sandbar Uchi. He spent every minute of every day acting the part, but it was starting to feel like an unsustainable performance. If he was going to keep living like this, he had to make some allowance for his own decisions. Was there a way for him to merge the identities, to not lose his own free will completely?

It shouldn’t be hard, Martim. Didn’t I always say that you remind me of my younger self?

Now he was hearing his client’s voice in his head. Wonderful. Just what he needed.

He tapped an icon in the peripheral view of Uchi’s data visor to speak to his undersecretary. “Tell Isthmus Isako that I’ll meet with her,” he said. “Find fifteen minutes in my schedule next Monday.”

When he clicked off the line, Thea said, with manifest disapproval, “This is a security risk. You’re letting two longknivesmen with unknown motives into your office. I wouldn’t put it past the reunionists to try to have you killed.”

“They’re coming into my jurisdiction under Agency authority. It’ll be perfectly safe,” Martim assured her. “I don’t think they know anything yet, so the best way to dispel suspicion is by meeting with them personally and giving them convincing answers to their questions.”

Thea crossed her arms skeptically. “Both of them know the real you. If you slip up…”

“I won’t. Trust me, I can do this,” Martim insisted. “Isako’s an old-school, Code-abiding longkniveswoman who’s been on an Exclusive for the past twelve years. Her client never made it to second stage, so she doesn’t have any experience with jarbrains. She’d never guess the truth.”

“If she’s as good an atier as they say she is, she’ll investigate any angle, no matter how unlikely.”

“My mentor’s famous for her longknife skills, not her investigative talents,” Martim argued. “She just lost a war and is near the end of her career. She’ll do her best to finish out this last contract, but she’s not equipped to single-handedly stop the terraformist freight train that’s speeding me onto the Board.”

Also, he couldn’t deny it: He wanted to see Isako again. For no reason other than that he felt he owed it to her, even if she had no idea he was still alive.

Thea’s face wasn’t designed to hold her frown. “I hope you’re right.”

“I can handle Isako.” Martim put Uchi’s staunch finality into his own words. “When she comes here to meet with me, I’ll convince her there’s nothing more to find. That’ll put an end to this. Don’t worry, I’ve got this under control.”

[image: ]
How had things gotten out of control so quickly?

Not even a week had passed since he agreed to meet with Isako, and everything was coming apart, cracks spreading like fingers of frost across the foundation of his false existence.

“What have you done?” he demanded, aghast. Towering over Thea, voice raised, face contorted, he seemed every bit of Sandbar Uchi at the height of his righteous temper, though inside, Martim struggled to contain despair. “How could you do this without telling me?”

Thea flinched, but she squared her shoulders and lifted her chin resolutely. “I knew you wouldn’t agree. You’re a good person at heart, Martim. You wouldn’t betray your own mentor, no matter how much of a danger she posed. So I had to make the call.”

How little she really knew him, Martim thought bitterly, even after seeing him nearly every day for three years. “The meeting went fine,” he seethed, feeling phantom pangs in his chest, the ghostly sensation of a nonexistent pulse racing out of control. “I had Isako and Kob believing that I offed myself after being fired and that there was nothing more to the whole sad thing than an administrative delay.”

He thought he’d done a pretty convincing job, even if it had been humiliating beyond words to sell the story that Dragonfly Martim had been a careless, underperforming, and ultimately suicidal drug addict. His own name and reputation were trash. But falling on the proverbial sword had always been the contractor’s role. He had no choice, not if he wanted to keep living out the only life he had left.

“They weren’t buying it,” Thea argued. “Couldn’t you tell they were still suspicious?”

“Even if they were, they had nothing more to go on. I kicked them out of SoCon GasPro. If you’d just left them alone, they would’ve been forced to give up, or at least focus on something else.”

Thea shook her head vehemently. “They wouldn’t, not those two. Safer to eliminate the threat.”

“Shadowcons, though?!” Martim heard his dismay exploding as Uchi’s bellow of rage, and it nearly made him jump inside his own skin. “How did you even… Never mind, it doesn’t matter how you hired them; the fact is that they fucked up. Isako and Kob are still alive, and now they know there’s something going on worth covering up. And they’re going to be angry enough to keep coming after me.”

“I was trying to protect you.” Thea’s voice quieted. “If they find out the truth, we’re both dead. I don’t want to die.”

“Did you think a few washed-up assassins could take out Quickblade and Strikebreaker together? If you were going to do it right, you’d have hired twice as many shadowcons. Now we’re just fucked.”

Martim fell into Uchi’s favorite chair and wished he could still cry.

Thea stood as unmoving and expressionless as if her neural connections had stalled out. When she finally spoke, her voice sounded as mechanical as synthtech three generations older. “I figured that after it was done, you’d be relieved. And we’d be safe.”

“Safe?” He almost wanted to laugh. “We’re a couple of black badges running an elaborate con game against the rest of the world. If the truth comes out, we’ll both be termed. We need to be up-front with each other if we’re going to work together and survive. You didn’t think I’d notice the unusually large cost coming out of the division’s security budget?”

Thea looked away, embarrassed. “The director wouldn’t have noticed. He always paid close attention to gas production, but the administrative stuff didn’t matter much to him.”

“Yes, I’m aware,” Martim replied shortly. “Who do you think he relied on for that?”

“Sometimes I forget you’re not him,” she mumbled guiltily. “I know that’s strange, coming from me. But you’re doing such a good job of fooling everyone else, sometimes even I forget.”

Martim put his face in his hands, but the size and shape of Uchi’s fingers made him cringe away from his own touch. “I don’t know if I can keep doing this.”

“Don’t say that,” she insisted. “You’re doing fine. You just have to keep it up.”

It was different for her. She didn’t have to step into someone else’s life. The original Fern Madison was still alive, so despite Thea’s unusual situation, her second-stage identity was her own, mostly. Not so for Martim. Amassing power for SoCon GasPro, wielding influence over the Board of Directors, and the relentless pursuit of the terraforming agenda… as important of a role as he’d played in the division, those objectives were Uchi’s, not his own. He could look and act the part of his client, but he didn’t have Uchi’s experience, he wasn’t a seasoned expert in field tech or gas production or Company politics, and he didn’t actually want to be the director.

Sooner or later, he would fail. The harsh realization made him feel sick.

Thea crouched down next to him. “Just two and a half more weeks before the confirmation hearing,” she reminded him. “Once you’re on the Board, it’s bound to get easier. Uchi’s enemies won’t have any ground to stand on. The scrutiny will die down.”

“And then what?” She was deluded if she imagined the pressure and danger would lessen once he was on the Board with a council of other jarbrains jostling for influence ahead of the most important AGM of the century. “Even if I make it through this month, or this year, then what? Second-stage life is a long fucking time to be someone else. I can’t do this for decades. I thought maybe it was possible, but it’s not.”

The bodyguard smoothed her hair over one ear and stood back up. “There’s no use in thinking that far ahead,” she asserted. “Let’s just focus on handling one step at a time.”

One day at a time. One hour at a time. One minute at a time.

His old mantra. It had helped him along all right. Step by step, away from himself.

Yet something about the slowing of Thea’s speech and the way she’d nervously fiddled with her hair began to ring alarm bells. Uchi’s unwelcome voice came into his head again. Most people have unconscious habits that reveal what they’d rather not share.

“What is it?” Slowly, he rose to his feet, until he was looking down on her. “Thea, what haven’t you told me?”

In the bodyguard’s long, guilty hesitation, he figured it out.

“Where is he?” When she didn’t answer, he seized her hard by the shoulders, but she remained silent and unresisting. “Where’s Director Uchi? He planned to walk into the Vastness after I was recorped. But he didn’t go through with it, did he? He’s still alive.”

The stricken expression on the bodyguard’s face was a testament to 8G synthtech. “I’m sorry.” She aimed her words at the ground. “I know it’s fucked up, but he ordered us not to tell you. He said it might interfere with your ability to concentrate on the mission.”

“Where is he?” A savage hurt was growing in Martim, a raw abrasion on his soul.

“In cryostasis. At the synthtech clinic.”

Of course. Gray’s Waste wouldn’t continue to progress so long as the director’s brain was kept in hibernation. Sandbar Uchi was buying himself time. They’re close to a cure, he’d said. But not close enough. Not yet. Once doctors discovered a way to cure Gray’s Waste, or to put it into remission so that recorporalization was possible, the director could step back into the second-stage life he was supposed to have.

Martim’s arms fell weakly to his sides. He was no replacement, simply a temporary placeholder. He’d imagined he’d have to play the part of his client for decades, but he didn’t have decades. Uchi never meant for his atier to take over as director of SoCon GasPro permanently. Sooner or later, Martim’s brain would have to be removed and Uchi reinstated with none the wiser, but that could be arranged.

“Are you supposed to do it?” he asked Thea numbly. “To kill me when the time comes? You’re in the best position to make something go wrong with the oxygen exchanger or the nutrient gels.”

She didn’t answer.

“He didn’t give you a choice, did he? I’m guessing he promised to transfer you full ownership of your synthbody once he was recorporalized. Knowing him, he’s drawn up a legal agreement that’ll only go into effect with an authorization code that he has in his head.”

“You always were too damned smart,” Thea whispered.

“I’m an atier, remember? Strategic assessment is my goddamn job. It’s what I would advise him to do. Got to serve our fucking client, don’t we?” He spun and staggered away from her, wanting to put his head through a wall, but it wouldn’t even hurt him, merely raise more questions about his mental stability.

Why was he surprised? Why was he angry? His assignment had been specific. Pose as Sandbar Uchi in his second stage, get onto the Board of Directors, ensure communication from Earth was suppressed so that terraforming could progress unhindered. But after that was accomplished, as long as Martim lived illegally in second stage, he was a constant liability. There was always the danger someone would uncover the truth. It made sense for Uchi to have safeguards in place and to reclaim his synthbody as soon as possible.

The director had proven before that he could and would discard people around him when they stopped being useful or no longer aligned with his goals. And yet. Martim had imagined himself to be the exception. All the things they had in common, Uchi’s talk of Martim being just like his younger self, the promise of an Exclusive, the fact that Martim had given everything of himself, had lied and killed and sacrificed his own life as surely as if he’d walked into the Vastness, something that even a renowned atier like Isthmus Isako couldn’t say—he’d come to believe that he was a special case, that he was the one who mattered.

But he was just a contractor. Disposable, in the end, like all the others.

As badly as the truth wounded, there was also, in a strange and terrible way, a profound relief in knowing that not even his client expected the impossible from him.

Martim leaned heavily against the desk, head bowed. Odd, how losing the ability to feel physical fatigue didn’t do anything to alleviate emotional exhaustion.

Thea watched him with wide eyes. “Are you going to get rid of me, now that you know?” With that high, soft voice, she sounded uncharacteristically fragile. “You could do it, you know. Just terminate my contract.”

Martim didn’t look up as he shook his head. He wasn’t like Uchi after all. Try as he had, he couldn’t just get rid of people, justify it, and move on. Those he’d abandoned and betrayed weighed on him. Leanne, who’d died before he could see her again. Isako, made a ronin. Addison, whom he’d used and left to her fate. Elm Anders and the Field 93 survivors, eliminated on his orders. He used to be able to lean on the ironclad virtue of the Code, and on drug use, but he didn’t have either of those crutches to help him anymore.

Thea was the only person who knew he still existed. He needed her, no matter if she was obligated to betray him. “It’s not your fault,” he said dully. “I helped him to trap you in second stage; I can hardly blame you for doing the same to me. We were both following orders.”

Thea crossed to the other side of the desk and tilted her head to look up into his face, her expression still brittle, but her voice strengthening. “It could be years before the doctors figure out how to cure Gray’s Waste. Maybe decades. Maybe never. And if we ever do get to that point, I…” She closed her hands around the edge of the desk. “I won’t do it. I won’t end your life, not unless you want me to. I promise you that. I protected that bastard through absolutely everything, but after what we’ve been through, there’s a limit. I’m done taking orders from him.”

“Even if it means giving up your chance of freedom?”

She swept an arm toward the mural of the Vastness stretched behind Uchi’s desk. “What freedom can people like us ever really have? I used to imagine that if I worked hard enough and made enough scrip, I could escape, somehow. Buy my way out of the city, go to the other side of the planet, live in some satellite hab far from everything I’ve ever known. But I’m already in the only place where I’m valued, working for the one client who sees me as a person.”

He didn’t look at her. “I’m not your client.”

“No, you’re not.” She came back around the desk. Martim felt her hand settle tentatively on his back—two machine bodies carrying frightened minds, trying to connect. “The way I see it, I’m on an Exclusive contract with you now, Director Dragonfly Martim.”

Martim winced. “This could all end really badly. I don’t want you going down this road with me, for who knows how long.”

“Don’t you see? What you said just now—that’s what makes you different from him.” Thea’s declaration held no doubt. “If you’re not dismissing me, then I’m not leaving.”

A pained moment went by. “So what do we do now?”

The bodyguard dropped her hand and stepped back. “To start, I’m going to double security. And I’m going to file a formal complaint with the Agency to have Isako’s authority revoked and maybe get her client to cancel her contract.” Her no-nonsense demeanor was quickly reasserting itself. “You need to prepare for your meeting with Jagmeet at seventeen hundred and the IR meeting with Yong at eighteen thirty. After that, you should run diagnostics and get some shutdown time.”

Martim made himself stand up straight and turn around. “Right.”

One day at a time. One hour at a time. One minute at a time.

You weren’t made for this. But you are still the smartest, hardest-working, best-dressed motherfucker in the whole division.

“Thea,” he said, as the bodyguard reached the door. “No more shadowcons. If we’re really in this together, then you can’t be going behind my back. I don’t want Isako or Kob hurt or killed. They’re… I just don’t want that.”

She paused, hand on the door. “I shouldn’t have acted without telling you, and I won’t do it again. But I’m a longkniveswoman, too, Martim. I intend to keep us both alive. If anyone poses a danger to you, I’ll do what I have to.”







FORTY-TWO

Twenty minutes ago

The windows outside the Elite Renewal clinic were still pitch dark as the synthtech doctor ran his tests. Normally, at this ungodly hour, Martim would be tired, achy, and in dire need of a boost. At least second stage made keeping Uchi’s habit of early mornings more bearable.

“You’re in excellent health,” Dr. Lucan declared, studying the results with satisfaction. “I’m pleased to hear you’re experiencing fewer episodes of PR3D, but I’d still like to experiment a little bit with your sensory input settings to see if we can speed along the adjustment and eliminate them altogether. Overall, though, your model is functioning as well as all our predictions suggested it would.” The synthtech surgeon rubbed his hands together, looking between Martim and Thea with a gleam in his eye that suggested scrip signs were popping in his vision. “The clinic already has a five-year waiting list for 8G, and ever since you went through the Process, we’ve been fielding more inquiries every day.”

“Wonderful,” Martim said dryly.

Dr. Lucan nodded in agreement, oblivious to his sarcasm. “Director Uchi’s known for being a visionary terraformist, but his contributions to the advancement of synthtechnology will be equally important to history.” He added quickly, “Your part in this is significant, too, of course.”

“What did he offer you?” Martim asked, because there must be something. He knew his client’s methods for getting what he wanted, having been the one to execute them more often than not. “What reward did he promise you, for performing a blatantly illegal recorporalization?”

The smile slipped off the doctor’s round face. “You have the wrong idea,” he replied with stiff umbrage. “The director and I worked together on developing 8G for years. It would’ve been an enormous loss to science, a staggering waste of research and investment, if this revolutionary model had to be discarded because the director’s medical condition prevented him from going through recorporalization. And that’s not even taking into account his vital importance to the terraforming movement and the risk of losing our progress on that front.”

“There has to be a more personal reason, for you to risk termination if this ever comes out,” Martim said. “You stand to make a fortune from 8G synthtech, assuming Director Uchi gave you free rein to exploit all the upgrades he financed and the data you collect out of this.”

“Thousands of second-stage lives will be made better,” Lucan declared.

Martim stood. At first, he’d reveled in his new body’s height, but lately, it had begun to annoy him. He didn’t like looking down on people as much as he thought he would. “I want to see him.”

The doctor drew back, turning to Thea with a frown. She shook her head. “I didn’t tell him. He figured it out himself.”

“I know Director Uchi is here in cryo,” Martim said. “I think it would help me, to see him. To remember that he’s still him, and I’m still me. Just for a few minutes. After what you put me through, it’s the least you could do.”

