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    Sweeping S’Ride 
 
    One 
 
    The windows on Station Crippen Hauck open. Maybe that doesn’t sound like a big deal, but it freaks me out. I’ve lived most of my life in a space station, and I expect the windows to be sealed tight against the vacuum of space.  
 
    But the window in my suite at the top of the residential stack on “Crip” is open to the outside air, and I can hear birds chirping. It’s almost like being dirtside, except if you look up right now, when the light is fading into night, you can see the chevron mirrors that reflect sunlight into the station. It’s kind of unnerving for a station maintenance tech like me. For one thing, the thought of retrieving a malfunctioning bot from one of those mirrors makes me cringe.  
 
    The open window does allow the scent of newly cut grass and evening barbecuing to waft into my room. Although I prefer the lemon freshness of carefully sanitized station air, something deep in my soul responds to the smells of summer. It brings back memories of visits to the estate on Kaku and goofing off with my old friend Jared. 
 
    When the door chimes, I wave it open and jump up from my seat by the window without checking to see who is there. “It’s about time you got here!” 
 
    “I didn’t realize I was keeping you waiting, Triana,” says an unexpected voice. R’ger Chaturvedi steps into the room and bows to me.  
 
    I haven’t seen R’ger since we rescued him from terrorists down on Kaku. That was the night my mother told me R’ger was my father. I’m not sure he knows yet—we’ve never discussed it. And I’m not ready to start now. I’m just going to pretend I know nothing. 
 
    “R’ger, what are you doing here?” I hurry across the room to give him a hug. “I thought you were on SK2 with Mother.” 
 
    He gives me a squeeze and a kiss on the cheek. “No, I’ve been here a week or so. I came for the Families Meeting. When I heard you were on your way, I decided to spend a few extra days exploring the station so we could drop dirtside together. I hate dropping alone. Plus, my nephew is out on a cruise, so I don’t have anyone waiting anxiously for my arrival.” 
 
    Offering R’ger a seat, I flick my holo-ring and order his favorite beverage. “I didn’t know you were involved in the Families Meeting.” 
 
    “We tend to keep a low profile,” he says. “I’m actually a Kinduja, but I don’t use that name publicly. Too many expectations.” 
 
    My eyes widen. “You have an alias, too? Wow. Does Mother know?” 
 
    He shrugs. “She does now. She didn’t until last week, when I told her I needed to come to the meeting.”  
 
    My lips twitch, and I can’t decide if I’m angry or delighted. Or resigned. “Are you sure she didn’t know? I never managed to keep anything from her.” 
 
    “If she knew, she’s a consummate actress.” 
 
    “She is,” I reply. “We’ll probably never know for sure. She likes to let people keep their illusions.” So she can use it against them later, but I don’t say that to R’ger. The AutoKich’n pings, and I get up to retrieve his drink, and an iced tea for myself. 
 
    Nodding thanks, R’ger raises the glass in salute. “To blissful ignorance,” he says. 
 
    I roll my eyes. “I wish.” I glance at the window again. “When are you dropping dirtside? I don’t like this place.”  
 
    “Really?” R’ger asks in surprise. “I love it. It reminds me of Station Aldrin, back home. Of course, Aldrin is still the original station, so it’s not nearly as glitzy as Crip. Or as huge. I’ve spent the last few days exploring. I’ll give you a tour, if you like. I owe you one. But it will have to wait until the return trip. I’m scheduled to drop in the morning. I think you’re on the same shuttle.” 
 
    I check my flight schedule. “Departs at eight tomorrow?” 
 
    He nods. “What are you doing tonight? It sounded like you were expecting someone.” 
 
    “Yeah, Ty—Agent O’Neill—was supposed to be here a half hour ago. We’re meeting our friend Joan from the cruise ship for a last night out before we all scatter. She’s shipping out on the CSS Caledonia. She’s a dance instructor.” 
 
    “You’re having dinner with my old friend ‘No Bones’ Joan Lesley?” R’ger asks with delight. 
 
    I blink. “It really is a small galaxy. She coached Ty in the crew-passenger dance comp.” 
 
    He nods, the twinkle in his eyes countering his bland expression. “Dancing in the Stars is big here on Crip. I caught the special episode with your slavery ring bust.” 
 
    “They were supposed to pixelate my face,” I cry. “Was I recognizable?” 
 
    He shakes his head. “No, but they didn’t modify your voice. And I knew you were on that ship. Besides, if anyone is going to take down a ring of slavers on a cruise ship, it’s Triana Moore.” 
 
    “I had lots of help,” I say modestly. “How do you know Joan?” 
 
    “Oh, we were in the Corps together.” R’ger finishes his drink and stands. “Thanks for the drink, but I don’t want to interrupt your date.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” I leap up and grab his arm. “You can’t just announce that you were a Marine, and walk away. I want details! How does a top lev become a Marine?” 
 
    He smiles. “Same way you became a space janitor.” 
 
      
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Two 
 
    I stare at R’ger. “You ran away? Changed your name and joined the Marines?” 
 
    When I was eighteen, I changed my name and paid the Poelish Mafia to help me run away from home. I am the daughter of the chair of the SK’Corp board of directors, Imogen Morgan. She is unimaginably wealthy and even more powerful. I was sick of the constant drive to not just compete and win, but to crush the opposition. So I became Triana Moore, and went to the TechnoInst down on Kaku to learn communications technology. That gave me the education I needed to go anywhere—every company in the galaxy needs someone who understands computer systems. Instead, I chose to go home to Station Kelly-Kornienko and live under the radar on the same station with my Mother. Obviously, there is something wrong with me.  
 