“Well, technically, we’re not supposed to…” Dr. Lucan shifted his weight unhappily, but when seconds passed and neither Martim nor Thea relented, he grumbled reluctantly, “All right. Just this one time, if you think it’ll help you. Come with me.”

Martim followed the doctor into the centermost area of the second floor, where he was told to wait in a room adjacent to the research lab. Lucan left and returned fifteen minutes later, guiding a med trolley carrying a covered cryostasis unit. A panel along the side of the white pill-shaped capsule glowed with readout lights. When the doctor pulled the covering aside, Martim felt the clammy anxiety of that interview day out in the gas field, years ago, when he’d faced the tinted black doors of the converted shuttlebus and they had swung open portentously for him.

He made himself walk up to the capsule and look down.

Sandbar Uchi looked as if he was sleeping peacefully, or perhaps simply resting with his eyes closed, catching one of those fifteen-minute power naps he occasionally took before plowing headlong into another marathon of meetings and decision-making. Martim half expected his client to open his eyes and demand, What have you got for me, Martim?

Recorporalization had taught Martim that the brain possessed a map of the body. Taking away the pathways of flesh and blood didn’t stop stubborn neurons from trying to give and receive signals in response to emotion. An intense pressure was building in Martim’s chest, as if the breath were being squeezed out of lungs he no longer needed or possessed.

As if it were yesterday, he recalled the moment in the interview when Uchi had taken off the data visor and looked directly at him, those hyperfocused gray eyes seeing straight through his designer-label armor to the heart of his insecurity and longing. Ever since that day, he realized, he’d been chasing that elusive jolt of attention, trying to make himself into the person worthy of Sandbar Uchi’s undivided attention.

“Fuck you, sir,” he whispered. “I’m not you. I don’t want to be you. I hate you.”

The words were wretched, but they held no heat. He meant them, but he wished, more than anything in that moment, for Sandbar Uchi to wake up and take charge again, to start issuing orders that would let Martim slip back into the difficult but simple nature of client service.

To serve is to live.

A massive boom sounded from outside the building, loud enough to shudder the floor beneath their feet. “What’s going on?” Dr. Lucan exclaimed as security alarms began to blare overhead.

“The clinic’s under attack. Someone knows you’re here.” Thea could barely be heard over the clamor. She strode for the door, cupping a hand over her earpiece and barking terse instructions to the SoCon guards outside. She spun around before she exited. “Stay here,” she ordered Martim. The bodyguard’s stare brooked no argument and her voice was steely with angry determination. Her small, pale hand went to her triggersheath. “I’m going to take care of this.” Before Martim could say a word in reply, she plowed out of the room.

Dr. Lucan hovered near the door, clearly agitated over whether it was safer to join the rest of the staff or to stay behind Uchi’s security. Martim raised his head indifferently to the strobing lights and the shrieking alarms. The thought of a massive explosion bringing the entire building down on them in a cascade of concrete rubble held remarkably little terror for him. He’d lost his life before already. Maybe he’d lost it long before he’d gained this one.

Martim put a hand on the capsule, closed it into a fist. He bent close to the glass, wishing his client could hear him. “Memento mori,” he whispered, as softly as if to a lover. Even if he escaped whoever was coming to kill him, even if he succeeded at this final, lonely assignment, what awaited him wasn’t Uchi’s uncommon regard, an Exclusive contract, or the prestige of an Agency name—only anonymity and oblivion.

To live is to die.

“Your favorite philosopher from ancient Earth was born a slave. He served a rich and powerful man in the emperor’s court.” Martim smiled through the phantom ache in his chest. “Epictetus once said, ‘You become what you give your attention to.’ I like to think… maybe he knew what it was like to be an atier.”

Panicked shouting and the sound of fighting in the hallway reached Martim as if from a great distance. “You told me to remember: ‘First say to yourself what you would be.’ I’d be someone other than what you made me. I would be myself again.”
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The gun makes less noise than Isako thought it would.

The bullet hits the clear surface of the cryostasis container between the eyes of Uchi’s original body. Two long cracks appear in a massive, jagged X in front of the serene, resting face. The synthdoctor on his knees in the corner lets out a horrified cry as frost spreads like a rapid fungal growth from the edges of the fracture and the lights on the side of the unit start blinking in urgent warning.

“Oh my God.” The second-stage Uchi lowers his arms but seems otherwise paralyzed with shock. “Oh my God, what have you done?” He sags, arms spread, against the broken capsule.

Isako aims the gun at the pale, balding synthsurgeon, who squeezes his eyes shut and whimpers. “Get up,” she orders him. “Use your badge and passcode to open that door.”

Trembling with fear and outrage, the doctor gets to his feet and does as she demands. When the door swings open, he says, defiantly, “Do you really think you’ll get away with this?”

“You didn’t.” She puts the gun to his temple and pulls the trigger.

When the doctor’s body hits the floor, she turns the barrel of the weapon on Director Uchi, still half collapsed in front of his own body.

“Move. We’re getting the fuck out of here right now.” She strides over and drags the big man to his feet, gun pointed at his head. He doesn’t know it’s empty, and he doesn’t resist her, just keeps looking down, benumbed, at the lights on the side of the cryostasis unit as they blink from orange to red and the numbers drop toward zero. “You can’t do anything about that,” Isako hisses. “Now walk.”

The clinic’s restricted research lab contains an emergency-exit stairwell. Still following the map she’s committed to memory, she shoves a hostage Uchi ahead of her at gunpoint. His guards might be dead or incapacitated, but Cityhab Security will respond to the report of an explosion and arrive in minutes, if they’re not here already.

When she pushes Uchi out of the clinic onto the sidewalk, she looks for the rented car she left parked on the street behind the building last night, just in case she ended up in need of a getaway vehicle. The car is gone. Sulfurous smoke and ash choke the predawn air and the whole block has been cleared. It seems Waterboy’s people did too thorough a job. Every vehicle’s been removed from around the building.

Fuck.

Headlights blink on from across the street and a car comes swerving around the road-closure signs through the yellow haze. It glides up to them and stops with a jerk.

Kob opens the car door. “Get in.”

“Showing up in time to save my ass is becoming a habit of yours.” She’s so happy to see him, she can barely think straight as she forces Uchi in first and climbs in after him.

Kob floors the accelerator, then glances over at her while concentrating on manual driving. He’s taken the car off Companynet navigation, although the vehicle won’t let him go nearly as fast in this setting as Isako would like. “Told you we’d see each other again,” he grumbles over his shoulder. “Glad I didn’t end up waiting as long as I thought I would.”

He takes them back into SoCon GasPro. Back into the belly of the beast.

Director Uchi doesn’t say anything. He appears to be in a state of shock, if that’s even possible for a jarbrain. All the usual symptoms of distress one would expect to see in an ordinary human—clammy skin, rapid breathing, nausea and vomiting—don’t apply to people in second stage. Instead, he appears to be mentally and physically glitching. Going into a sort of crash mode where he becomes motionless for minutes at a time, not even blinking or moving his pupils. She imagines error messages popping up as his synthbody tries to restore neural connection. Sitting next to him is fucking creepy.

When they arrive at their destination, she motions Kob to take them around to the back of the building, where they won’t be seen entering. Uchi jerks and seems to come back to himself. “Why are we here?” he demands.

“You know why.”

As they get out of the car, he says, a touch indignantly, “You don’t have to keep pointing that at me.”

“Got to keep up appearances,” she says, “don’t we?”

“You’re a hostage,” Kob reminds him. “Act like one.”

But Isako doesn’t want the empty gun on her hands either. She feels poisoned by it, somehow ruined, made less of a longkniveswoman. This is how it feels, she imagines, for a renowned artist to plagiarize their final work. For an elite athlete to cheat in their last match.

She disassembles the weapon with loathing, tosses the pieces one by one down the trash chute outside the building. Kob sees but doesn’t say a word.

They take the elevator up to the top floor of the building. It’s barely past 0700 and the sun isn’t up yet. No one’s in the halls; everyone who lives here is still asleep. An eviction notice is posted on Dragonfly Martim’s penthouse apartment door.

“Open it,” she says.

Uchi stares at the door as if she were forcing him out an airlock. She thinks he might glitch again and freeze in the middle of the hallway like an overly realistic mannequin. Instead, he reaches into an inside pocket of his wool overcoat and pulls out an atier’s silver-rimmed black badge on its chain. He scans it and pushes open the door.

Martim’s apartment is as untouched as it was when Isako last searched it. She turns on the lights and shuts the door behind them. “So you kept the badge,” she says. “But you never came back here.”

“There was no point.” Uchi’s voice is muted. He stands in the middle of the apartment, his back to them. Slowly, he takes off his fedora, holding it in his hands. His silver-haired head sags. “And it would be suspicious. Besides, none of my clothes fit me anymore.”

He sits down on the sofa, broad shoulders hunched forward as if in pain.

“You’ve got a lot of explaining to do, Martim,” Isako says. “Starting with how the fuck you were recorporalized in your client’s synthbody.”

Kob crosses over to the window and looks outside. Blinking red text is scrolling across the nearest of the city’s many revolving billboards, interrupting the routine flow of KPI data and Company announcements. Global average surface temperature: -33.6°C +0.06… Species introductions: 154 +9… BREAKING NEWS: 5 PEOPLE INJURED BY EXPLOSIONS AT ELITE RENEWAL SYNTHTECHNOLOGY CENTER… ILLEGAL FIREARM USED IN SHOCKING MURDER OF RENOWNED SURGEON… UNITED FREELANCERS CLAIMS RESPONSIBILITY…

“Before you say anything else, you better contact your people—Uchi’s people,” Kob suggests, “and get them to stand down. That bodyguard of yours is probably losing her little red head. We don’t want a citywide manhunt for Board nominee Sandbar Uchi to suddenly converge on Dragonfly Martim’s apartment, do we?”

Uchi—Martim—places a call to River Thea. “I’m fine, I’m at my old apartment,” he explains. “Come up with some story to reassure everyone I’m not in any danger.” A lengthy pause during which Isako can only imagine the bodyguard’s reply. “They already know the truth, Thea. There’s nothing for you to do right now besides get yourself fixed up.”

When he ends the call, he looks up at Isako accusingly. “You didn’t have to do that to her.”

“You’d rather it was the other way around? She can get patched up, good as new. Those of us who aren’t in synthbodies can’t say the same.”

Kob touches the controls to opaque the windows before turning away from them. “As far as payback goes, she got off easy.”

Uchi/Martim grimaces. “I didn’t hire the shadowcons. Please, you have to believe me on that, Isa. And I wouldn’t have let Thea do it either, if I’d had any idea she would go that far. She panicked, trying to protect me—to protect us.”

Isako finds it hard to look at the man while he’s speaking, especially when he uses her name as if he knows her. Her brain stutters trying to reconcile the body of Sandbar Uchi with the identity of Dragonfly Martim. But when he raises his eyes, there’s no doubt that the person sitting on the sofa is not Sandbar Uchi. There’s a boyishly vulnerable expression on the aged face, a questioning, frustrated, determined earnestness her apprentice would exhibit when she was trying to teach him a difficult longknife skill. “How did you figure it out?” he asks.

“You left an empty dose of sudexatrine in your apartment.”

Kob adds, “You arranged to have Uchi’s medical records cleansed but not your own. You don’t have Gray’s Waste. Or any other related disease. It wasn’t hard to infer that the medication must’ve been for your client. It’s impossible to be recorporalized with an advanced neurodegenerative disease like Gray’s.”

Martim laughs weakly, and even in Uchi’s voice, it’s his own laugh. “I thought I played the part well enough to fool even the two of you.”

“You almost did,” Kob says. “When we met in your office—Uchi’s office—I had a feeling afterward that something was off. Some little things didn’t seem quite right, but… my memory’s not what it used to be.”

“You had me convinced,” Isako admits. “I only realized the truth when I saw Uchi in cryo. If he’d already gone through the Process, that body would be dead and empty. There would be no reason to preserve it.”

Martim’s reply is bleak. “If you figured it out, others will, too, eventually.”

Kob crosses back over the room and looks down pityingly at the man on the sofa as if he were a three-headed rabbit or some other genetic experiment gone horribly wrong. “I’ve heard of some crazy shit when it comes to synthbodies. Models being stolen, altered, and resold to the highest bidder. There’s a story of a director who took someone else’s synthbody for his own as a spoil of war, before that sort of thing was outlawed in policy. Uchi recorporalizing his bodyguard into his ex-wife’s synthbody last year was a major scandal. But this?” He shakes his head in disbelief. “This beats everything. What in the name of the Mother possessed him?”

“I don’t even know where to begin,” Martim mutters.

Isako sits down across from him. “Just start talking,” she suggests.

By the time Martim’s done and has nothing else to say, Isako feels as though she’s been dropped into an Agency relicensing simulation cooked up by a truly twisted programmer. You discover a fellow atier has been illegally recorporalized and is impersonating a Board nominee on his client’s orders. What do you do?

Kob stops his slow pacing and presses his fingertips to his temples as if he’s feeling another migraine coming on. Isako watches him worriedly. “There’ve been conspiracy theories for years about the Great Silence,” he says. “Including speculation that it’s scheduled to end on the fifth centennial, and that the Sweetsea and the Board are hiding the truth from the public. But there’s never been proof to substantiate any of it.”

“I saw the confidential memos to the Board with my own eyes,” Martim says. “Director Uchi took me with him to meet with the Executive, who confirmed it’s true. The Great Silence could end this year—if the Board votes in favor.”

“And you’re supposed to make sure it doesn’t.”

Martim nods. “It was the director’s final wish. The last assignment he gave me. Stop the Board from making a terrible mistake that could put an end to terraforming.”

Gods of old Earth, Isako thinks. Her client, Forest Greves, never knew how close he was to seeing the reunionist dream achieved. A long-lost connection with Earth restored, society once more gazing up at the heavens and seeing a future among the stars, the Company’s resources devoted to bold, spacefaring goals and the betterment of humanity instead of the obsession with gas production and painfully incremental gains in atmospheric oxygen.

Something twists inside her. Greves would never have resigned. If only he’d known the truth, he wouldn’t have taken the final walk into the Vastness. He would’ve lived and done everything in his power to shepherd Aquilo into the future. Isako wouldn’t be a ronin.

She’d laugh if it didn’t make her want to cry. “Martim… that is fucked up.”

“Uchi was already the sort of person to believe that the normal rules didn’t apply to him,” Kob says, “but sudexatrine also has side effects. He might not have been in his right mind.”

“He knew what he was doing.” Martim bows his head. “So did I.”

“You agreed to this?”

“I chose it over being terminated, so yeah, I guess so.”

Insistent knocking on the apartment door makes Isako start out of her seat, hand on her triggersheath. The voice that comes from the other side is an unwelcome one, pissed off but still irritatingly high and honeyed. “Let me the fuck in.”







FORTY-FOUR

Kob opens the door and River Thea storms inside. She’s fixed—sort of. Technicians in the Elite Renewal clinic must’ve done a quick patch job to get her going until more extensive repairs can be done. The gaping rend in her abdomen is sealed shut with some sort of skin-colored flexible material that Isako can see through the second stager’s torn uniform shirt. She’s moving funny, as if her legs are stiff, more similar to an older-model jarbrain. Isako prefers it that way—seems more honest.

The bodyguard looks mad as hell. She glares hatefully at Isako for a long moment before turning to the man who everyone thinks is her client. “What have you told them?”

“Everything.” Martim spreads his hands unapologetically. “They’re holding all the cards, in case you haven’t noticed. They could turn me over to the Agency, or reveal my identity to the entire Company, and then what do you think happens?”

Thea doesn’t answer, but Isako knows. What Uchi and Martim have done is beyond the pale. It’s the most shocking crime she’s heard of in all her years of contract work. Sandbar Uchi would be posthumously stripped of his directorship. SoCon GasPro would likely be broken up and placed under new leadership. Uchi’s assets would be confiscated and his name would never receive any memorial in Tenacity. As for Martim, a deckhand contractor who’s occupying a synthbody illegally and impersonating a director in order to infiltrate the Board? Immediate termination. They’d pull his brain right out of its casing and toss it in the incinerator.

Thea remains unmoving for a minute, until Isako wonders if she, too, is going to start glitching out. She seems to keep it together, though, and turns to Isako and Kob with a brave defiance that doesn’t mask the fear behind those glass eyes. “So what are you going to do?”