    The crafty old guy just grins. “Maybe someday I’ll tell you.” 
 
    I narrow my eyes at him. I open my mouth, but the door chime interrupts me. I wave it open without breaking eye contact with R’ger. 
 
    Ty O’Neill, shiniest security agent in the galaxy, strides in, but I remain focused on R’ger. 
 
    “Am I interrupting something?” He looks from me to R’ger and back. 
 
    “Not at all,” R’ger replies genially, holding out a fist. “I was about to leave.” 
 
    O’Neill bumps fists with him. “Nice to see you, Don R’ger.” 
 
    “Ooh, I’m a ‘Don’ now, am I?” R’ger grins. “You must have gotten a report from back home.” 
 
    O’Neill shakes his head. “I conferred with the head of the Families Meeting security today, and he informed me Don R’ger Kinduja would be in attendance. Obviously, since the Kindujas haven’t attended in years, I had to do some research, and it led to you.” 
 
    “Did you know R’ger was a Marine? And he knows Joan?” I rush to get in before R’ger can respond. “I think he should join us for dinner.” 
 
    “You might want to check with Joan before you offer that invitation,” R’ger says. 
 
    I turn to stare at him. “Why? Is there some reason she wouldn’t want to see you?” I widen my eyes at him. “The plot thickens.” 
 
    “No plot,” R’ger shakes his head. “That was a long time ago. I’m sure she’ll have forgotten.” 
 
    “You think she’ll have forgotten? Are you sure you know our Joan?” O’Neill asks.  
 
    I laugh and wave a hand. “Come anyway. You’re charming enough to change her mind.” 
 
    We take the float tube to the ground floor, labeled ‘Ring Level’, and exit through the hotel lobby. It looks like every fancy hotel on every planet and station everywhere in the galaxy. Plush seating grouped around thick carpets and huge potted plants. Hushed conversations between guests. Discreet and pleasant staff behind tall, attractive counters, checking in high rollers. 
 
    Outside the hotel, a swath of thick green grass extends to the right and the left, curving upward into the distance. Station Crippen Hauck, casually referred to as “Crip”, was built in a retro style called a “Stanford Braun Ring”. I’m not sure who Stanford Braun was, but his design is pretty amazing. It’s a donut shape that spins, creating artificial gravity inside the donut. The donut is huge—almost two kilometers in diameter, and big enough to house twelve thousand people and all the attendant agriculture and industry to support them.  
 
    Now, science has made a lot of advances since the Earth Exodus, and current technology provides artificial gravity in a much more cost efficient manner that allows us to build more compact stations. But Sally Ride was one of the first five planets settled in the Exodus, and their original station was built on the bones of the ship the colonists used to get here. The Magellan included a huge, ring-shaped section to provide partial-earth gravity to the crew who stayed awake during the decades-long journey, and that ring became the basis of the original Station Crippen Hauck. When it was upgraded forty or so years ago, the big-monied historical society families insisted the replacement be built in the Stanford Braun style.  
 
    The new Crip is much more technologically advanced, but the donut shape remains. I have to admit it is a beautiful and impressive station. Across the expanse of grass, another terraced residential stack climbs the far wall of the donut. Zip baskets whisk passengers from one stack to another via guide wires above the central open space. Part way up the curve to the right, I can just make out the regular patchwork of agricultural fields. To the left, beyond the high priced shopping district, the industrial section curves up and out of sight. Stars are visible through the spaces between the chevron mirrors. Another deep breath brings in the scent of flowers, grilled meat, and something fried.  
 
    We walk a few hundred meters to the restaurant Joan suggested for our farewell dinner. I’m sure she picked it with the dance floor in mind, since that’s always her top priority. But the address she texted to us is a tiny bistro tucked into a corner behind a glitzy jewelry store, without a dancer in sight. 
 
    O’Neill opens the door and we step into a dimly lit dining room. The host hurries up and greets R’ger as an old and valued customer. O’Neill and I exchange a puzzled glance. 
 
    “I’ve eaten here twice this trip,” R’ger explains. He grins at the host. “I guess I tip too well, eh, Arturo?”  
 
    Arturo grins back. “There’s no such thing as tipping too well, Ser R’ger.” 
 
    “We’re meeting a group tonight,” R’ger says. “Joan Lesley?” 
 
    Arturo bows. “Sera Lesley is waiting for you in the back.” 
 
    As we follow Arturo between the tiny tables, our noses are enticed by the mouth-watering aromas of the other diners’ meals. If the food tastes even half as good as it smells, I’m surprised R’ger has only eaten here twice. 
 
    Halfway through the room, I stop dead, my heart suddenly pounding. I grab O’Neill’s arm. “Ty, look over there!” I whisper. 
 
    O’Neill looks down at me, then following my head-jerk, across the room. 
 
    “That can’t be—is that Bobby?” I almost can’t get the words through my closing throat. 
 
    Bobby Putin and I grew up together. We were never close—even as kids there was something about him. He was one of the cool kids among the board members’ children, while I was the nerdy one. He’s super-attractive, in that way only top-levs can afford, amazingly athletic, and he was always on the wild side. 
 
    Then, last year, he started killing people.  
 
    In a way, I guess I should be grateful to him—without his murderous spree, O’Neill and I might never have met. But who wants to be grateful to a serial killer? Plus, when he kidnapped and tried to kill both of us, that kind of cancelled any debts of gratitude right there. We caught him, eventually, but he escaped and has been at large for months. I knew his family had extensive holdings on Sally Ride, but it never occurred to me I might run into him again. He should be in hiding, not hanging out in a nearby space station! 
 
    O’Neill takes another look. “Stay here.” 
 
    He walks casually through the tables, as I stand alone in the middle of the room—a human traffic jam. Arturo and R’ger pause by the door at the far side of the room, looking back. When R’ger starts to come my way, I wave him off. He stops. 
 
    O’Neill approaches the table and says something. The man turns to answer. 
 
    Relief pours over me like a bucket of cold water. Not Bobby Putin. My imagination must be working overtime.  
 
    O’Neill makes a couple more comments and hurries back to me. “False alarm.” He takes my shaking arm and steers me toward R’ger. “Are you OK? That guy did look a lot like Bobby.” 
 
    I take a deep breath. “I’ll be OK in a minute. And, really, Bobby probably doesn't look anything like that anymore.” 
 
    O’Neill wrinkles his nose. “Good point. With all the resources available to the Putin family, I’m sure he’s had plenty of esthetic mods done. He probably looks like that.” As we reach the door, O’Neill nods at an elderly woman with thin grey hair wearing a loud purple dress. 
 
    I snicker and feel better. That would be a fitting punishment for a vain, arrogant jerk like Bobby. That and life in a penal colony. 
 
    We step through the door at the back of the room and into a garden. Strings of lights loop through small trees, lighting several tables and a small dance floor. “I knew it had to be here somewhere,” I whisper to O’Neill. Hanging vines bearing beautiful flowers hide the walls of the surrounding buildings. The blossoms give off a light citrus fragrance, enhancing the scents of the food. Above us, the space is open to the sky—or at least it’s open to the chevron mirrors, tilted to reflect the sun away from us now for “night”—and a view of the starlit void.  
 
    Joan waves from a table full of dance instructors and performers from the CSS Morningstar. Two empty seats across from each other wait for O’Neill and I. Joan stands up then freezes when her eyes fall on R’ger. An emotion passes over her face, but it’s so quick, I can’t pin it down. Definitely not in the ‘happy to see him’ realm. Then she smiles her brilliant performance smile and turns to the man across the table. “Move down, you lot. Triana brought an old friend with her.” 
 
    Amid good natured grumbling, the crowd shifts, clattering drinks and tableware. Arturo brings a clean place setting and a free chair. O’Neill sits next to Joan, and I take the place across from him, leaving the seat across from Joan open for R’ger.  
 
    “Sera Lesley,” R’ger says with a small bow. “So nice to see you again.” 
 
    Joan gives a regal nod. “Ser R’ger. A pleasure.” 
 
    O’Neill and I exchange a glance across the table. “Sorry I didn’t give you a heads up,” I tell Joan. “R’ger surprised me this afternoon, and when I found out he knew you, I invited him to join us.” 
 
    “Fabulous,” Joan says with another stage smile. “It’s always wonderful to see an old friend.” She turns to O’Neill. “I’m sure you’ve heard we’re being transferred to the CSS Caledonia. Your friends in station security want to go through the Morningstar with a fine-toothed comb. And magnets. Possibly trained drug-sniffing monkeys.” 
 
    O’Neill shrugs. “Standard procedure. Stations usually quarantine any vessel involved in illegal activity until it can be thoroughly swept for evidence. It only takes a few days, but the Pleiades line has a schedule to keep. I guess it was faster to bring on the Caledonia than to wait for the Morningstar.” 
 
    The man to my left laughs. “Cheaper, you mean. This way, they can just move the passengers directly to the new ship without having to put them up on station.” He reaches out a fist. “I don’t think we’ve met. I’m Cal Tiergarten. Stage manager.” He bumps fists with all of us as we introduce ourselves. 
 
    “Is everyone going to the Caledonia?” I ask. “Even the interns?” 
 
    Joan nods. “Yeah, TC, Steve, Ambar, the whole litter. They’re down there.” She nods toward the other end of the table.  
 
    I grin. “Who’s volunteering for the dance comp this leg? Steve?” Poor Steve is the figurative runt of the intern litter. Always trying a little too hard to impress everyone else. 
 
    “Actually, I think I talked TC into a turn,” Joan says with a grin. “What can I say, I’m a glutton for punishment.” 
 
    The evening passes in a pleasant whirl of excellent food, fabulous wine and entertaining stories. Everyone seems to have a crazy adventure to share, so I sit back and absorb it all. I chat with TC for a while, wave at Steve and Sandrine and say hello to Ambar. After the meal, a small dance band starts playing and the table empties as the dance professionals take to the floor. They try to outdo each other with impromptu competitions, spinning, jumping, throwing and flinging each other around the floor. I stay in my seat, well out of range, until O’Neill asks me to dance. 
 
    We swing out onto the edge of the floor, staying clear of the acrobatics of the others. He pulls me in close, and I relax into his arms. “This is nice,” I say. “We should do this more.” 
 
    He pulls back a little to look down at me. “Really? I thought you didn’t like to dance.”  
 
    “Not like that,” I say, jerking my chin at Joan and Cal. For a large man, Cal is surprisingly light on his feet. He has either learned a lot by watching dancers, or started out as one himself. He flips Joan up into the air, spinning her horizontally. She lands in his arms and springs away into a flurry of quick steps. “This is nice, though.” I snuggle closer into his arms.  
 
    O’Neill grins and spins me rapidly around the dance floor. “That’s fun, too.” 
 
    I laugh. “Yeah, that’s fun too. But I prefer to keep my feet on the ground.” 
 
    “Odd thing for a space station employee to say,” he jokes. 
 
    We dance quietly for a few minutes. Then he says, “I’m glad R’ger is here.” 
 
    “I was surprised to see him,” I say. “But he’s always fun.” 
 