Isako wishes she knew.

She looks at Martim—really looks at him.

Thus far, she’s been avoiding it, letting her eyes drift off center from his face. Rationally, she can understand that it’s not Sandbar Uchi in front of her, but she still can’t accept the jarbrain on the sofa as the young man she once knew and trained. She thought Martim was dead. She was upset—grieving, she realizes now. She wanted to avenge his murder and bring him justice. She wanted it more than she wanted to complete her contract.

Now she almost wishes he was dead. It’s a terrible thought, but if Uchi actually had murdered his atier to tie up loose ends, the truth would’ve been so much simpler and easier to stomach. Because if there’s one thing she wants less than for Martim to be dead, it’s to be the one responsible for getting him killed.

She doesn’t see how she has any other choice.

Even though, the longer she looks at him, the more she can actually see him underneath the vulgar costume of Sandbar Uchi’s face and body. Dressed up in the synthbody as if it were one of his expensive designer suits. Not made for him, perhaps, but he wears it well nonetheless—the armor of power and respectability. Somewhere behind Uchi’s steel-gray eyes, there’s the flame that made Dragonfly Martim try so damn hard all the time, the chip on his shoulder that was more like a heavy yoke, the keen intelligence, the hunger to be near greatness.

She sees the Martim she knew. She glimpses the version of him that is a stranger.

The atier whom Sandbar Uchi trusted with his worst deeds and secrets.

Isako voices the truth that must be said. “I’m on contract.”

“I told you,” River Thea hisses to Martim, distraught. “I told you that we needed to kill them before they killed us. She’s working for Minto and the reunionists, what did you expect?”

“I’m standing right here, jarbrain,” Isako reminds her acidly.

The woman spins around with a stiff jerk. “You demanded a meeting and came around acting so concerned for your poor dead apprentice. I knew it was just an act.”

“Shut your mouth,” Kob says, so brusquely that even Isako’s taken aback.

Thea’s hand starts to go for her triggersheath. She’d be insane to try to fight them—it’s two longknivesmen against one in close quarters, both of them bigger and better than her. She’s barely being held together with a giant plastic bandage. But maybe she doesn’t care. She doesn’t even feel pain anymore, so why not go down fighting?

“Thea, stop already,” Martim orders.

The bodyguard twitches and freezes at the sound of Sandbar Uchi’s emphatic voice.

Kob speaks to Thea, low and slow. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. You don’t know me or Isa, and you certainly don’t know what it means for an atier to fail to finish their contract.” Strikebreaker swings his gaze back to Martim. “I walked away from a contract once, and it came back to haunt me. The decision saved my soul, but even though I thought I was doing the right thing, there were consequences. Ones that arguably weren’t any better. Our own judgment can’t always be trusted. That’s why atiers rely on the Code.”

“The Code is our compass,” Isako mutters, more to herself than anyone, but for the first time, the words feel as though they’re being dragged out of her. Client service led them here. It trapped Martim within an unthinkable crime. Kob’s question rings in her head.

Can you say you still trust the compass?

If only she were still working for Forest Greves. If only she’d resigned alongside him. If only she were a true ronin, like Kob. But she’s not. “I’m under contract.” She speaks the inescapable truth out loud again, feels the crush of it like iron chains. “My client gave me one final assignment: Prevent Director Uchi from ascending to the Board.”

“The director’s dead.” When Martim stands up now, he’s as tall as Kob, taller than Isako. There’s grief on his rugged face, and the horror of realization that the artificial body he inhabits is truly all that remains of Sandbar Uchi. “He was my client. I was his atier. I was supposed to protect him. And you killed him. With a gun.”

Martim stares bewildered at Isako as if he’s never seen her before. As if she’s become as unrecognizable to him as he’s become to her. She doesn’t know what to say; the moment she fired the gun doesn’t seem entirely real to her either. She can justify her decision, now that she’s had time to process the enormity of the director’s crimes. But the truth is that she went into the building to kill Uchi and that’s what she did. Like any shadowcon.

She crosses her arms, shields herself from Martim’s abhorrence and her own. “Why did Uchi go into cryo unless he was planning to come back out?”

Her apprentice answers by shrinking away from the question. “He was my client,” he repeats. “He signed me to my first contract. He was going to offer me an Exclusive. Maybe he wasn’t a good man, but at least he was a great one. And he… believed in me.”

Martim sits down again and covers his face with his hands.

Isako has the strange urge to take a seat next to him, to lean against him in understanding, even though she’s the one responsible for his heartache. She knows what it’s like to lose a client. Even when they betray you in incomprehensible ways, they’re still your clients.

“You’re a ronin now, Martim.” She turns to Thea. “So are you.”

“What does that even mean for us?” His confusion sounds like that of a little boy being told about old Earth, a place so difficult to imagine that it might as well be made up.

“It means you’re free,” Kob answers solemnly. “You’re no longer bound by Code to carry out your client’s orders. You don’t have to accept his place on the Board. You don’t have to act the way he wanted you to act, or vote the way he wanted you to vote. You don’t have to sit in Sandbar Uchi’s chair, keeping his jar ready for him. You can make your own decisions, as awful as they might be.”

Martim struggles visibly with what he hears. She can see the tension on his face as he tries to extricate his sense of self from his role, to think of himself as anything but Uchi’s loyal atier. It must be nearly impossible, she realizes. A difficult task for any longknivesman, much less someone in the extraordinary position of occupying his client’s life.

“I don’t want to die,” he says slowly, voice low with shame. “I’d rather live as Sandbar Uchi than not live at all. With our client gone, Thea has no right to her synthbody either. The only way we survive is if I keep going. If I continue being Uchi by joining the Board, rallying the terraformists, and making the vote go the way Uchi intended it to.”

“You know that I can’t let you do that,” Isako says, with deepening dread in her heart. “Uchi’s dead, but the rest of the Company doesn’t know that. To them, and to my client, you’re Uchi. Which means you have to be stopped.”

“I know.” Martim raises his eyes to her. “You can complete your contract without much effort. You could kill me right now, but recording this conversation and handing it over to the big-Es would accomplish the same thing.”

“Why are you still talking to them, then?” Thea sounds garbled again.

“Because I’m tired of lying.” When Martim’s voice rises, it’s eerie how he channels Sandbar Uchi at his most resolute. “Maybe it’s possible to think my way out of this trap. Maybe I could talk my out of this and scheme up some elaborate way to still make Uchi’s plan work out. But I don’t want to try anymore. I’ve been trying so damn hard for so damn long and I’m sick of it.” He gestures at Isako and Kob and lets out a choked, disbelieving laugh. “Christ, I’m up against Quickblade and Strikebreaker. Agency legends. I know when my number’s up.”

His voice falls in apology. “I’m sorry, Thea.”

Slowly, the bodyguard’s face goes blank with defeat, and she says nothing.

Isako’s misery is a bitter thing she can taste on the back of her tongue. She doesn’t want to accept some of the things she’s already done: abandoned friends, terminated colleagues, committed murder with an illegal firearm she accepted from terrorists. She thinks of the woman who handed her the gun, Selene—once a respectable number-crunching wagewoman with a toddler, now a stridently badgeless, car-bombing soldier of United Freelancers.

The line between who you think you are and who you could be is awfully fucking thin.

Where does it end? she wonders. Where does the long list of things she’ll do to remain a good atier end in her own obliteration?

“Fucking hell. Fuck this.” She gets up, paces to the door, paces back again. Presses the heels of her hands to throbbing eyes. She’s lived by the Code her entire career. Kept stubborn faith in it. Instilled it into her apprentices. If she breaks it now, then all that means nothing. If she betrays her client and walks away from her contract, then she’s not Quickblade. She’s not the daughter of Isthmus Akio. She’s not someone she recognizes.

It’s one thing to be willing to die. It’s another to give up, in painful stages, the person you thought you were. I’ll have nothing, she thinks. No resignation, no coda, not even the sense of meaning and completion that led her into the Elite Renewal this morning.

But—and she realizes this with abject despair and relief—she doesn’t have it in her anymore to follow the Code until the last, to do what it demands of her. Just like Strikebreaker standing before the grown son of a man he sent into the Vastness, she’s come to the moment when the circle closes, when she can go no further.

“Maybe there’s another way,” Kob says quietly.

She stops her aggrieved pacing to look at him. “Another way, how?”

“How does an atier escape client obligation, besides fulfilling it or dying? Simple. If the client cancels or changes the terms.” Kob tilts his chin down, thinking. He’s negotiated, debated, and settled countless seemingly intractable disputes—sometimes by determining a middle ground, sometimes by not yielding a single inch. “Who else knows the truth?” he asks Martim.

“No one. I think Condor Anand has suspicions, but the only other person who knew everything was Dr. Moth Lucan, the synthtech surgeon who Director Uchi trusted to do the recorp. But Isako killed him, too.” Martim doesn’t look at his old mentor.

“Lucan was guilty of a synthtech ethics violation heinous enough to get him terminated a dozen times over in any Company hearing.” Isako’s ashamed of how crudely she dealt with him, but she doesn’t regret that he’s dead.

“It wasn’t part of your contract to kill him,” Thea cuts in. “No one appointed you judge and executioner.”

“It’s done and it doesn’t have any bearing on the future,” Kob says, with the blunt, argument-ending authority that Strikebreaker is famous for bringing to difficult situations. “What have you told Cityhab Security and the media about what happened at the clinic?” When Thea hesitates to answer, he reminds her, coolly, “We’re a long way past the point where it’s advantageous for you to hold back vital information.”

Grudgingly, Thea says, “Cityhab Security believes United Freelancers is behind the bombing at the clinic and the murder of Dr. Lucan. A reasonable conclusion since they’re already publicly claiming responsibility. I had the director’s original body removed before anyone could examine it too closely. I told everyone that Director Uchi made it out of the clinic safely and returned to SoCon GasPro headquarters.” She glances at Martim. “The security team has the office locked down tighter than the vastblasted Genebank so no one will doubt that you’re back there, and I had Birch Yong in IR release a statement from the division condemning the terrorists and stating that you were fortunate to have evaded them.”

Everyone nods. They’re all contractors here. They can appreciate good work.

“Good. So no one will be surprised when Sandbar Uchi shows back up to work as usual and goes to the Board confirmation hearing as scheduled.” Kob says to Martim, “Like you said, if you want to come out of this alive, you’re going to have to remain Sandbar Uchi, at least for a while longer.”

“What are you thinking, Kob?” Isako presses.

“What would your client and her reunionist allies value even more than Sandbar Uchi being discredited and defeated?”

She sees it now. “Having him in their pocket. Under their control.”

Sandbar Uchi as a high-profile turncoat. The preeminent rising star of the terraformist movement betraying his faction and voting with the reunionists. If Savannah Minto could ensure Uchi’s complete cooperation, she would gleefully take that over his death any day.

Bright kid that he’s always been, Martim understands right away. He recoils from the suggestion immediately. “You’re suggesting I go over to the people who want me dead.”

“They don’t want you dead,” Kob points out. “They want Uchi negated as a threat. They can have that, if you offer them something valuable that you’re in a position to provide.”

“You mean, promising to change his vote at the AGM?” Thea says, catching on more slowly.

“Or abstaining, when the time comes. Have a sudden crisis of conscience about the Great Silence,” Kob suggests. “Decide the common people are entitled to know the truth after all.”

“Why would Savannah Minto trust me to keep my word?” Martim asks.

“Because you’ll tell her who you really are and what your client did to you. Give her a guaranteed way to destroy you, and she’ll be confident that you’ll be dependable.”

Martim protests, “Tide Sullivan and the other terraformists would turn on me as a traitor. Condor Anand would probably try to have me termed before I could ever be of any use to Minto. I could lose everything, including control of my division.”

My division, Isako notices.

“If the Great Silence ends, everything will change,” Kob declares. “Those who advocated for connection with Earth will hold political power. Sullivan and the GasPro divisions will be sidelined—except for you. You’ll be protected by Minto and the reunionists, who’ll want to keep you alive and on their side, to bring Uchi’s die-hard supporters along and convert other terraformists.”

Martim’s shaking his head, his face scrunched up in denial, because he can see why Kob’s strategy is sound. “You’re asking me to do the exact opposite of what my client ordered. The director would curse me from his grave. We spent years—he spent nearly his entire life—devoted to the Founders’ Vision.”

“Do you believe in the afterlife, Martim?” Kob asks. “In the Waiting? Or in heaven?”

Martim falls uncomfortably silent for a long moment. “I used to, when I was a kid. My kithmother took me to Holy Mass and prayed over the rosary.”

“And now?”

He stares down at his large hands. “I don’t know what I believe anymore, just like I didn’t know what to think when I learned the truth about the Great Silence. I don’t even know if I’m really alive. I still feel like a real person even though I’m a bunch of gray matter controlling a fancy vehicle. I can’t say if I have a soul, or if we’re nothing more than electrical pulses between neurons.” He closes his eyes and opens them again, as if to test that he can still do the simple things. With resignation he says, “If Leanne was right, though, if heaven exists—my client’s not going there, and neither am I.”

“Either way,” Kob says, “you won’t be answering to him again.”

Thea looks between the three atiers with an uncertainty that gives her soft, symmetrical features a lost, deceptively childlike expression. “I’ve never felt strongly one way or the other about terraforming,” she admits. “I’ll be long dead and gone before we get either the Founders’ Vision of a terraformed planet or the reunionist dream of a journey back to Earth. The way I see it, we need to squeeze all the life we’re able to get out of what we have now. I’ll back your decision, Martim. We’re in this mess together, and you’re the only client I have left.”

Martim asks Kob, “When would we have to do this, for it to work?”

“After the confirmation hearing, once you’re essentially an incoming member of the Board. Isako would bring you to parley with Minto.”

“She might just decide to fuck us over right then and there,” Martim points out. “Go public with what we tell her, watch SoCon GasPro burn to the ground, and salt the ashes.”

“She might,” Isako agrees. “But one thing second stagers like Savannah Minto are better at than the rest of us is taking the long view. If we’re betting on her choosing between immediate satisfaction or shrewd self-interest, my scrip is on her seeing the value in bringing ‘Uchi’ onto her side. Even if that means conveniently overlooking the worst policy violation any of us have ever heard of.”

Thea mutters, “Still sounds like a hell of a risk.”

“It is,” Kob says. “But it’s how you both get to keep living with any degree of safety. And how Isako completes her contract.” He looks to her with eyebrows raised and the ghost of a wry smile on his lips. “What do you say, Quickblade?”

That’s Strikebreaker for you, she thinks. There’s a reason why he’s the atier directors would seek out in a crisis. There are other big, tough longknivesmen in the Agency capable of intimidating troublesome workers or crushing obstruction with brutality. There aren’t many with the mind of a chess master, who can do what Kob can do. Maybe this is what he loves, or used to love, about the work. Why he never took an Exclusive contract and kept moving from client to client. Because the times he can walk away from a job having completed it without bloodshed make up for the times that he can’t.

It’s morning; the sun is cresting over the towering black pillars of SoCon GasPro headquarters and bathing the penthouse apartment in the bluish glow of another workday. There’s a stirring in Isako that might be hope. “It’s surprising anyone in this room is still alive.” She turns her face to the light. “I’m up for keeping it that way.”

Martim gets to his feet and goes to the window, stands in a shaft of dancing dust motes as he looks down at the hustle of people and vehicles below. “Uchi believed that if the Great Silence were to end, it would be a catastrophe for civilization on Aquilo. We’d be giving up control of our destiny, throwing the fate of millions of people to a distant power we know nothing about.” His strong, gnarled hands close on the windowsill. “What if he’s right? What if I end up fucking over humanity to save my own skin?”

“Humanity’s been fucked by plenty of others besides you,” Kob replies. “And there’ll be others to come, you can be sure of it. Maybe your client’s right, at least in some ways. Or maybe he’s wrong, and the end of the Great Silence will usher in the golden era the reunionists hope for. You can’t possibly know. They don’t know either. Those second-stage gold badges with all their supposed experience and wisdom—they’re only human, like the rest of us. Maybe less so.” Strikebreaker spreads his hands. “Terrifying, isn’t it? Welcome to life after Code, kid.”







FORTY-FIVE

It’s only midafternoon by the time Isako returns with Kob to his place. Seems impossible. Standing outside Elite Renewal in the early hours of the morning, she thought this would be her last day alive. Instead, it’s as though this one fucked-up day is never going to end.