    “No, I mean I’m glad the two of you will have time to talk.” 
 
    I lean back and narrow my eyes at him. “Talk about what?”  
 
    He wrinkles his nose. “Your relationship.” 
 
    I stop dead still in the middle of the dance floor. “What relationship?” 
 
    O’Neill steers me off the floor as dancers swirl around us. “You can’t just stop in the middle of the dance.” He laughs, but it sounds uncertain. 
 
    I break away from his hold and step back. “What about our relationship?” I ask again. 
 
    O’Neill looks around, then nudges me toward a dark corner of the garden. Hanging vines create a little alcove against the back wall. He squirms and takes a deep breath. Finally letting it out, he says, “Dad. Daughter. Relationship. Vanti told me.” 
 
    “Vanti told you what? That she thinks R’ger is my father?” My pulse pounds and cold anger pours over me. “People have been speculating about my parentage for my entire life. There’s a whole series of chat rooms and net pages dedicated to top-levs’ lives. I have my own e-zine. What makes her think she knows any better than those trolls? And why is her crazy speculation any concern to me?” 
 
    O’Neill holds up his hands. “I’m sorry. I’ve obviously hit a nerve. But if R’ger really is your father, he deserves to know.” 
 
    I raise my chin. “If he deserves to know, he should ask my mother. She’s the only one who knows the truth. It has nothing to do with me.” 
 
    O’Neill stares at me. “It has everything to do with you! Don’t you want to develop a relationship with him?” 
 
    “I have a perfectly good relationship with R’ger. We’re friends. My DNA and what did or didn’t happen twenty-five years ago has no bearing on that. And why do you care about it, anyway?” I stand, hands on hips, shaking with anger. 
 
    He gives me a confused look. “Because I care about you! I want you to have a normal, loving relationship with your father. I don’t have any sinister, ulterior motives. I just want you to be happy.” His voice drops. “I think I’m falling in love you.” 
 
    My throat tightens, and a heavy weight lands on my chest. I gulp in air, but I can’t get enough. I hold up both my hands, pushing him away. “I—” I gasp. “Can’t—gotta go.” Shoving past him, I race through the packed bistro and lose myself in the crowds of the Ring. 
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    Three 
 
    After a sleepless night spent wandering the five-and-a-half kilometers of the ring, I return to my suite to take a quick shower and get dressed. I shove all the emotional turmoil—what the zark does he think he’s doing, throwing the L word around—deep into the bottom of my soul and lock the door on it. I have a job to do here—a boring job I swore I’d never take on, but a job nonetheless. Dealing with emotions will have to wait. 
 
    Shoving my dirty clothes and toiletries into my small bag, I take a quick look around the room and use my holo-ring to check out. I ignore the dozen missed-call messages. O’Neill has been trying to contact me all night, but I just can’t talk to him right now. 
 
    I take the float tube up, and find R’ger waiting for me in the rooftop lobby. “Ready for adventure?” he asks. 
 
    “I wouldn’t call the Families Meeting adventure,” I grumble. “More like torture.” 
 
    “Have you ever been to one?” R’ger swings his bag up onto his shoulder and waves off a baggage bot.  
 
    “No.” I stomp toward the door. “Have you?” 
 
    R’ger shakes his head with a sunny smile. “Nope. I’m looking forward to making it as adventurous as possible.” 
 
    That surprises a laugh out of me. “I just bet you will. Those stuffy family reps won’t know what hit them.” 
 
    We step out onto the building’s roof, where we’re greeted by a hotel employee. “The zip basket to the shuttle port is this way,” she says, gesturing toward the edge. As we cross the immaculate stretch of plascrete, a filigree basket hanging from a high tension wire slides to a halt by a locked gate. The woman unlocks the gate with her holo-ring, and opens the basket. We settle into the four-person carrier, sitting opposite each other. With a flick of her hand, the basket locks and slides away from the building. “Safe travels,” she calls after us. 
 
    The basket glides away from the hotel roof and angles across the open space of the ring. From up here we can see the three-meter-wide track that hangs off the side of the torus. Station personnel use it to run, walk or bike the circumference of the station. It’s less picturesque than the meandering trail below, but more efficient if your goal is exercise.  
 
    “You look like you didn’t sleep well,” R’ger comments. “Too much Jager Hula?” 
 
    I give R’ger the stink eye. “It’s not like you to comment negatively on my appearance,” I mutter. 
 
    “You’re right. Sorry.” He tries again. “You just don’t appear to be your usual self, and I thought you might like to talk about it.” 
 
    “Nope.” I look down at the shopping district below us to avoid meeting his eyes. “I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    “Ty seemed pretty upset after you left dinner last night,” R’ger comments. 
 
    I glare at him. “I don’t want to talk about it. I just want to get off this donut, get this meeting over with and go home.” 
 
    “You really should take some time to see Sally Ride while you’re here,” R’ger says, ignoring my foul mood. “It’s a beautiful planet with a lot of historically significant buildings. It was one of the first five planets settled after humans left ancient Earth.” 
 
    I smile, grimly. “I’ve seen the vids. Look, I’m not in the mood to chat right now, OK?” 
 
    R’ger looks at me gravely for a moment, then nods. “Let’s just enjoy the ride, shall we?” 
 
    We sweep over the tops of apartment buildings and recreational areas including a full-sized baseball field and a track. A little further on, children play outside what must be a school. I lean over the side of the basket as glide on. My home station, SK2, has very few children. Only the top-levs can really afford to raise kids there. Most station employees opt for a dirt-side assignment when they’re ready to start a family.  
 
    That doesn’t seem to be the case here. There must be over a hundred little rug rats running around down there. I glance at R’ger who is also watching the kids. 
 
    “Are there children on Aldrin?” I ask him. “I mean kids who aren’t top-levs.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he says in surprise. “Of course.” 
 
    “There’s no of course about it,” I reply, kind of snippily. “Sorry. It’s just that on SK2, everyone leaves when they want to have kids. Or when their kids are old enough to go to school. Actually, I have no idea. I just know you sometimes see babies, but never kids old enough to really talk to. Unless you’re up on 83.” Level 83, at the “top” of the station, is where the twelve board members live with their families. 
 
    “Were you lonely as a kid?” R’ger asks.  
 
    “Not really.” I watch as the school slides away below us, and out of sight around the curve of the station. “All the board members’ kids were about the same age, so we had each other. Gloria, Nikolai, the Zuckerberg twins, and of course, Bobby.” I shudder a bit when I remember Bobby Putin. He tried to kill me. Then I pushed him out an airlock. More or less—but that story will have to wait for another time. 
 
    “Doesn’t it seem odd that all of you would be the same age?” R’ger asks. “I mean, the board members are all over the place, age-wise. Look at Huatang. He’s ancient!” 
 
    I nod. “Yeah, but Gloria is his granddaughter. There’s another generation in there.” I shake my head. “I think they take a vote, and they all have kids at once. It doesn’t matter. I was just wondering what it would have been like to grow up with a whole school full of friends.” 
 
    R’ger grins. “It has pros and cons, like any situation.” 
 
    The basket glides to the top of another building, stopping by a gate identical to the one on top our hotel. An attendant steps forward and unlocks it, holding it open as we climb out of the basket. “The shuttle port is through that door,” he says, pointing toward the station wall. 
 
    R’ger and I ignore the offer of help with our luggage, shoulder our bags, and tromp across the roof. A door slides open as we approach, and we step into a lobby with several automated check in stations. I wave my ring at one, and since I have no luggage to check, my holo-ring immediately begins tugging me gently forward. I step away from the check in station and turn to wait for R’ger. 
 
    Except R’ger is not there. Instead, Ty O’Neill stands by the bridge to the departure gates, clearly waiting for me. I look around, and see R’ger disappear into the restroom. Coward. Or maybe he’s just trying to give us some privacy. Either way, I wish he hadn’t. 
 
    Ty looks at me, no expression on his face. “Sera Morgan,” he says. 
 
    I close my eyes. He only calls me that when he’s angry with me.  
 
    Opening my eyes, I try a small smile. “Sorry about last night.” 
 
    He glances away, then back to me. “Don’t worry about it. The shuttle will begin boarding in a few minutes. Let me take your bag.” He reaches out and pulls the strap of my bag off my shoulder.  
 
    So that’s how we’re going to play this? Fine. I lift my chin. “Excellent. I’ll just wait here for R’ger and meet you in the boarding area.” I turn away, looking at the restroom door. But every other cell in my body is focused on the man behind me. He stands there for a minute, and just when I think he’s going to step forward and reach out to me, I hear his feet twist on the carpet. Then he strides away. 
 
    Zark. I am forking terrible at this relationship stuff.  
 
    When R’ger comes out, he spots me. Surprise, then resignation, passes over his face. He crosses the empty space and turns, offering me his arm. As we start down the concourse, he pats my hand. “You should really talk to him.” 
 
    I try to yank my hand away, but he holds on tight. I relax, gripping R’ger’s fingers. “I don’t know what to say,” I mutter. 
 
    R’ger sighs. “You’ll figure it out. Just don’t wait too long.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. Parents. 
 
    We teach the boarding area and O’Neill silently ushers us to the first class waiting section. We wave our holo-rings over the check plate, and the door swooshes open. A neatly uniformed employee greets us and directs us through the plush seating, straight to the airlock. “First class is boarding now.” 
 
    We stroll down the boarding tube and into the airlock. Both ends are wide open—Crip has external force bubbles that enclose the entire shuttle and create an atmospheric envelope. Stashing his bag in an overhead compartment, R’ger offers me my choice of seats. With a quick, under-the-eyelashes glance at O’Neill—who is carefully ignoring me—I take the window seat. R’ger sighs and sits next to me. O’Neill takes his place across the aisle. 
 
    An attendant offers us beverages, but I learned many years ago not to eat or drink too close to a shuttle ride. The artificial gravity means there’s no weightlessness or heavy Gs on the trip, but try telling my body that. I get anxious on shuttle drops. Not enough mass between me and space. The fact that shuttles are as heavily shielded as many parts of the station makes no difference—I still get a little nauseous on drops. 
 
    R’ger leaves me in peace while the rest of the first class passengers filter into the shuttle. He greets each passenger with a smile and pleasant greeting, looking like a child waiting for his favorite superhero to arrive at a comic book signing. A woman with a huge purple hairdo and wearing a tight wrap dress cut about six centimeters too low takes the seat next to O’Neill. I swear she makes a point of rubbing against him as he steps out into the aisle to let her into the window seat. I grit my teeth and look out the window.  
 
    Thanks to the force bubble, the view is blurry, but I catch a glimpse of the green-blue planet below. I’ve been to S’Ride before, and it never fails to surprise me how similar, yet how different it looks from Kaku. All terra-type planets have blueish water and greenish continents, but S’Ride is a slightly darker blue, while Kaku has hints of purple.  
 
    “Beautiful, isn’t it?” R’ger asks as the flight attendant goes through her safety spiel. “I’m partial to Armstrong, of course, but S’Ride is lovely, too.” 
 