The little yellow walk-up feels almost like home. Maybe because every time she comes here, she’s injured and exhausted and a complete mess on account of fighting for her life, and this third time is no exception. She’s just glad not to be back in that sad little room near the clinic.

As soon as Kob opens the door and they step inside, a wave of physical and emotional fatigue crests over her. She feels like dissolving into tears just to make all that’s happened feel real.

One look at Kob’s face puts off her plans for a personal meltdown. His eyes are scrunched tight in pain, and a sheen of sweat stands out on his creased brow. Back in Martim’s apartment, his command of the situation and his rock-solid presence made it easy to forget about the disease chewing away at his nervous system. Kob lowers himself gingerly to the sofa and presses the heels of his hands to his eyes with a groan. “Mother in Chains,” he mutters, cursing his own weakness.

Isako goes around the apartment closing blinds to cut the light. She fills a glass of water and brings it to him along with the pill cases on the counter. He palms two of the big white suckers, a small pink one, an oblong orange one. His hand trembles as he takes the glass from her. His throat bobs as he downs them in one go, but when he sets the glass down, he seems a tad steadier.

“Thanks.” He wipes droplets of water from his beard with the back of his hand and gives her an embarrassed smile. “I hate you seeing me like this,” he admits, lying down. “I always wanted to seem on top of my game when I was around you. Ever since we got matched up in atier training.”

She reaches for his glass of water and drinks, finding it suddenly harder to swallow.

“Do you remember the name of our instructor?” he asks with unexpected urgency. “The short fellow with the cauliflower ears and the mole on his left cheek.”

She searches her distant memory. “Kelp something. Brant? Brandon?”

“Kelp Brennen.” Kob sighs with relief. “I can see his face, but I lost the name there.”

She shakes her head in amazement. Kob’s diminished memory is still better than the healthy memory of nearly everyone else. But she can see it bothers him, these early signs of erosion. For all his insistence that he’ll be glad to forget the people whose lives he’s responsible for ending, it must still be terrifying to lose an ability he’s relied on all his life, that’s so much a part of who he is. If he only has two or three years left, at some point soon the decline will accelerate. Then it’ll turn into a steep plummet.

“I won’t let it get that bad,” he says, as if sensing her dismayed thoughts. He closes his eyes. “I may be a freelancer, but I’m not afraid of the Vastness.”

“You’re not afraid of anything.”

“I was afraid this morning.”

Isako thinks about that, feels his words settle between them. “I wasn’t,” she admits.

“You were too busy plowing a path of carnage through the building.”

She shifts uncomfortably next to him. Now that she’s able to think about her aches and pains, they’re proclaiming themselves all over her body. Of course, there are the traitorous knees, but also the still-tender knife-wound scar from the nightclub, the cuts and bruises from the shadowcons, and a bunch of mystery injuries from the clinic melee: some weird grinding in her hip, lingering tingly weakness from being electrocuted, swelling where she bit through the side of her tongue.

“Turns out that was the easy part,” she mutters. “Do you think this crazy plan will work?”

He cracks an eye open at her. “That depends on your client.”

With considerable misgiving, Isako places a call to Savannah Minto.

Minto’s secretary begins to give her the standard line about the director being unavailable, but Isako interrupts. “Tell her Isthmus Isako has what she wants and needs to speak to her immediately.”

Three minutes later, Minto’s voice comes on the line. “This had better be really good.” The woman’s mechanically resonant voice vibrates with displeasure. “I’m about to cut your scripline and leave you to be hunted down by Uchi’s assassins. I ordered you to sabotage his nomination. I arranged for you to gain access to the Elite Renewal clinic at the precise date and time you requested. And what do I see today, splattered all over the Companynet? A terrorist attack that injures civilians and leaves a synthtech surgeon shot dead! To top it all off, Sandbar Uchi escapes to safety, issues a fiery and defiant condemnation of anti-terraformist violence, and comes out looking like a fucking hero to his people. I cannot, in fact, think of any outcome less useful in achieving your objective!”

Isako grimaces at her client’s tirade, largely because she can’t disagree. “I admit it was overdramatic, but the attack by United Freelancers was a necessary distraction so no one would notice me breaking into the restricted area of the clinic,” she explains, somewhat honestly. “It worked as I’d hoped. No one suspects I’m connected to the bombing. While I was inside, I found proof to substantiate my suspicions about Sandbar Uchi.”

A pause. She has Minto’s reluctant attention. “And?”

“Sandbar Uchi’s recorporalization had major complications. If the truth came out, it wouldn’t just destroy his chances of being confirmed to the Board of Directors, it would end his career.”

Stunned, exultant silence. “What did you find?”

“Are you sure this is a secure line?”

“Yes, of course.” The director can’t hide her excitement now. This is big. Maybe as big as she hoped.

“Good. I need an armored car waiting on the corner of Pine and London Street at fourteen hundred the Sunday afternoon of 9-week. An offnet vehicle with a trusted driver.”

“Why?”

“I’ll be bringing Director Uchi to meet with you. Right after the confirmation hearing.”

“What?” It’s satisfying to hear Minto flustered.

“Director Uchi wishes to discuss the potential for a mutual understanding. One that might lead to a beneficial working relationship between the two of you.”

“You spoke to him about this?”

“Today, in fact. He’s aware of what I know and understands the compromised position he’s in.”

“Give me details, atier,” Minto demands.

“Trust me, it’s better he gives them to you in person. We can’t be certain of complete privacy even on a secure line. As your atier, I recommend you take this meeting.”

Isako imagines Minto’s preserved old brain racing around inside its synthetic casing. Just as Kob anticipated, her covetous thoughts are turning from Uchi’s downfall to Uchi’s usefulness. Holding damning leverage over the leader of SoCon GasPro… that would make Savannah Minto very, very powerful.

“I’ll have the car waiting for you,” Minto promises.

“Do you guarantee Director’s Uchi’s safety, since the two of you will be meeting on SatOps grounds?” When her client exudes a suspicious silence, Isako explains, “After the attack today, he’s paranoid about anti-terraformist assassination plots. SatOps is a known reunionist-leaning division, so he wants assurances you would take maximum precautions.”

“So long as Director Uchi is my guest, of course, I guarantee his safety,” Minto says, with a touch of righteous disdain. “Satellite Operations certainly doesn’t condone or tolerate violent extremists. Differences between terraformists and reunionists must be debated and solved by Company leaders in a civil manner, never by disorder and revolt.”

“I’ll pass along your assurances. See you soon, Director.”

Kob lifts his head from the sofa after she ends the call. “Sounds like that went as hoped.”

Isako stops recording. It’s not exactly against Code to record confidential conversations with one’s own client, but it’s certainly questionable. Isako figures it’s one of the less questionable actions she’s taken lately. Who knows if Minto will honor her assurances once she finds out it isn’t really Sandbar Uchi she’s parleying with. But as long as everyone else still thinks Martim is the director of SoCon GasPro, she’ll at least hesitate to let him come to immediate harm, especially if there’s evidence of her promising him safety.

“Jarbrains protect their exclusive little club,” Isako muses pessimistically. “They’ll be furious that a contractor is trespassing in it and might decide nothing’s more important than punishing the crime and making an example out of the perpetrators.”

“As long as they’re furious at Uchi instead of his atier, Martim’s got something to bargain with. He’s a bright kid, remember. No one knows SoCon GasPro better than he does at this point.”

Martim’s back in Uchi’s office by now, taking Uchi’s calls, holding Uchi’s meetings, issuing the statements and making the decisions that Uchi would make. He hasn’t just been playing the part, he’s been the director of Southern Continent Gas Production for nearly two months. The act hasn’t been flawless, but the fact remains that the division’s been operating as usual, producing tonnes of greenhouse gases each day.

And he’s doing it all under the pressure of a pending Board hearing while adjusting to second stage in someone else’s body. She can’t imagine it. As an atier, she doesn’t think she could’ve pulled off what he’s doing, even when she was his age.

“We can hope Martim’s granted a lease on the synthbody—three decades, that’s nothing to these people—in exchange for advising on the division’s operations and transitioning it to new leadership. That would be a reasonable exchange.” Kob groans and starts to push himself wearily off the sofa. “I don’t know about you, but I’m starving.”

“Don’t get up.” Isako goes into his kitchen, starts opening cabinets and looking for things.

He watches her, amused. “Who’re you kidding? You don’t know your way around a kitchen.”

She brandishes a butter knife at him. “Shut up and let me do this.”

She cuts up a loaf of bread and arranges it on a platter with a block of goat cheese she finds in the fridge, some microgreens, and a tin of fruit preserve. She brings it back to the sofa and sets the platter down on the coffee table. “How’re you feeling? Any better?”

“Could be worse.”

He sits up and they eat side by side, too tired to muster much conversation. At last, Isako feels she has to say it. The food in her mouth loses its taste before she swallows. “You were the contractor Uchi and Martim hired to eliminate the survivors of Field 93. That was the last DTE job you mentioned, the one you did for the money but couldn’t finish.”

Kob tenses but doesn’t reply.

“That’s why you knew where to find Waterboy. And why you didn’t want to go with me into the Old Warehouse.”

Kob finishes chewing slowly and leans back against the cushions. “I didn’t want to keep secrets from you, but also… I’m not proud of that job, Isa. Nor the way I left it. It wasn’t how I wanted to end my career. I put Martim in a bad spot when I failed my contract. When you told me he was dead, I couldn’t let it go any more than you could.”

Isako understands. Young people like Martim are motivated by fear of failure. Old hands like her and Kob are just trying to redeem themselves for failures already made.

“I wish I could’ve told you.” Kob gazes at her with eyes that are soft and pained. “Code be damned, I should have. But it was hard, knowing how much less you must think of me already.”

“You can’t make me think less of you.”

He smiles a little. “You’re too loyal, then, even for an atier.”

“I don’t change my mind easily.” She sighs and leans against him, tiredly. “My kithfather had the same longknife practice every morning. He lived by the Code up to and including the day he resigned.”

“Isthmus Akio was a great longknivesman,” Kob agrees.

“I was always proud of him for that. Proud to be following his example.” She drops her head onto his shoulder and is quiet for a minute. “I didn’t want to hear it, but you were right, earlier, when you asked if we can trust the compass. It’s hard for me to say now if devotion to the Code is truly virtuous, or just a willing embrace of ignorance. A way for us to narrow the scope of our lives so the forces we can’t control are more bearable.”

His shoulder rises and falls slowly under her cheek.

“I don’t know what to think anymore, about any of it,” she confesses. “All the years I was working in Astrocom, I thought I knew what was going on in the Company, but all I saw was a sliver. The Great Silence… that affects everyone, now and in the future. It’s way above our pay grade. But like you pointed out to Martim, who’s to say that those we serve have any better a compass than we do?”

Kob raises a hand and smooths the hair back from her brow. “There are four million people trying to survive on this godforsaken planet. All of them—from the directors who pay a fortune for synthtech, to the badgeless scrounging for offscrip—need to believe in something greater than the Vastness. For some that’s the freedom of the Mother in Chains, or reincarnation in paradise, or reconnection with Earth, or the Founders’ Vision. For us tracs, it’s the Code.”

His lips brush her hair. “We all share the same struggle, but we believe it ends in different places. Whether the Great Silence breaks tomorrow or goes on forever, that truth won’t change. A couple of old tracs like us can’t solve much, but we can solve a few things. This one last time, we can finish out a contract by saving lives instead of ending them.”

A call alert comes through. Isako glances at it, but it’s from an unknown line. She answers it.

“Oh, so you’re still alive,” Waterboy drawls. “I didn’t expect that.”

Isako sits up, her skin crawling at the sound of the man’s nasally voice. “How’d you get my ID?”

“Help me out here, because I’m confused,” Waterboy says plaintively. “See, I thought we had a plan. Now, don’t get me wrong, I’m all in favor of shooting doctors who make jarbrains. But, you see, bombs and guns are awfully expensive and hard to get. So, I was under the impression that we were on the same page about the point of our little partnership.”

“Things didn’t go as planned,” she says.

“I’ve got to say, after the trouble we went to, seeing that murdering bastard sitting warm and safe in his castle is really pissing me the fuck off right now.” Waterboy’s distractable singsong turns into an accusing snarl. “You had one job. You promised you’d do it! You tricked us.”

“You didn’t do any better when you tried to blow up his car.”

She winces and pulls the earpiece away as he starts yelling. She can picture his wide blue eyes and waving arms. “We never should’ve trusted you! You wasted our time and suckered us, and for what? We’re going to get him next time without your stinking help. You better watch your fucking back from now on, you lying trac bitch.”

Kob takes the earpiece from her. “Listen carefully, Elk Terrence. That’s right. I remember your name and your face perfectly well. The gods of old Earth didn’t spare your life. I did.”

His words are a deep and chilling monotone. Waterboy shuts up.

“Whatever great purpose you think you’re destined for, I can still take it away. Keep your detrit friends away from us, and don’t call this ID again.”

Kob ends the call.

After a minute, Isako takes her earpiece back. “Were you bluffing?”

“I’m a reformed contractor, not a saint.” He spreads goat cheese and fig jam on a piece of bread and hands it to her. “You can resign when you’re ready, Isa, but I’m not letting you die until then.”







FORTY-SIX


Prosperity Station: Can we get an update on the status of the next supply transport? That last storm really did a number on our older habs. Over.

Prosperity Station: Do you copy?

Starhome Exploration Group HQ: Copy, Aquilo. All interstellar shipments have been discontinued until further notice. Proceed per your directives. Good luck.

Prosperity Station: What was that, HQ?

Prosperity Station: Come in. Come in. We lost you there.

Prosperity Station: What the hell’s going on? Explain, over.

Tenacity Station: Something’s wrong on their end. We got cut off, too. Let’s wait and hope they fix it soon.

—last recorded communication with Earth, 25 AF


Sunday, 9-week, 500 AF

On the day of Sandbar Uchi’s Board confirmation hearing, Isako and Kob arrive at the Bridge hours in advance. In contrast to the strange and ancient grandeur of the Sweetsea, the administrative headquarters of the Company is all business—a domed rectangular building of white brick and steel. The press is already camped outside on the wide steps. Cityhab Security is out in force, setting up road cordons and checkpoints. It’s a straw-colored, overcast day, the sun nearly obscured by dust. The air feels thick and heavy with voyeuristic anticipation and the disquieting potential for violence. After the deadly attack on the Elite Renewal clinic, all of Tenacity Cityhab is on high alert.

Isako identifies herself as Board member Savannah Minto’s atier, here to conduct business on her client’s behalf during the proceedings. Kob stands behind her, posed as a subcon aide. River Thea has set Kob up with a temporary fake badge, just in case they’re questioned, but there’s no need for it. When Isako’s credentials check out, the guards wave them through. They’re looking for badgeless United Freelancers, not longknivesmen.

They set themselves up in the meeting room that’s been reserved all day for Sandbar Uchi to rest and refresh whenever he wishes, prior to and after the confirmation hearing. It’s simple, containing just a table, a few chairs, and a coffa dispenser—but no one’s going to disturb them here, or so they hope. Isako double-checks her messages. There’s no further communication from her client; she can only hope that Minto’s still good for her word. The director of SatOps won’t be attending the hearing in person at the Bridge, but she’s certain to be watching all the proceedings remotely from her garden high above the city.

Martim and his bodyguard arrive an hour before the hearing is scheduled to begin. Martim’s dressed in one of Uchi’s typical outfits: charcoal-gray suit and pinstripe vest, silver tie, a black fedora on his head. He removes his lableather gloves and loosens a designer wool scarf that probably costs more than her Suzimachi L10. If there’s one part of Sandbar Uchi’s identity that Isako feels confident Martim is well qualified to step into, it’s his closet.

With all four of them in the room, the air feels charged with conspiratorial anxiety.

To be honest, she wasn’t sure the second stagers would commit to Kob’s proposal. She wouldn’t have been surprised if Thea made another attempt to murder them and convince Martim to keep his impersonation of Uchi going for as long as possible.

But she can see in her former apprentice’s sagging posture that he doesn’t want to do that. He doesn’t want to fight, and he doesn’t want to carry the burden his client forced on him. Even if he were able to maintain his secret beyond the annual general meeting, the only way to survive would be to lose himself completely, like a fanatical method actor sunk so deep into a role that he could never emerge. And then, Dragonfly Martim might as well be dead.

Kob breaks the tension. “Nice haircut.”