    I smile a little. “I guess it’s what you’re used to. I know you grew up on Armstrong, but you haven’t lived there in a long time, have you?” 
 
    “I was off-planet for many years.” R’ger gazes across me and out the window. “I was in the Marines for four years, then I did a stint on a cruise ship—that’s when I met your mother. Then I lived on S’Ride for a while. I went back to Armstrong about ten years ago. I can’t believe I ever left.” 
 
    “But now that you and Mother are a, uh, couple,” I hesitate, but he nods. “Do you plan to stay on SK2? Permanently?” 
 
    R’ger blinks. Then he looks at me. “I haven’t really thought about it. I guess if I want to be with Imogen, I’ll need to—wow. We’ve just been kind of playing it by ear. I’m not sure I want to dissect our relationship and plan it out.” 
 
    My lips twitch into a grim smile. “I know what you mean.” 
 
    “I guess you do.” R’ger glances at O’Neill, who is chatting up the purple-coiffed woman, then back at me. “Did I ever tell you about my nephew? 
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    Four 
 
    For the rest of the drop, R’ger tells me about his nephew, Arun. He’d mentioned him before. Arun left home after finishing school, moved to S’Ride and worked his way up in a small dirtside trading company. He’s now the owner and apparently has plans to grow the operation into the interplanetary markets.  
 
    “You told me about him before,” I say. “That first week we met, you talked about how he left home to make it on his own. You didn’t tell me the family he escaped was a top-lev, or that he was following his Uncle R’ger’s example.” 
 
    R’ger shrugs, modestly. “Details. I may have had some impact on the boy.” 
 
    I laugh. “Maybe a little. Is he on S’Ride now?” 
 
    “He’s supposed to be getting back this week. That’s why I had time to kill on Crip—I wanted to visit him, but he was off-planet on business. Maybe we can both visit after the meeting. I think you two would like each other.” 
 
    “Definitely sounds like we have a lot in common,” I say. 
 
    The flight attendant announces our imminent arrival and asks us to tighten our safety harnesses. “Please don’t unfasten them until we reach the terminal, and the safety harness light has been turned off.” 
 
    This is the worst part of the flight. Up in space, I’m not too worried—humanity has been safely traversing the void for hundreds of years. But landing a fragile shuttle on a huge, hard rock with a potentially volatile atmosphere? That just sounds like a bad idea. 
 
    Today’s landing is completely non-eventful. We barely feel the touchdown, with the artificial gravity dampening any turbulence. The moment we touch down, O’Neill’s seat mate starts to unbuckle her harness. R’ger and I exchange a glance and shake our heads in a superior way. The jolt as we park and the anti-grav turns off nearly knocks the woman out of her seat. Shuttle pilots like to goose the over-eager passengers. Despite her apparent wealth, she hasn’t flown much if she didn’t know that.  
 
    Once we exit the shuttle, O’Neill goes into full security mode. He escorts R’ger and I through the special customs office set up for the Families Meeting arrivals, and to a vehicle waiting just outside the private entrance. As much as I dislike being one of them, most of the time, some of the top-lev perks—like avoiding the lines—are awesome. 
 
    Our vehicle—a long, sleek black thing with plush seating for a dozen people, and a built-in bar—glides down a mag-track, deftly switching lanes and levels with smooth ease. A human controller sits behind one-way plasglas, but he doesn’t appear to have much to do up there. O’Neill sits beside him, playing his role perfectly. 
 
    In the back, I fidget as R’ger relaxes and looks out the windows. The typical plascrete buildings of the shuttle port fall away, and we cruise down a wide mag-track with hundreds of other vehicles. Most of them are larger public transports, but a few appear to contain only one or two passengers like ours. We zip across a lush, greenish-blue landscape, with trees and bushes in all shades from mint to turquoise. A wide river separates this jungle from the city. 
 
    The mag-track soars up and over the water—the River Tam—and into a beautiful jumble of huge skyscrapers, strange curved structures, angular edifices and low buildings. “There was no master plan for River City,” R’ger remarks. “It just kind of grew here. That’s why the buildings are so eclectic, unlike in Pacifica City, back on Kaku.” 
 
    “They didn’t put much thought into the name, either, did they?” I smirk. 
 
    “It was one of the first settlements on S’Ride after the Earth Exodus,” R’ger says. “They built settlements on the river, the plains, and one up in the mountains. Guess what those are called. Legend says the settlers were too busy to name them.” 
 
    The vehicle glides on, switching tracks here and there while the driver carries on an animated conversation with O’Neill. “These things must be automated,” I remark. 
 
    “Yeah, most of them are,” R’ger says. “He’s just there in case something goes wrong. Like if a hacker changes our destination remotely. He has overrides. If you look, you’ll see only the fanciest cars have drivers. No one else worries about kidnapping.” He shakes his head. “That’s one of the reasons I don’t advertise my Family status. I hate the hemming in that goes along with it. Always under our handlers’ control.” 
 
    I nod. He’s preaching to the choir. 
 
    We slow down, switching tracks several times, then turning onto a side track. After a while, the vehicle leaves the track and glides along a side street. We stop in front of a tall, sleek building, and an ornate metal gate retracts, allowing us to enter a courtyard. The car pulls up next to a wide entrance that is flanked by thick potted plants. A man dressed in a stylized uniform steps out of the shadows and pulls open the old-style swinging door. 
 
    The car door doesn’t open, so I wave my holo-ring at it. Nothing. Then O’Neill gets out of the front of the car and walks back to the door. He takes his time, looking around the courtyard, and finally waves the door open. I give R’ger an exasperated look, then climb out. O’Neill steps back and gestures toward the building.  
 
    I stop in front of O’Neill. “May I have my bag, please?”  
 
    “I’ll bring it up to your suite,” he says, not even glancing at me.  
 
    I heave a sigh. Maybe when he gets there we can finally talk and get things back to normal. “Fine.” 
 
    Inside the building, there is a small private lobby. A woman wearing another gaudy uniform steps forward and bows. “Dame Morgan, welcome to the Ángguì de Zhùsù. I am Anika Smith Carrilon Zanderberg al Lee. I will be your personal concierge.” She flicks a code slip to me. “Don’t hesitate to contact me at any time, for any reason.”  
 
    “Thanks, Anika. Call me Triana,” I say. “Dame Morgan is my mother.” 
 
    She blinks a couple times, then smiles and bows. “As you wish, Triana. We have a couple formalities to complete. Please place your hand here.” She holds out a tablet with the outline of a hand on it. 
 
    I put my palm on the plate, and a light scans it. A sharp pinch on my pinky finger makes me wince. I hate those DNA samplers. 
 
    Anika reads the tiny screen, and whisks the tablet out of sight behind a tall counter. “Everything is in order. Please, allow me to show you to your suite.” 
 
    I glance around, but R’ger has been swept up by another uniformed hotel employee. Catching my eye, he smiles and points to his ring. Knowing he’ll contact me later, I follow Anika to the nearby float tube.  
 
    “You’ll be staying in the Empress Suite,” Anika says, flicking her holo-ring. “It has two bedrooms, each with a state-of-the-art refresh-suite, a salon with top-of-the-line AutoKich’n, a private best-in-class workout room, and twenty-six-seven access to the gourmet kitchens, personal trainers, coaches and masseuse. Anything else you want, please let me know, and I can get it for you.” 
 
    I bite back a laugh, wondering if she can cram in any more clichéd advertising jargon. We step out into the lobby on the twenty-fourth floor. Two doors face us—one says Empress Suite and the other says Presidential. “Who’s next door?” 
 
    Anika waves the Empress Suite open. “I don’t know,” she says, leading the way into the suite. “I couldn’t tell you if I did, but I really don’t. You are my only concern.” 
 
    Her intense focus on me is unnerving. I’m sure it’s standard for high-rolling customers, but I’ve never been the direct object of it before. When I’ve frequented these kinds of places in the past, my mother was always here to receive the brunt of the employees’ well-compensated adulation. 
 
    Anika waves a hand and the door to the Empress Suite slides open. We walk into a huge room with floor-to-ceiling windows, expensive furniture, plush carpets and sweetly scented air. Everything in the suite is done in shades of blue. I cross to the windows and look at the astounding view over the narrow Old City to the river and the blue-green jungle beyond.  
 
    “The two bedroom suites are this way.” Anika gestures to the left, where two doors open into light filled bedrooms. Each has a huge bathroom ensuite that rivals the bath Mother has at her estate on Kaku. I can’t even begin to read all the functions on the shower module before Anika urges me on. “There’s a full command menu in the Ángguì de Zhùsù app. I’ve sent it to your holo-ring. You can login at your convenience.” 
 
    She leads the way out of the bedroom and across the huge living room. On the far wall, a beautiful inlaid cabinet hides a full AutoKich’n. “It has all the latest food maps,” Anika says. “Make sure you check out the Zipherina Cafe for breakfast. Heaven!” She rolls her eyes up to the ceiling. “There’s a reception for the Family Representatives at four this afternoon. If you want to attend, just click the RSVP icon in the Ángguì de Zhùsù app. And avail yourself of any of the other services listed. If you prefer, I’d be happy to set up any arrangements you wish.” She leans in close. “If you need anything,” she pauses for effect, “private, just give me a call. I can make arrangements that will appear very discreetly on any paperwork.” 
 
    I hold back a shudder. “Thanks, I don’t think I’ll need anything like that.” I flick a tip to her holo-ring, and she traipses out the door. 
 
    I walk into the first bedroom and stare out the window. This room is on the end of the building, so I can see more of the city. The government buildings occupy Paladin Hill across from my hotel. The original settlers built near the river—hence the name. That part of the city is, predictably, the Old City. About two hundred years ago, new government buildings went up on the Paladin. That’s all I really remember about S’Ride history. It’s been a pretty uneventful five hundred years since mankind left Earth. Or so our current crop of historians would have us believe. 
 
    Last night’s lack of sleep is finally catching up to me, so I lie back on the bed and close my eyes. I know I won’t be able to sleep. No matter what I do, I keep thinking about last night. 
 
      
 
    » « 
 
      
 
    A buzz on my holo-ring wakes me. I guess I was wrong about sleeping, but I don’t feel very well rested. I flick my ring and check the time. Wow, I’ve slept six hours! The light reception started about twenty minutes ago. I know I should attend—networking with the other Family reps is one of the reasons Mother sent me here. I flop back down onto the bed.  
 
    My ring buzzes again, and I flick it. It’s a call from O’Neill. I wave my hand through the Answer icon before I even realize what I’m doing.  
 
    “Sera Morgan?” He stares straight ahead. He’s probably just looking at the wall so he doesn’t have to meet my eyes. “Are you attending the reception? It’s on your agenda.” 
 
    “Ugh, do I have to?” I mutter. “Where are you, anyway?” I had assumed the second bedroom in this suite would be for my security personnel. Maybe we could figure out a way to get back to our comfortable relationship if he was in the next room. 
 