To Isako’s surprise, Thea looks pleased and fiddles abashedly with her short bob cut, trying to smooth it over one ear even though it’s not long enough to stay put anymore. “You think so? I… um, thought it would be less conspicuous this way.”

Every one of them, Isako thinks sourly. Every damn longkniveswoman cuts her hair.

The bodyguard drops her hand self-consciously, clears her throat with pointed professionalism. “You’re positive Director Minto will keep up her end of the bargain?” she asks, for perhaps the eighth time. It’s her job to be paranoid about her client’s safety, but the jarbrain is understandably more invested than her occupation strictly demands. The way she hovers close to Martim’s shoulder makes Isako wonder if there’s more than just self-interest at work. Does she actually care about him? Love seems like the sort of thing that requires a pumping heart, warm blood, and living flesh—but who the hell even knows at this point?

“I told you,” Isako says, again, “I can’t make promises about what Minto will do. All I can say is that she was frothing at the mouth to get dirt on Sandbar Uchi. She was quick to agree to meet with him and to guarantee his safety. As for whether she’ll make a deal, that part’s up to Martim.”

Thea crosses her arms, her full lips pushed together in dissatisfaction. The plan clearly isn’t good enough for her. She would’ve greatly preferred if Isako had been conveniently killed, at the hands of the shadowcons or her own at Elite Renewal, but there’s nothing to be done for it now.

“It’s not the first time I’ve had to talk myself out of a tough spot,” Martim says. “Isa and Kob are right. It’s our best chance. I just…” He fidgets with his shirt cuffs and takes a seat, straight-backed, on the edge of the chair, as if he can’t quite shake the instinct to sit zanshin in the presence of his old mentor. “Something as important as the Great Silence shouldn’t hinge on one person. Not Director Uchi, not even the Executive, and definitely not me.”

Kob says, “No one is asking you to decide the fate of the world. There are sixty-three people on the Board of Directors. Trust me, nothing is going to happen quickly. Old jarbrains are cautious. Even if the Great Silence ends, it’s not like ships from Earth will arrive next week.”

Thea hands him his screen. “Just focus on today.”

Martim nods glumly, resigned if not convinced. The rest of them are quiet as he reviews the notes he’s prepared. Outside, the noise level rises steadily as hundreds of gold badges and their entourages arrive and begin talking and politicking in the corridors. They’re all here to see a show. That’s what this is. A Company rally and political circus and royal coronation all in one.

Thea listens to some prompt in her earpiece. “Time to go.”

Reluctantly, Martim stands, and even though he wears the face of one of the most celebrated and hated men on the planet, Isako wants to put her arms around him, her last and most memorable apprentice, this bright deckhand kid who’s in way over his head.

“Martim.” When he turns, she assures him, “It’s just another licensing exam.”

He gives her a tight little forced smile that’s all his own. Then he faces the door, and she sees him summoning his client’s persona, donning the mantle of entitlement and power, the charismatic, laser-focused intensity that flowed from Uchi everywhere he went. His face settles into an expression of preoccupied impatience; a faintly arrogant smirk rounds the corners of his mouth as he straightens his tie.

Isako feels goose bumps rise on her arms, as if the ghost of Uchi has entered the room.

Martim squares his shoulders and opens the door.

Waiting reporters immediately begin to shout questions at him. “Director Uchi, do you feel prepared for the hearing this afternoon?” “Director, despite the results of the investigation, do you expect that your role in the Field 93 disaster will be reexamined?” “Are you at all concerned that the Board will delay your confirmation due to your recent entry into second stage?”

Thea’s security team encircles him and ushers him away. Isako can’t hear if Martim responds to any of the shouted queries as the hubbub surrounding him makes its way down the hall.

Once the doors to the assembly chamber are shut and the hearing is underway, the noise abates. Kob sets up a screen that Thea’s security team has connected to the security feeds from every camera inside and outside the building. He settles comfortably in front of it with a cup of coffa and a crossword puzzle.

“Doing puzzles is supposed to help,” he explains.

The moments that remind her that Kob is dying of Gray’s Waste are like the abrupt muscle spasms that show up just because you sneezed violently or moved too fast after sitting still. So easy to forget or ignore, until they suddenly hurt. Isako opens her own screen, searching for something of her own to do to pass the time. The first thing she sees is her letter to the Agency and the attached message to Maya that she recorded the night before she went into the Elite Renewal clinic.

She hovers her finger over the files, not sure whether to open or delete them. She thought she was satisfied with the final draft, but since she’s not dead yet, she has the opportunity to reconsider. Come up with something better, should she actually pull this plan off and be accorded a proper resignation and a coda with wide readership.

But the idea fills her with dread and ennui. She already went through the mental and emotional effort of penning her final words; the thought of revising them again holds about as much appeal as another simdeath. Kob sees her grimacing and asks what’s wrong.

“I’m thinking of hiring someone to write my resignation letter. I hear some people do that.”

Kob’s expression changes before he looks away. She forgets that the end of her contract is something he doesn’t like to think about, any more than she wants to contemplate his medical situation. “You can’t be fucking serious, Isa,” he says. “Anything you come up with—including nothing at all—is better than paying a ghostwriter to say it for you.”

“You haven’t thought about your coda?”

Kob shakes his head. “How can I know what I’ll want to say until it happens?”

She closes her screen in exasperation. “I wonder what’s going on in there. What are they asking him?” She’s prepared clients for interviews, press conferences, speeches, and all sorts of other high-profile public situations, but she’s never once imagined what it would be like to be in their place. Atiers are meant to stand in the shadows of others. Martim has no one to help him the way he would’ve helped Sandbar Uchi. Right now, he’s not just doing his client’s job—he’s doing his own as well.

Seems like something that, if ever discovered, ought to earn the young man a promotion rather than a termination.

By the third hour, she’s restless and jittery. On the desk screen, she can see crowds of protestors gathered around the entrance of the building, their numbers growing by the minute along with the swelling ranks of Cityhab Security officers. To the hardcore big-Es, anti-Company reformers, and anyone connected to the Field 93 disaster, Sandbar Uchi’s almost guaranteed ascension to the Board of Directors is a travesty.

She’s certain there are badgeless out there, too, potentially armed members of United Freelancers who carry a principled grudge against not just Uchi but all the jarbrains who rule the Company. They’re certainly not fond of contractors either. The crowd doesn’t appear violent… yet. But it won’t take much to change that.

“I’m going to take a walk around to check on things.”

The corridors of the Bridge are empty and quiet. Everyone of importance is inside the assembly chamber watching the hearing. Isako’s boot heels click on marble floors as she makes a circuit of the building, refamiliarizing herself with its layout. When she gets back to the central entry hall, she climbs the wide staircase to the semicircular second-floor landing. A lone figure in a long coat stands overlooking the rotunda, elegant ebony hands resting on the balustrade.

Isako comes to a stop, tiny hairs rising on her arms as if stirred by an icy breeze.

The man turns his narrow face. “Atier Isako.” The Ronin Killer’s voice is as delicately smooth as a sheet of rice paper. He inclines his sharp chin in calm greeting, as if he’s been expecting her. “What a coincidence, meeting you here.”

“Elias.” Her pulse speeds up in her throat, and her fingers twitch imperceptibly as she makes herself approach and stand next to him by the railing. “What are you doing here?” she inquires casually, as if they’re running into each other at a social function.

With predatory grace, he leans his forearms on the banister and surveys the first floor. “The Agency sends me where I’m needed.”

“And they think you’ll be needed here?” She can’t help it; her eyes fall to the bulge of the shoulder holster under his jacket. She knows what it’s like now, to carry a gun. To fire it and take lives. She swallows, dry-mouthed. The kinship she suddenly feels with this man makes her want to shudder and sink through the stone floor.

“Possibly. A lot of attention on these proceedings. Anything could happen.”

Security guards are lining up at the entrance of the building in full riot gear, clad in face masks and shields and wielding fully charged shock batons. The tide of noise from outside is rising as the horde of angry protestors grows by the minute. She glimpses raised placards through the windows. Keep murderers off the Board! Justice for Field 93. Terraforming = Terror forming.

“Let’s hope nothing gets out of hand,” she agrees.

Why is Elias here? Does the Agency know of her plan? No, impossible. She told Constance that Martim was dead. Only she and Kob know the truth about Sandbar Uchi.

Sweat breaks out on her neck. Kob.

Marsh Elias slides his inky-dark, heavy-lidded eyes over her. “I take it you’re here in service of your client? Are you merely an observer, or perhaps something else?”

“Elias,” she scoffs, “you and I are old hands; you know I’m not going to answer that.”

He chuckles softly. “Of course, you’re unimpeachable.”

“I don’t trust a man with a gun.”

“I was sorry to hear about your apprentice,” Elias says.

She forces a neutral expression. “The way of the Vastness.”

“Indeed.”

The doors to the assembly chamber open and a flood of noise spills into the rotunda. The confirmation hearing is over. Board members, their aides and staffers, members of the Companynet press, and senior Company observers spill out of the chamber, all of them talking loudly and at once.

She needs to get out of here before she’s caught in the crush of people leaving the second-floor observation balcony behind them. “I’d better be going,” she says, turning away.

He places fingers lightly on her arm and she freezes. “A word of advice,” he says, leaning over and speaking in an undertone. “When you can’t stop something, get out of its way.”

Without another word, the gunman retreats, gliding along the outskirts of the incoming crowd. She glimpses him being intercepted by a short, stocky figure. She can’t see the other man’s face, only the curls of hair under the back of his pageboy hat. Condor Anand. Of course he’s here, too, accompanying his client.

Isako hurries for the stairs, takes the marble steps down as fast as she can without drawing attention. Elias touched her only for a second, but she checks her sleeves and pockets, pats down her coat. She doesn’t find any tracking or recording devices. Her heart’s pounding when she reaches the room.

“Marsh Elias is here,” she gasps, shutting the door and putting her back against it. “Kob, you need to leave.”

Kob looks up from the screen where he’s been watching the security feeds streaming from cameras inside and outside the building. “Why?”

“I think he’s here for you.” She feels the unfamiliar edges of panic nip at her mind as she reaches for denial. It’s too soon. Kob hasn’t been badgeless for long. He still has over half his grace period left. The Agency wouldn’t terminate him. Not Strikebreaker, not so soon.

But he hasn’t been laying low, not lately. He inserted himself into another atier’s assignment, and she’s selfishly involved him in every messy step. Kob’s been asking inconvenient questions, confronting a senior director with accusations of murder, fighting and killing shadowcons, driving a getaway vehicle away from a murder scene. He’s been doing atier work without a license or a contract, wielding his longknife in service of no client, in defiance of the Agency and the Code.

For that, the gunman could come for him early.

When she decided to draw Kob back into the edge life, she understood she’d be exposing him. They’ve been in a race against this moment. Isako wants to scream. Why today? Tomorrow, or the day after, or a week later, they could face the Ronin Killer together.

“You need to get out of here,” she insists again, stepping toward him.

Kob stays where he is and takes a swallow of lukewarm coffa. “You want to throw our plan to save Martim’s life out the window because a Partner showed up?”

“Not just any Partner, Kob. It’s Marsh Elias.”

“The Ronin Killer. The gunman.” He stands. “The person the Agency will send to kill me.”

“Yes,” she hisses. She’s upset by how untroubled he sounds. “Don’t underestimate him.”

“I wouldn’t dare. But I’m not running from him.” Kob takes a step toward her, arms open. “Elias and I are cut from the same cloth. He might catch up with me eventually, but I don’t think it’ll be today.”

The door opens before she can argue with him further. Martim and Thea rush inside and slam the door shut behind them. “Christ,” Martim exclaims, wiping a hand across his dry brow out of habit rather than necessity. “That might’ve been three of the worst hours of my life, and coming from me, that’s really saying something. They grilled me on things I didn’t even know the director was involved in.”

“It wasn’t that bad,” Thea tries to reassure him. “Sullivan shut down a lot of the tougher questions and tossed you softballs. You answered everything exactly the way Director Uchi would’ve.”

“I wish the bastard was here,” Martim says. “God, I wish it was him instead of me in that hot seat.”

“What the public and the press think of the confirmation hearing doesn’t count for much,” Kob reminds them. “Only the vote of the Board members matters. Right now, every poll is predicting you’ll be confirmed by a narrow margin. After you meet with Minto this afternoon and cut a deal, you’ll make it a certainty. That part’s up to you and Isa.”

Isako eyes Martim with concern. The more she looks at him, the easier it’s becoming to see past his appearance and find the young man she recognizes. His peculiar use of old-faith curses, the way he straightens his sleeve cuffs before he speaks, the awkward expression that he tries to suppress when something’s bothering him. They were invisible at first, but now that she’s looking, they seem glaringly obvious.

“Are you ready?” she asks him. He’s going to leave three hours of grueling public interrogation to enter into a decisive negotiation for his very life.

Martim nods. “I can talk my way through a lot of things,” he says, then points at the screen with the security feeds. “But it’s going to be hard to get through that.”

Every live image from outside the building shows dense throngs of people. At least some among the multitude are members of United Freelancers, safety in numbers giving them the fearlessness to parade angrily in front of Cityhab Security and armed contractors. Large numbers, and the impassioned screeds and fanatical encouragement of their victim-hero survivor.

Waterboy is standing on top of a van—she recognizes him by his green field parka and hypermanic movements. He’s swaying back and forth, face bright and exultant, arms raised. Without sound, she can’t tell if he’s leading his rapt followers in song or chant, or if he’s dancing to music only he can hear.

Uchi’s supporters are arriving in force and clashing with the protestors. Viewed from above, the mob undulates back and forth like the waving fronds of an alien plant, advancing and retreating as sides exchange insults and blows. The thick security line in front of the building stands firmly braced as high-ranking directors and their staff start emerging from the front doors and departing in armored vehicles. Tide Sullivan gets an especially impassioned round of jeers and cheers as he gets into a car with his atier and entourage and departs.

The people are holding back, though. Waiting for the star of the show.

Isako glances at Thea. The bodyguard’s expression is stony as she studies the feeds. Any of the freels out there could be a potential assassin with a printed pistol and two rounds in the chamber. It’s going to be challenging enough to get her client out of here safely. Keeping “Uchi’s” exit unnoticed so that he can meet with Savannah Minto in secret is going to be even harder.

Kob takes charge as if he never left contract life. “We go with the decoy plan.”

He tosses a duffel bag on the table, unzips it, and starts pulling out clothes. He and Martim start undressing down to their undergarments. Sandbar Uchi and Rain Kob are about the same height and build, although Kob has about twenty kilos on Martim’s synthbody. Close enough. With any luck, and a compression underlayer, the angry mob won’t get near enough to notice.

Martim turns to face the wall as he strips down and gets redressed. It’s amusing that he’s modest about an artificial body that’s not even his own, but young people are self-conscious and old habits die hard. In minutes, Kob is attired in Sandbar Uchi’s outfit—tailored charcoal suit and pinstripe vest, double-breasted true wool overcoat, lableather boots, felted fedora, and the final convincing touch: Uchi’s rare angora scarf. Martim holds on to the expensive accessory for a reluctant moment before handing it over as if he’s handing over his firstborn.

“It’s a Moray Xi 459 series,” he explains, as if that means something. “Only a hundred of them were ever made.”

“I’ll give it back to you later.” Kob wraps the soft fabric around his neck so that it hides his beard and the bottom half of his face.

Martim is now garbed in nondescript trousers, a baggy sweatshirt over a plain button-up, and a black beanie over his silver hair. He zips up a thermal jacket and pulls the hood over his head. From his pinched expression of discomfort, you’d think he was naked. Isako has to admit that the sight of Sandbar Uchi’s distinguished figure in layman’s clothes is pretty damn funny.

“I can’t meet with Director Minto like this,” Martim protests. He plucks at the collar of the shirt as if it itches. “I look like a goddamn detrit. I won’t be able to think straight.”

“It’s just for now,” Thea promises. “There’s a spare suit in the duffel bag. You can change in the car once we get out of here.” She stalks away to the corner of the room, tapping her earpiece and giving rapid instructions to Uchi’s security team. Isako wonders whether the jarbrain bodyguard is having an easier or harder time managing her fake client compared with her real one.

Martim extends his hand to Kob. “Good luck, Strikebreaker. And… thank you.”

Kob clasps the younger atier’s hand. “Keep the luck for yourself, kid.”

Thea pulls a black hooded sweatshirt over her uniform and tucks her short hair under a cap. She finishes speaking to the SoCon GasPro security crew outside. “Move fast, and pull the car right up front. I don’t want anyone getting anywhere close.” She waits for a response from the other end of the line, then speaks to the room. “Okay, they’re ready to go.”

“Kob.” Isako can’t shake the crawling premonition of disaster. “I don’t like this.”

She imagines Marsh Elias waiting patiently outside, settled into a sniper’s vantage place, his eye behind a rifle scope, the elegant executioner in his tailored suit jacket. The Ronin Killer can place a headshot from three hundred meters; that’s what they say. She recalls the synthtech doctor, Moth Lucan—she makes herself think of his name—and the way his head snapped violently to the side when the bullet exited his skull.

Kob pulls down Uchi’s scarf just enough so she can see his entire face. There’s no softness in his expression, only atier focus. “Hang on to this for me.” He hands her his Suzimachi 50 in its triggersheath. She takes it in both hands as if she’s accepting one of his organs for safekeeping.

He drops a hand onto her shoulder. “Fuck Earth, partner, let’s do this.” And then he’s through the doors and out the room. SoCon GasPro security gencons surround him, hurry him down the halls.

Thea shuts the door and bends close to the screen to follow their progress across the rotunda and out the front of the building. Isako watches over the bodyguard’s shoulder. The effect that Sandbar Uchi’s appearance causes is unmistakable. She sees it in the surge and press of bodies on the screen, hears the mingled roar of jubilant and enraged noise that rises from outside and seems to pound against the walls of the Bridge.

She wants to keep watching. She’s desperate to see with her own eyes that Kob makes it into an armored car and safely away from here. But they don’t have time for that. He’s drawing everyone’s attention, so she can get the real imposter Uchi to safety.

Isako grabs the screen and closes it with a snap. Slings Kob’s longknife over her shoulder. Cautiously, she opens the door. The back corridor’s emptied out.

“Time to go, now,” she orders, and shoves the two jarbrains into a run.







FORTY-SEVEN

The traitor knees protest as she sprints through the bowels of the Bridge.

She has to slow down; Martim and Thea lag behind her. Eighth-generation synthtechnology is shockingly lifelike in most normal interactions, but it’s clear where the limits are. The second stagers run slowly and with an odd, overly uniform gait that makes her think of someone jogging to the beat of a metronome while wearing braces on their legs. Although crafted to appear as human as possible, they weren’t designed for robust athletic activity. It’s not like jarbrains need to exercise.

At least they can’t get tired, and their knees don’t fucking hurt.

She knows this building well, has accompanied clients here many times over the decades. She’s mapped out the route in her mind, gone over it again and again in the last few days. Past the administrative wing with its work cubicles and meeting rooms, downstairs to the kitchen, through the staff and service corridors, to the concrete doors by the loading dock where shipments and deliveries are received.

Their strange trio doesn’t encounter anyone. River Thea held two of Uchi’s security guards back and had them clear the way ahead of her client. The pair of SoCon GasPro gencons in uniform are waiting at the exit, having reached it first to make sure it’s open and unobserved. They fall in around Martim as he, Isako, and Thea emerge behind the building.

Isako scans the area; the long driveway is enclosed by desert garden landscaping that surrounds the Bridge with serenely manicured public space. At the edge of the grounds, three hundred meters away on the corner of Pine and London Street, she’s relieved to see the car and driver she asked for.

A group of four wagemen choose that very worst of moments to round the corner of the building. One of them is carrying a sign with an unflattering caricature of Sandbar Uchi’s face. Another has a shock baton somehow liberated from a Cityhab Security officer. They come to a startled halt and stare at Martim in disbelief. “Hey!” one of them exclaims. “That’s him, that’s Uchi! He and his tracs are trying to get through the back door!”

Isako draws as she runs straight at the man. Her ejecting longknife slices through the sleeve and into the flesh of his raised forearm. The shock baton falls to the ground. The man stumbles back, holding his arm and screaming. She snatches up the baton, toggles it on, and jams the business end into his side, dropping him to the ground like a rigid board.

Two of the remaining wagemen rush to attack; the third flees. Isako leaves Uchi’s two gencon guards to deal with them. She grabs Martim’s elbow and points at the car. “Go!”

The three of them cut across the coarse sand, destroying the harmony of the grounds with sloppy, unsightly footprints as they run over clumps of scrubgrass and desert succulents, plantings of yarrow and meditation rocks. When they’re nearly at the car, Isako stops. “Go to SatOps without me.”

Martim turns, alarmed. “You’re not coming? But I need you there.”

“No, you don’t. You can handle this.” The plan was for her to accompany him to the meeting with Savannah Minto. To help broker an agreement that would serve her client’s interests and keep Martim and Thea alive.

But Marsh Elias is here, hunting. Waterboy and his followers have murder on their mind. She won’t be able to forgive herself if either of them succeeds. She shifts Kob’s longknife on her shoulder. She brought him into all this, and she’s not leaving unless it’s together. She doesn’t want to live without him. She doesn’t even want to die without him.

“I’ll meet you there as soon as I can,” she promises.

Martim starts to say something else, then changes his mind and simply nods in understanding. He takes her hand and squeezes, briefly but with feeling. “Thank you, Isa.” Then he follows Thea, and they continue on without her.

Isako turns and starts running again.

She’s halfway back to the building when the tundra motorcycle jumps the curb.

It speeds toward her, electric engine nearly silent, the grinding hiss of its tires against the sand the warning that gives her time to spin back around and shout, “Run, get to the car, now!”

She crouches, slams her triggersheath forward. The longknife flies into her hand and she slashes wildly upward as she dives out of the way of the oncoming motorbike. Gravel sprays her legs; thick tires built for ice and rock fly past a handsbreadth away. A second slower, and she would’ve been crushed beneath them with no more of a bump than an uneven bit of permafrost.

Isako hits the ground. Kob’s triggersheath flies off her shoulder and into nearby shrubbery. She scrambles back to her feet, planting herself as the driver makes a skidding U-turn and comes racing back toward her. He guns the engine and leans forward over the handlebars, tearing toward her like a demon. The only part of his face visible through the motorcycle helmet is his eyes; they bulge with the same terror she saw before he turned and fled through the water recycling plant. But he’s not fleeing now.

What changed your mind, shadowcon? Isako wonders curiously, selfishly.

Has he spent sleepless nights sick with shame, thinking of how he ran away like a little pussy when his comrades did not? How many hours has he stewed in his failure, questioning his choices and searching deep within his soul for answers? When did he find the courage and conviction to finish what he started?

And then: what patience it took, to track her down, to prepare for this moment.

Closer and closer. Isako holds her position. The shadowcon on the motorcycle is death and she is in its path. Every fiber of her being is screaming for her to move, but she wills it not to do so, not until the last moment, when she pivots, fast and precise.

Opening the Path, the evasive Sixth Stance, letting death pass her by as she fills the space she exits with her own blade.

The shadowcon tumbles. The riderless motorcycle goes skidding wildly across the garden. It churns a furrow through the sand, coming to rest meters away in a clump of aloe. The man on the bike hits the ground and is rolled end over end like a tumbling carpet, but somehow he scrambles to his feet and draws his longknife. His left arm is broken, limp against the side of his body, but he’s still not running, not this time.

Thea realizes what’s happening. In defiance of Isako’s orders, she starts running back. “Stop,” she shouts. “The job’s over! I didn’t ask you to keep going. It’s over, motherfucker, stop!”

Her orders go unheeded. Like a bespoke wedding cake, one does not hire shadowcons on a whim and then cancel the order. That’s not how it works.

He attacks. Even with a busted arm, he’s younger, stronger, and faster than she is. Her advantage in the quick draw is gone, and he doesn’t fuck around: killing thrust straight to the chest. She deflects, counters with a crosscut. He knocks it aside as if her longknife is a light training blade.

He’s injured, furious, and ready to die. Isako feels for him. Understands him.

Then his blade clips her across the collarbone and she feels blood seep into her thermals. With her left hand, she’s trying to gesture frantically for Thea to get the fuck out of here. She parries the next two attacks, which are inelegant and hacking, but powerful. She’s forced to give ground.

Shit. She might actually die here in the rock garden behind the Bridge, under the knife of a tardy, second-rate shadowcon. Kob is going to be so pissed with her for that.

She stops retreating and counterattacks, aims for the shadowcon’s weak side, his injured arm, cutting it wide open across the shoulder because he can’t move it well. It doesn’t make much difference to his mobility, but it hurts a lot, will bleed a lot, will slow him down and make him hasty. He grunts with pain and advances, tries to jam up her fighting space with his greater size, force her onto her heels. She has to find a way to end this fast, or he will simply wear her down.

“Take Martim and get out of here!” she bellows over her shoulder.

Thea hesitates, then seems to come to her senses and remember what her priorities are. She turns around and runs in that herky-jerky jarbrain way back toward Martim and the waiting car.

The shadowcon lunges, blade seeking her throat—and stumbles. His leading leg buckles at the precise moment he puts all his body weight on it—too much weight, because even though he’s young and strong, his high-speed fall from the motorcycle did more damage than he accounted for and he tips forward, barely catches his balance, and his kneecap goes sideways.

It’s the knees, always the knees, Isako thinks. Knees are fucking ridiculous.

She drives her longknife into the space between his neck and collarbone, pushes him down with all her trembling body weight. He looks up at her in surprise, all the anger gone, just vague astonishment. Young men always imagine they’re invincible, she thinks sadly. Even at death’s door, they’re convinced that there’s been some mistake, that surely they are not supposed to be here.

The shadowcon falls face-first into the sand. Isako turns, staggers numbly away from the body.

When the gunshot goes off, it’s with a resounding bang.

Much louder than the snap of the two-shot printed pistol.

She looks down at herself. Fuck, she thinks. She braces for the blinding pain. Or maybe things will just go dark and that will be the end.

But she feels nothing. No blood, no blackout, no fatal wound.

A strange sound rises: a high keening whine like the feedback of a busted speaker. It takes Isako a moment to understand what she’s hearing. Synthetic voice boxes can’t replicate the kind of scream raw enough to sear the throat.

The driver of the car is getting out, and people are running and shouting incomprehensibly, but Isako seems trapped in slow motion as she walks as if through a fog to where River Thea sits on the ground thirty meters from the car. Martim’s head is cradled in her lap. They look, for a second, like a pair of lovers reclining in the serenity of the rock garden, an odd sight for the media—the great Sandbar Uchi and his beautiful young wife, in another life, another reality.

The exit wound in Martim’s head is a neat and bloodless flower. Around the deformed alloy metal skull are whitish-pink bits of brain, all the original matter left of the man within. Sandbar Uchi’s sky-gray eyes are open and his face is as still and expressionless as it was when there was no one inside.

The longknife slips from Isako’s fingers and tumbles to the ground.

She turns and raises her eyes to the roof of the Bridge, and sees the figure of the gunman disappear.







FORTY-EIGHT

The Agency receptionist jerks upright in alarm as Isako storms down the arched nave to the visitor window. “Atier Isako, if you wish to request a meeting with the Partners, you will have to—”

Isako reaches into the little cubicle and seizes the woman by her pristine white lapels. The receptionist gives a startled gasp as Isako yanks her forward, nearly dragging her across the counter that separates them. The data monocle slips off and hangs askew from one ear. Her synth arm makes a clicking noise as she flails ineffectually against the stronger atier’s grip.

“Where is he?” Isako demands. “Marsh Elias, that murdering piece of shit—where is he?”

“Put the woman down, Isa. There’s no need to terrorize the staff. It’s unbecoming of you.”

Isako’s back stiffens at the voice behind her. Slowly, she lowers the receptionist back down and releases her. With as much recovered dignity as she can muster, the woman smooths her rumpled suit with trembling hands. Her face is pale, indignant—and scared.

It gives Isako a rush of sadistic satisfaction. She spent decades serving the Agency, living by its maxims, training up its young. Right now, she wants to burn the place to the ground. Watch the stained glass shatter and melt, see the ancient stone walls crumble to dust. Centuries ago, this was a holy place for worshippers, but there’s no god and no mercy to be found here anymore. She stands in a church of lies.

Isako turns around, corrals her rage enough to speak. “Constance.”

The Partner looks past Isako. “I see you brought an old friend.”

Kob stands shadowed against the double doors, still in Sandbar Uchi’s clothes, his face a storm cloud that suggests he’s prepared to charge the glowing trio of scangates that bar his way.

Constance raises her voice to reach him. “I’m afraid freelancers are not permitted in headquarters, Strikebreaker. Unless you’ve finally decided to address your very overdue relicensing notices?”

“Fuck you, Constance,” Kob replies. “You and all the Partners.”

Constance turns away. “Let’s talk, Isa.” She gestures her former apprentice to walk alongside her. When Isako hesitates, Constance calls over her shoulder, “Don’t worry, no one will harm Rain Kob here in the Agency. It would be unspeakably gauche, and we’ve asked enough of Elias today.”

Isako follows as Constance moves toward the doors that lead into the simulation room. She instinctively braces herself when the lights come on, but without the haptic gloves, the visor’s multisensory inputs, and the sim-enhancing drugs, the room is simply a large, empty chamber.

Constance reaches into the oversized pocket of her knee-length fleece cardigan and pulls out a pair of wire-rimmed spectacles that she sets pertly on her nose. She taps and scrolls through an invisible projection in her vision for a moment. The walls begin to glow with summer sunlight. The panorama of a bright green field resolves and stretches out around them. On one side, the grass slopes down to the shore of a lake, as still and reflective as glass, the blue silhouette of the mountains beyond obscured by thick white cloud. On the other side lies a forest, with trees so dense they form a towering wall of green. Black shapes dip and weave in the white sky overhead. Isako puzzles at them for a second before realizing that they’re supposed to be birds, far bigger than any sparrow, and more of them than she’s ever seen.

This is only a moving image, projected on the walls across 360 degrees. It’s not as convincing as the simulations normally held here for black-badge candidates. But the illusion is enchanting. Isako’s been through false death five times in this accursed room. She knows it only as a place of stress and pain. She draws in a breath, imagining the air to be crisp and clean, to smell of earth and water and plants.

“This is how we picture heaven, isn’t it?” Constance lifts her face to the artificial sunlight, yellow and warm. “This room is feared and hated by every contractor who comes through the Agency’s doors, but it’s my favorite place to be. The perk of being a Partner is getting to spend time here by myself.”

“Typical. Only the best get the best.”

Constance turns toward the bitterness in Isako’s voice. Even after decades, being in Constance’s company makes Isako feel young and inexperienced. She may be feeling every bit of her fifty long years, but Constance still looks at her the way she did when Isako was a self-important twenty-two-year-old. The papery skin around the Partner’s shrewd eyes tightens into a nest of disappointed wrinkles. “Not true at all. You are the best, Isa. Only the best get the worst.”

Isako digs into her coat pocket, pulls out the crushed remnants of her badge, and holds it up to her mentor. She can barely speak. “You lied to me. You used me.”

She and Kob tore apart his apartment looking for recording devices. She checked and double-checked all her electronic safeguards and found them intact. She went through her own clothing, even disassembled her triggersheath. Only then did she think to smash her badge with a hammer.

Inside, she discovered the tiny transmitter that had been secretly placed there four weeks ago, on the day she took it off and set it on the metal tray before walking into this very room to earn it back.

All this time, the Agency has been listening.

When she told Director Minto where to send the car for Uchi, the Partners sent the gunman.

“I came here to ask for your help, and you bugged my badge to spy on me. You gave me authority to investigate Martim’s death, but you already knew or suspected the truth, didn’t you?”

Constance sighs regretfully. She takes off her spectacles and stows them back in the pocket of her cardigan. “Sandbar Uchi has always been a challenging client and a controversial public figure. We were already hearing rumors of health issues and erratic behavior prior to his recorporalization. Shortly after Uchi entered second stage, however, Condor Anand came to us with… serious concerns.”

Tide Sullivan’s atier. Sullivan, the director of NorCon GasPro, Uchi’s greatest supporter and ally. With Uchi’s public death, now the remaining undisputed leader of the terraformist movement.

She imagines wrapping her hands around the Puppetmaster’s short, fleshy neck. The day Anand picked her up in his car and told her Martim was dead, he’d already spoken to the Agency.

“We attempted to contact Uchi’s atier but were unable to locate him,” Constance says. “Then you arrived, with a contract from Savannah Minto to carry out an assignment inside SoCon GasPro. You were the best person to credibly investigate the issue without the Agency overshowing its hand.”

“You could’ve told me all this, instead of putting me under surveillance!”

Constance remains unruffled by her fury. “You were under contract. You know full well that the Agency will not supplant or interfere with preexisting client agreements. And the seriousness of the accusation was such that we could not risk it leaking to your client or anyone else.”

Isako’s hands clench and unclench. “Where’s Elias?”

The older woman shoots her a look of impatient scorn. “What do you think you’re going to do if I tell you? Your hatred is misplaced, Isa. Marsh Elias is taking some well-deserved time off. You of all people know how mentally and emotionally taxing DTE work can be. Do you think he wanted his assignment?”

Isako spins away with a choked noise.

Her mentor is right, of course. The Ronin Killer was doing his job, the way she’s always done hers, even when she wished she didn’t have to. But she wants to hate and blame him, the way dismissed wagemen hate and blame her.

Isako falls slowly to her knees in the nonexistent grass.

Constance comes up behind her. When she speaks, it’s almost a whisper, and she sounds every bit as ancient as she is. “We never stop watching and caring about our apprentices, do we, Isa? Even years later. Even after they make choices we can’t save them from. That’s how I feel, certainly.”

“Why did you have to kill him?” She can’t stop hearing the gunshot, seeing the grisly, bloodless head wound, the scattered bits of brain—all that was left of the brilliant young man Dragonfly Martim had been. “Kob and I had a plan. One that would’ve fulfilled my contract and saved Martim’s life.”

“I know.” Constance sounds almost proud. “You and Rain Kob always were a daring and formidable team. I think you two might’ve pulled it off. But you work with short-term objectives in mind. The Agency thinks in decades and centuries. We consider the good of the entire Company.”

Isako turns over her shoulder to glare at her mentor. “The client-contractor relationship is sacrosanct. The Agency doesn’t play favorites with its members or its clients. It doesn’t interfere with the activities of its atiers. It serves the Company by serving its leaders, not by putting its thumb on the scale. The Partners broker services, but they don’t judge or rule.”

The Partner nods as if Isako’s a bright student reciting the correct answer on a test. “The Agency doesn’t take a direct role in Company affairs, that’s true.”

“Except that’s exactly what you did.” Isako’s whisper is harsh. “The amorality of the Code is its morality, and the Code is our compass. We teach that to all new longknivesfolk. I’ve preached it. And you’ve shown it to be a lie.”

“Our neutrality allows us to occasionally nudge events and exert influence as we deem necessary. This is one of the rare instances we had to take action.”

“To murder one of our own?” She pushes to her feet. “Martim didn’t ask to be recorporalized. He was betrayed by his own client and put in an impossible situation, and you betrayed him a second time, in the worst way.”

“He was an elite atier who guided his client’s hand. You do him a disservice to paint him as an innocent victim.” Constance’s voice hardens. “And can you even speak about devotion to the Code anymore, Isa? Have your own actions been without personal bias?”

The knowing look the Partner levels at her former apprentice is a reminder of everything she’s overheard these past weeks.

It hits Isako at that moment, the crushing weight of defeat. Strange, to be heartbroken by a tragedy she had to come to grips with once already.

Martim won’t have a funeral or a nameplace. No coda of his will be published or spoken. His name won’t be memorialized by the Agency. In his last moments of life, he didn’t even get to see the world through his own eyes.

Constance turns in a circle, gesturing around them. “This is a fantasy. The reality of our world has always been harsh. Humankind survives because of safeguards: the airshield, social norms and Company policy, resource rationing, KPIs, the Code of Client Service… and rules around synthtechnology.”

The old Partner’s thin lips press into a grim line. “Sandbar Uchi was desperate and ingenious… and what he did was unconscionable madness. The highest purpose of the contractor is to serve. It’s unnatural to outlive one’s client. Imagine the implications, the horrible precedent, if Martim had been confirmed to the Board of Directors and continued to rule SoCon GasPro as Sandbar Uchi.”

“No one would have to know.”

“Savannah Minto would know. The reunionists behind her would learn the truth. Others, eventually. All it takes are cracks in the foundation to bring down an entire building.”

“Bullshit.” Isako backs away. “You overheard everything he told me about the Board’s secret files. You had him killed because of the upcoming AGM vote. If he allied with the reunionists, the Great Silence would end. If the homeworld is out there and we can communicate with them, then that means there are other livable worlds and other ways of living. It means we might not need the Company at all. We might not need an Executive, or a Board, or directors and synthbodies, and if we don’t need all that, then we certainly don’t need contractors, and that would mean the end of the Agency and your position of power.”

Constance wraps the loose folds of her cardigan close around her thin, aged body. She gazes at her apprentice steadily. “Isa, we’ve known about the signals for two hundred years.”

She stares, uncomprehending. “What do you mean?”

“On the third centennial, the dormant remnants of the Tenacity shipmind unlocked communication protocols and gave them to the Executive at the time.”

Isako shakes her head. “No, that’s impossible. Martim stole the agenda for the most recent Board meeting. The members are scheduled to vote on whether to release the evidence. Sandbar Uchi met with the Executive personally to confirm it.” Her voice rises, insistent. “Uchi was desperate to preserve the Great Silence. That’s why he did such a terrible thing to Martim.”

Constance remains infuriatingly calm. “Yes, the Board is scheduled to vote on the issue this year. They vote on the same question every fifty years. After the initial vote in the year 300, a standing agreement was reached with the Sweetsea, to revisit the decision at regular intervals and ensure ‘the homeworld issue,’ as it was called, was reconsidered in light of new times, and that each generation of the Company’s leaders would make the choice for themselves.”

“That makes absolutely no fucking sense!” Isako blurts. “There are dedicated big-Es on the Board. Savannah Minto’s among them. Reunification with the homeworld is their ultimate goal. They wouldn’t vote against such a crucial issue.”

“Yet they have, four times already.”

Perhaps, she thinks, this is a dream. A nightmare. Another simulation, but this time, some test of her sanity. “You’re telling me,” Isako says, feeling vaguely ill, “that Sandbar Uchi put himself into cryostasis and put his atier’s brain in a jar, all to preserve a secret that’s not even a secret, that’s been known by the Sweetsea and the Board of Directors for two centuries?”

Melancholy makes Constance look even older. “Directors are always feuding, but without fundamental stability, there would be nothing to feud over. In this regard, the Board is united. There are safeguards to ensure its members maintain confidentiality regardless of the outcome of the vote. Synthbodies require Company-approved upgrades and maintenance, after all. Uchi would’ve learned the full truth in time, once he joined their ranks, if only he hadn’t been so paranoid and secretive, and if only his ego hadn’t driven him to act so egregiously.”

“How do you know all this?”

“Because I was the Executive’s atier, fifty years ago, when the last vote took place.” She smiles at her apprentice’s nonplussed expression. “Yes, I really am that old, Isa.”

Isako searches for a reply but comes up empty.

Constance tucks her arthritic hands into her sleeves. “The Aquilo settlement was an experiment, isolated from Earth and its sister colonies to incentivize the development of a resource-constrained but independent outpost of human civilization. Some such experiments would surely fail, but others would rise to their full potential. Driven by necessity, we would develop innovative technologies and progress our civilization faster than we would if we relied on the homeworld. We almost did fail, of course—but we overcame. We stabilized and grew, advancing synthtechnology and terraforming by leaps and bounds.”

“What about the officers who resigned? What about fuck Earth? You’re telling me even the Founders didn’t know?”

“Only the shipmind was fully aware of the mission parameters. As soon as the Great Silence began, it went dormant. When it briefly reactivated, two centuries ago, we learned that the binding agreement between PVK Capital and the subsidiary Starhome Exploration Group stipulates no contact for a minimum of three hundred of Aquilo’s years. Afterward, communication may be reestablished when the colony initiates it using designated codes.”

Isako keeps shaking her head, as if doing so could change what she’s hearing. “Why would our ancestors have ever agreed to something so fucked up?”

“We can only speculate. Perhaps they saw a long, dark period ahead for Earth and hoped to protect us. Perhaps they wanted us to prove ourselves advanced enough to rejoin them among the stars. Or perhaps”—Constance shrugs—“someone in an unmatched position of power simply decided that would be the way it was.”

“Reunionists have been seeking Earth for years. My client made it his life’s mission.” She feels as if she’s choking. “He died never knowing it was within reach.”

Constance gestures remorsefully at the projection surrounding them, the dream of a verdant world. “We all know what heaven looks like. But we disagree bitterly on the way to get there. Sorry to say, Forest Greves would never have been an acceptable candidate to the Board of Directors. His moderate peers in Company leadership wish to see us reach the stars and rejoin the wider human civilization, eventually—but they’re pragmatic. Reestablishing contact with the homeworld too early could be disastrous and lead to our annexation. Reunification is best initiated on our terms from a position of strength.”

“What’s the point?” Isako exclaims. “No matter the terms of the original deal, sooner or later, Earth will come looking to make use of its experiment. The Board and the Agency can’t stop that from happening forever.”

“True, most likely. But for now we have time. And with time comes progress, and power, and thus survival. Just as the airshield keeps the Vastness at bay until we no longer have to fear it.”

Isako says fiercely, “Now that you’ve told me all this, are you going to have me killed, too? Send Marsh Elias to shoot me in the head?”

“You wound me, Isa.”

“I could go to the public. To the Companynet press. I could reveal the truth to United Freelancers.”

“Be serious,” Constance admonishes. “The Companynet is managed by Workforce Relations; the director of that division sits on the Board and already knows everything you could tell him. Rumors of signals from the homeworld have circulated for a long time, but they remain what they are: mere rumors. Fuel for conspiracy peddlers, nothing more.

“As for the terrorists, they’ve been charged with the murder of Director Sandbar Uchi and the manufacture and use of firearms. Just before you arrived, I was on a call with Cityhab Security. They’re asking for us to support them with three thousand additional general contractors—an enormous contract, one of the biggest in recent Agency record.”

Compassion softens Constance’s ancient features. “You’re an exceptional longkniveswoman, Isa, one of the Agency’s best. But you’re not a revolutionary or a whistleblower. You don’t possess the files Martim stole from the Board, or any other form of credible evidence. Your claims would be quashed, and they wouldn’t change anything. There would be nothing in it for you except failure, and haven’t you suffered enough of that?”

The truth cuts like a blade. “I admired you. You brought me into the edge life.”

“Then let me teach you something else. People aren’t meant to see the cracks in the world. They can’t afford to, not when survival depends on believing they’re not there. We contractors thrive on competition and instability—war and expansion, takeovers and mergers—but only so long as the Company itself is never in question.

“I understand why you’re angry,” Constance says, more gently. “Believe me, it pained me to have to take advantage of your last contract. But once you’ve calmed down, you’ll appreciate that everything that was done was necessary.”

Isako closes her hand around her crushed badge. The broken edges bite into her palm. “What happens now?”

Constance raises the pale wisps of her eyebrows. “What always happens. Life goes on. People get up, they go to work, they live their lives. The Company will weather this disruption, as it’s weathered them before.”

“What about River Thea?” Isako says.

“The midtrac who was recorporalized into that socialite’s synthbody?” A twitch of one leathery cheek. “A ronin in the worst way. That strange case is for the courts to decide.”

She can think of nothing more to say. Wordlessly, Isako lets the fragments of her badge fall from her open hand into the illusory grass. They clink and scatter as she turns and walks toward the exit.

“Isa.”

When she pauses and turns over her shoulder, she sees an aching question in her mentor’s aged eyes. “There are only two ways for people like us to be satisfied in the end. We choose death, or we choose power. Now you know where power leads.” Constance reaches out her hands. “This need not be the end of the road for you, Quickblade. Far from it. You’re still young and have much to learn, but what I’ve said before remains true: You could become an excellent Partner.”

Up close, the projection of the idyllic scenery fails; Isako can see the structure of the illusion, the way the beauty is made of so many pixels on large, flat surfaces. This room, where she’s been tested with violence many times, where she’s died every visit yet come back to life over and over again—is offering up one final question.

She liked it better before.

“I can’t stay here with you, Constance. I don’t care for the view.” She goes through the doors without looking back again at her mentor, standing serene and alone in the center of her box of dreams and nightmares.







FORTY-NINE

The director of Satellite Operations is once again seated behind her heirloom wooden desk. Cloud Sherae is standing in her usual spot to the side. There’s no cordial chitchat between the three of them this time. Minto and her atier stare at Isako as if she’s an apparition. She can’t blame them; she came straight from one false paradise to another and looks terrible—bruised and disheveled, sand and gravel in her long hair, blood on her clothes, wounds hastily patched. She recalls how carefully she dressed the first time she was summoned here, how much she looked the part of the veteran atier. That was only a few weeks ago.

The thought almost makes her smile.

Despite Isako’s appearance, Minto stands from her regal desk and comes down nearly to the red line to greet the longkniveswoman like a queen welcoming a returning hero. “I must admit,” she says in her oddly resonant voice, “I truly did believe you were bringing Sandbar Uchi to parley with me.”

Minto chuckles softly, an eerie, inhuman musical tinkling.

Gods of old Earth, that’s still so fucking creepy. Now that Isako’s been around newly recorporalized second stagers and seen what cutting-edge, eighth-generation synthtechnology is capable of, Savannah Minto’s ancient model and the ossified brain within it seem all the more inhuman.

The first time Isako stood in this penthouse garden overlooking the city, she marveled at the profusion of plant life, the warmth of the air, the living birds and fish. The pet cat, for fuck’s sake.

She can’t see the beauty anymore. Only the hypocrisy.

Savannah Minto is a reunionist standing in the way of reunification. She conquered Astrocom and sent another director to his death to prevent his ambitions from shaking the big ship that she and her jarbrain colleagues sail on so smoothly. She’s been on the Board of Directors for decades and conspired with her colleagues to keep their knowledge of Earth secret for generations, hidden from the wagemen who’ll never have synthtech, who will never lounge in private gardens with birds and animals, who will never live to see Aquilo as a green planet.

When you can re-create paradise for yourself, you can afford to wait.

Isako considers raging at her client the way she raged at Constance. Flinging the truth in the jarbrain’s face: This whole time, you were desperate to keep Sandbar Uchi off the Board not because you thought he was a tyrant or a murderer or mentally unfit. Not because he would stand in the way of ending the Great Silence. You wanted him gone because you feared the gasblower divisions’ growing power. You were afraid they would drive Company resources toward priorities that would push your own division to the sidelines right after you emerged victorious from swallowing up Astrocom. Maybe, on top of all that, you were a jealous bitch. Compared against you, Uchi was a young, rising star with decades more to spend in power and a synthbody that makes yours look like a toaster.

In the end, it was all so petty.

Forest Greves saw the truth of the reunionist agenda more clearly than she did all along. For weeks, she’s been resenting him for choosing a final act of grandstanding over a strategic demotion. But perhaps he simply understood there was no place in the Company for him. Working for Savannah Minto would’ve been selling his soul.

Isako thinks of everything Ocean Constance said to her in the Agency. About the secrets that aren’t secrets, about death and power, about the cracks in the world and how life goes on.

She meets Minto’s unblinking eyes and tilts wordlessly into a deferential bow. “I apologize for misleading you, Director, but it was necessary.”

“I’m unaccustomed to your unorthodox methods,” Minto admits. “But now I understand why you had to deceive me, in order to protect my position.”

“Cityhab Security officers have already been here.” Sherae doesn’t come forward from her spot. “They determined you were at the scene of the murder and connected your contract back to SatOps.”

“They asked all sorts of questions,” Minto says, “but recordings of our recent conversations proved that I had no knowledge of the danger Uchi was in and was planning to meet with him in good faith and with a guarantee of safety that very afternoon. Brilliant foresight on your part.”

Isako doesn’t indulge her impulse to break into ironic laughter.

The director’s orange cat comes wandering by, stepping delicately along the garden wall. Minto doesn’t spare it a glance. “Involving United Freelancers in the attack on the Elite Renewal clinic now makes perfect sense as well. You gave them an established motive and a proven recent violent history involving possession and use of firearms. Uchi’s public goading and contempt galvanized them further. All they needed was a little push into action today, didn’t they? The right opportunity and a bit of inside knowledge about when and where Sandbar Uchi would be alone and vulnerable.”

It does sound brilliant. Something a truly cunning atier like the Puppetmaster might come up with.

“I am curious about one thing, however. You were able to lead Uchi away from most of his security detail and out the back door of the building. How did you convince him to go with you?”

She recognizes grief now, as a heaviness that sits in her guts like a sour, undigestible meal. How different it tastes when it’s flavored with remorse. “I promised I could protect him. I suggested you’d be willing to keep damaging information secret if it meant a mutual understanding could be reached about his role on the Board.”

“So he really was hiding something, then.” Minto’s voice ticks up in curiosity.

“Uchi had Gray’s Waste. To hide his illness, he erased and tampered with his medical records. He made the synthtech surgeon at Elite Renewal perform an illegal recorporalization.”

“Remarkable.” Minto’s eyes are fixed and bright. “I was under the impression that the Process could not be performed on a person with a neurodegenerative disease. How did he even survive?”

“Uchi was taking a promising experimental drug that he hoped would be a cure. His atier helped him keep up the lie, including covering for the director’s lapses. He was terminated for his failures.”

And hers. Her client thinks she’s a strategic genius. All she’s been doing is stumbling through the dark. By some sick twist of fate, she accomplished Minto’s objective, yet in the ways that really mattered, she failed.

Savannah Minto stalks away in her marionette gait and returns to her high-backed chair as if retaking a throne. Smug satisfaction emanates from her bloodless smile. “Truly, Uchi was no fit candidate for the Board. The leadership of the Company must be unimpeachably sound of mind and body. It’s a shame, though; he once held such promise. But so much power at a young age is corrupting. I will recommend to the Executive that SoCon GasPro ought to be divided into more appropriately sized divisions.”

How would Savannah Minto and her allies react, Isako wonders, if they knew that for the past eight weeks, the Company titan they’ve been thinking of as a tremendous and threatening adversary was a twenty-nine-year-old contractor, a young man who dared to reach for rarified heights he wasn’t supposed to touch? Would it be, as Constance said, a crack in the foundation of the world?

She’ll never know. Martim died with nothing, but he lived by the Code. Like a true atier, he kept his mouth shut and took the fall. She won’t take that away from him. Let history and the Agency record mark him as a simple footnote in Uchi’s biography rather than a victim and an atrocity.

Let it be over for her, too. “You agree, Director, that I’ve fulfilled the terms of my contract?”

“I must admit, I was quite certain you would fail. Yet you completed your assignment and, in so doing, eliminated a serious threat to the entire Company.” Minto leans back in her chair. “Truly impressive.”

Sherae steps forward. She has the flushed look of chagrin she used to get after failing some difficult training exercise, but she’s older and more poised now, and holding it together admirably with calm, stiff-lipped acceptance. “Director, I’m not at the level of an elite atier like Isthmus Isako. When I asked to bid for my position earlier, I did so out of pride and self-interest, but after seeing her results, I can’t deny that her abilities outstrip mine.”

The younger longkniveswoman winces but goes on determinedly. “As your atier, it’s my duty to give you rational and unbiased counsel. Given that your special dispensation from the Agency will soon expire, I have to advise you to cancel my contract and retain my mentor as your atier. If… if you decide I still have some useful role in SatOps, perhaps I could be subcontracted under her and continue to learn.”

Sherae drops her head, concealing her expression.

Minto turns to Isako with the jerky-headed movement of one of her colorful songbirds, her green eyes glittering. “Well? What do you say, atier? I’m willing to offer you a new Principal contract. A fresh start within my division. After today’s shocking events, there will be chaos and upheaval in the Company. The balance of power will shift on the Board of Directors. I could use an atier of your caliber to aid Satellite Operations in navigating the coming challenges.”

The fact that Minto doesn’t even look at Sherae as she says all this makes Isako want to step across the red line and punch her client in her pixie doll face.

“I told you at the start that I wouldn’t contest your atier for her position. I’m not taking it now, even if she offers it up like a vastblasted idiot. I asked for one thing in exchange for fulfilling your expectations.” She turns to Sherae. “Stand up straight, and have some fucking confidence in yourself. You’re far too young to be talking as if you’re washed up.”

“Isa,” Sherae says quietly, “I…”

Isako cuts her off. “Don’t thank me.”

Director Minto’s lips purse in disappointment, but she moves her hand in front of the false pocket window in her garden’s brick wall. The view of the wildflower-strewn field vanishes and is replaced by that painfully familiar document Isako’s seen and delivered more times than she would like to contemplate.

“Permission to resign with special extended bonuses. You’ve certainly earned it. I wish you’d consider my offer of retention, but I respect and applaud your decision.” With a few taps, Minto affixes her electronic seal to the end of the document and sends notice of such to the Agency.

Isako lets out an extended breath. This is it, then. The exit she’s earned from the edge life.

“Thank you for your bequest,” Sherae whispers.

Isako raises her hand to the biosignature box. Three heartbeats pass before she drops it back down to her side. She needed to know she could do it. “I appreciate the sentiment,” she says, “but I’m not quite ready to take the final walk yet.”

Minto’s unblinking green gaze turns on her in surprise before narrowing in suspicion and insult. “You’re choosing another client over me? Which division? I can match whatever offer you’ve received.”

“This was my last contract,” she says. “I’m not taking another.”

Sherae draws back, aghast. “But… you’ll be a ronin.”

“I suppose I will.”

Ronin. Badgeless. Freelancer. Detrit.

Strange, she doesn’t feel all that different.

“Goodbye, Sherae. And good luck. Think it through before you sign an Exclusive.” She can feel Minto’s and Sherae’s stunned, uncomprehending stares on her back as she turns away from them and walks through the doors of the garden.

Cloud Sherae’s two apprentices watch her get into the elevator. The older one is no longer wearing the triggersheath of a novice. A shiny, silver-rimmed black badge sits around his neck.

“Congratulations on passing the licensing exam,” she says to him.

A flicker of surprised gratitude cracks his careful mask of professionalism. “Thanks. I studied videos of you when I was preparing for the longknife proficiency test. You were a big inspiration.”

“I hear they might phase out that part of the exam and make it optional. Maybe even by the time I take it next year,” the younger trainee postulates hopefully. “Any advice on landing a Principal contract?”

“Choose carefully,” she suggests.

The glass doors shut and the elevator whisks her back down to the first floor. She lifts her gaze to the carved slogan as she passes under the massive black marble archway. All Eyes on the Future.

Maya picks up the call. Her face glows pink and she has a towel wrapped around her hair. She’s just come out of the shower by the looks of it. “Mom! I was wondering if you were going to call soon. I guess you’ve been super busy working for that new client, huh? How’s that going?”

“It’s been busy, but I think the worst part is over.” She blinks. Maya’s face blurs. “I have some things to tell you, though. Are you free for lunch tomorrow? You pick the place this time.”







FIFTY


Accept the outcast life and make it a virtuous one, for the worthy soul does not ask how it will enter heaven.

—common Purgatorist saying



[Not sure how I’m going to finish this part.]

—from the deleted draft coda of Isthmus Isako


Freeday, 13-week, 500 AF

Isako’s exiting a tram stop when she sees the unmistakable mane of copper-red hair coming out of a sleek black combustion vehicle. She starts forward. “Thea?” She calls out the name again.

She’s been trying for weeks to locate her, but River Thea’s ID has gone silent. The Companynet is chock-full of news coverage of the assassination of Sandbar Uchi and its political fallout, but there’s been no mention of the director’s bodyguard. Isako’s usual investigative resources—the Agency and its directory, other atiers, research subcons like Crater—are all closed to her.

The second-stage woman pauses and turns around. Two accompanying bodyguards step forward alongside her. She looks Isako up and down. Her eyes pause on the triggersheath. “Sorry, do I know you?”

That breathy voice—exactly the same, yet somehow different. Haughty and self-possessed, sliding into suspicious disdain as the owner realizes she’s conversing with a ronin. The youthful, curvy synthbody clad in a formfitting woolen emerald-green dress and white summer coat, shapely legs accentuated by knee-high boots with three-inch heels. She tilts a head of long, wavy red hair—not a short bob—and rests a hand on one cocked hip.

“Never mind,” Isako says. “I thought you were someone else.”

“The contractor that my asshole ex-husband put into my body, perhaps? Were the two of you friends?” Fern Madison smiles, enjoying the stranger’s discomfort.

“No.” Quietly, she amends, “But we did try to kill each other.”

Uchi’s former wife raises an eyebrow. “It’s a shame you didn’t succeed earlier, then, because it would’ve saved me a small fortune in legal fees. I still can’t believe it took a lawsuit to determine that a synthbody always belongs to the person it’s designed for. My ex had a weak legal case from the start, but he still recorporalized that woman as a vindictive joke at my expense. I’m not one to speak ill of the dead, but he always did think he could get away with anything.” She smirks prettily. “Well, karma is a righteous bitch.”

Yes, Isako thinks, looking at Fern Madison steadily. That she is.

“The trac tried to run, you know. Took nearly two weeks for me to get my property back. She made it all the way to Mount Hanji before surrendering, if you can believe that.”

Isako believes it. She backs away. “Sorry to have bothered you, ma’am.”

When she’s gone half a block, she glances over her shoulder. Uchi’s ex-wife is vanishing into a clothing boutique. Madison’s right; she didn’t really know Martim’s protector and one remaining friend. Still, there’s an emptiness that arrives after finally getting an answer to a question you didn’t want to ask. She knew better than to expect to find River Thea alive and well, but for half a second, as a beautiful woman stepped out of her car, it seemed possible.

When Isako reaches the circular park in front of the wide stone boulevard of Easthatch, she sits down on a bench, zanshin, and looks down the path toward the airshield gates. The rows of silver birch trees are bursting with green. People are out in lightweight clothes, enjoying every bit of the ten short weeks of summer. Two Sefan pilgrims are quietly sweeping the pavers around the statue of the Mother in Chains.

There are no resignations happening here today.

After the weeks of shock and political upheaval following Uchi’s assassination, the city of Tenacity has fallen into a strange lull. It’s as if the entire Company is holding its breath, waiting to see what’ll happen next.

From the outpouring of grief and laudatory tributes at Uchi’s funeral, one would think the man was a beloved, pioneering hero, a martyr of the terraforming movement, instead of one of the most controversial figures in the past fifty years. Those who are celebrating Uchi’s death are doing so quietly and privately, for fear of being labeled terrorist sympathizers. The fatal shooting of a Board nominee only months into his second stage has the entire gold-badge level of the Company outraged and horrified. From the Sweetsea, the Executive has issued broad approval to the Board of Directors and all divisional leaders to take immediate sweeping action to combat violent extremism and crack down on the badgeless population.

The Old Warehouse is gone. Razed to the ground, as it was scheduled to be years ago. Some of the people living inside were relocated by charitable groups and individuals. Others, no doubt, were not so lucky.

Only in conversations on the offnet is anyone pointing out that the printed firearms confiscated from United Freelancers are incapable of putting a neat hole into a synthetic skull at a distance of two hundred meters, and that only a skilled marksman with a rifle and a vantage point could’ve accomplished that.

Ambient oxygen: 12.613% +0.33… Global average surface temperature: -37.6°C +0.24… New leads in the hunt for United Freelancers leader “Waterboy”… SatOps Sentinels advance to divisional playoffs for the first time in 20 years… BREAKING NEWS: Tide Sullivan to assume control of Global Gas Production, vows renewed commitment to terraforming goals amid speculation of Sweetsea succession…

With his death, Martim accomplished his client’s final objective. The merger of NorCon and SoCon, Tide Sullivan’s consolidation of power, and the increasing likelihood that he’ll be the next Executive means the Great Silence will continue uninterrupted, and the relentless pursuit of the Founders’ Vision will remain alive and well. Condor Anand, who’s never drawn a longknife in service, will soon be the most influential atier in the Company. One day, long after Isako is gone, he’ll be a Partner of the Agency.

Isako closes her eyes for a minute and enjoys the sunlight on her face.

She opens them again when she feels Kob’s shadow fall across her. “Look what I have,” he says, sounding pleased with himself as he sits down beside her and hands her a cloth-wrapped package. When she takes it from him and unwraps it, the smell and steam of fresh cinnamon bread rises into the air.

Isako tears off a generous piece and hands it to Kob before taking one for herself. She groans with pleasure at the first soft, sugary bite. “Leon sure knows what my favorites are,” she says, mouth full.

Crab Leon is a baker who gives Kob whatever he wants twice a week, in exchange for help with bookkeeping. Kob used to be able to take care of Leon’s accounting needs by himself in thirty minutes every second Freeday, but lately he’s noticed that he’s slower, not able to do calculations in his head anymore. So he’s introduced Leon and Isako to each other, and soon, Isako expects she’ll be the one going to the bakery to do Leon’s books and picking up bread for the both of them. She tries not to think that far ahead.

She doesn’t yet know how to live like a ronin the way Kob does. How to get by on offscrip and odd jobs, how to navigate the world of the dispossessed, how to get cinnamon bread and fresh eggs.

But she is not too old to learn.

Kob uncaps a thermos of warm oat milk coffa. “How’s Maya doing?”

“She’s enjoying the new job. Her boyfriend got accepted into the A&M Guild, so that’s good news. The two of them are getting pretty serious. I think they’re still too young to be making such a major commitment, but she says they don’t want to waste time.” She takes the thermos Kob offers to her and blows before sipping. “I guess I can understand that.”

She tries to see her daughter once a week now, but that depends on Maya’s work schedule. After all these years of being the unavailable one in the relationship, their positions are now reversed. Isako knows she comes after Silas, after Sondra and Amie, somewhere down the priority list where she belongs. When they do spend time together, a new and different tension has replaced the distance once created by her profession. Maya knows her mother is a ronin with a two-year grace period that’s ticking down by the day. She knows, but knowing and accepting are different things. Isako thought the hardest part would be sharing the news, but she was wrong. The hardest part is seeing it affect someone she loves.

When Isako finishes the last bit of cinnamon bread, Kob caps the thermos, wipes his beard, and stands. Together, they walk down the wide boulevard toward the gate, following the path that thousands have taken before them. Isako raises her head to look up at the watchtower, many stories tall. She can’t see the very top, where she stood months ago and witnessed the procession of her colleagues.

From up there, it was a solemn, poignant sight, but remote. Here at ground level, it’s close.

As they near the airshield posts, the hum of the field generators grows, an unsettling vibration that she feels in the roots of her molars. The visual distortion makes the sprawl of the Vastness outside seem like a holographic projection in a slightly glitchy sim. Isako stops at the feet of the Mother in Chains.

Kob touches the foot of the statue and makes the blessing sign.

She clears her throat before speaking. “Hey, Loren, wherever you are, I hope you’re at peace. I wanted to tell you that Tessa had her baby. A healthy boy, seven pounds and five ounces. They named him after you. I saw the announcement and the photos they posted and I thought you’d want to know.” She gazes out in the direction where she knows his bones rest on the tundra, then looks over at Kob. “I don’t know what else to say. How do you talk to so many of them? Does it get any easier?”

“It does, actually,” Kob says, adjusting his sunglasses. “Say whatever you want, or nothing. The way I figure it, it’s not the words that matter. It’s the fact that you made the effort.”

He unwinds the angora wool scarf that’s made its way from the neck of a powerful director, to a young atier, and finally to a dying ronin. Fingering the delicate signature embroidery, he raises his shielded eyes past the benevolent face of the Mother to the wide summer sky. “I know you believed in a different god, Martim, but maybe you can still hear me. I wish we could’ve done more for you, kid.”

The super-rare Moray Xi 459 is worth a small fortune. More than a standard resignation bonus, more than enough for two people to get by for a few years and then some.

On the other side of the boulevard, under the shade of a silver birch, is a dark, slender man wearing black gloves and a long coat. Isako glances in his direction but doesn’t give him the satisfaction of eye contact. “He’s back,” she says to Kob. “Standing over there under the trees, watching us.”

“Let him watch,” Kob says. “If he doesn’t have anything better to do than keep tabs on a couple of old ronin enjoying fresh bread and a sunny afternoon, then maybe things aren’t so bad under the airshield.”

Kob grins blithely at her. A day may come, too soon, when he welcomes a meeting with Marsh Elias. Until then, if the Ronin Killer comes for either of them, he will have to come for them both.

No one has beaten Quickblade and Strikebreaker together. Not yet.

“Since we’ve got the rest of the day,” Kob says, “I know a place to get hothouse coffee and fried eggs.”

“Fuck Earth, what’re we waiting for?”

He offers his arm to her, and they walk back into Tenacity.
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