    “I’m in the security office on the twenty-third floor. Vanti and I are providing security for you and R’ger.” He continues to stare straight ahead, like a robot. I like robots, but not when my boyfriend is behaving like one. Even if it’s my fault. Mostly. 
 
    “Vanti is here?” I ask. 
 
    “Yes, I told you she was working on security for this event.” He glances impatiently at me, and we make eye contact. Finally. “Shall I send her up to help you?” 
 
    I give him a look. “Help me with what? I think I can get dressed for a reception on my own. Besides, if I need help, I’d rather have you.” 
 
    His lips twitch. “I don’t think I’d be much help with clothes and hair. I can notify Anika if you’d prefer a professional?” 
 
    I shake my head. “Don’t bother. I’ll be ready in half an hour. Are you coming up to get me, or shall I meet you in the lobby?” 
 
    He holds up a hand. “No, I’ll come get you. Don’t move.” 
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    Five 
 
    Don’t move? I assume he means don't leave the room, so I get up out of bed and open the closet. It’s an enormous walk-in affair—bigger than my entire compartment over on SK2. Clothing Hy-Mi sent ahead for me fills the space. Formal dresses, robes, skirts, shirts, pants—I'm not even sure what that thing is! Plus shoes for every outfit. I stare at it all in dismay. Maybe I should call Anika for professional help. I have no idea what is current, or appropriate for this thing.  
 
    I flick my holo-ring, and find a message waiting for me. It’s from Hy-Mi: 
 
      
 
    Sera Annabelle, I’ve tagged each wardrobe choice with a list of functions. Use this app to cross reference.  
 
      
 
    Bless the man! I open the app and a list of meetings, sorted by date, appears. Flicking today’s reception, a series of images pops up in my hand. As I swipe through them, the hangers in the closet light up, showing me which items make up each combination, including jewelry and hair accessories. Settling on an ensemble with flowing pants in a soft, golden brown fabric, I use the flashing lights to pull out the right pieces. If I had one of these at home, maybe I wouldn’t insist on wearing my station coverall so often. 
 
    When the door chimes, I’m just finishing my hair. The high-end hair and makeup booth in the bathroom did a decent job on my frizzy red curls. I flick the release icon on my ring and the front door slides open as I step into the living room. 
 
    O’Neill comes in, looking shiny, as always. He’s exchanged his casual traveling wear for a more formal suit in shades of gray. The cut emphasizes his narrow waist, broad, well-muscled shoulders, and strong legs, but is loose enough to hide the arsenal of weapons he always wears. His perfect brown hair waves back from his face, showing off his beautiful chocolate brown eyes.  
 
    He smiles when he sees me—almost involuntary, I’m sure, since he goes blank almost immediately. I smile back, but he doesn’t respond. 
 
    “How do I look?” I twirl around. “Not bad for a fashion impaired girl, right?” 
 
    “You look fine.” His eyes roam around the room, looking for intruders or exits or something. “I hope you checked who was out there before you opened the door for me.” He waves at the hallway. 
 
    “Do I need to check?” I’m trying to provoke him. “You’re controlling who can get to me, right?” 
 
    “Vanti and I are monitoring the security of this floor,” he says, stiffly. “But you always need to check. Someone might slip through. Remember what happened at the Skikumen Palace. We were watching there, too. Speaking of Vanti, that’s her.” 
 
    My ring vibrates with the door alert, but O’Neill doesn’t wait for my approval to wave it open. “Are you sure it’s her? Did you check the cam?”  
 
    He ignores my childish tone. “Of course I did.” 
 
    Vanti slips into the room, taking a step to the side to put her back against the wall. This is how Vanti always enters a room, except when she’s undercover. It seems so ingrained in her way of moving—it must drive her crazy when she can’t do it. 
 
    “Hi, Vanti,” I wave. “Long time no see.” 
 
    “Triana.” She nods, her eyes ranging around the room just like O’Neill’s did a few minutes ago. She nods again, to herself this time, and focuses on me. “Cool outfit. Looks great with your hair. Did Hy-Mi send you the Dress-Success app?” 
 
    I’m sure it’s an innocent question, but I can’t help feeling it’s dig at my personal style—or lack of style. Vanti once told me she did an undercover stint at a fashion house, so I’m sure she’s not impressed with my usual appearance.  
 
    I nod. “Yeah. He did some magic in the closet, so it tells me what to wear.” 
 
    She smiles. “That app is genius. It takes a long time to set up, though. I wish I had a Hy-Mi to catalog all my clothes. Ok. To business. That pin,” she nods to a jeweled flower on my shirt, “has a tiny cam. We have a program running that will identify Families reps and report them through your audio implant. It will provide information about the individual, and keep a tally of everyone you speak to. That way, you make sure you don’t miss anyone and set off an incident.” 
 
    “Has that happened?” I’ve always been amazed at Mother’s ability to recognize everyone. Does she have this thing running all the time? 
 
    “Not recently,” Vanti looks at O’Neill. “What’s the sit rep for this thing, Griz?” 
 
    O’Neill sits down on the edge of a plush couch, flicking his holo-ring to life. “Standard meet and greet. It’s located in the Carpathian Room down on the fifth floor.” A schematic of the hotel pops up in his palm, and he tosses it toward the low table in the center of the seating area. The smart table picks up the feed and projects a three dimensional view of the building. As he talks, O’Neill manipulates the projection, zooming in to the fifth floor.  
 
    “Main entrance at the front, from this lobby. Two elevators and a stairwell in the lobby.” Each item flashes as he mentions it, then he swipes to the left, and the view slides with his motion. “Carpathian has four exits. The main one to the lobby, staff entrance to the butler’s pantry, two emergency stairwells here and here.” They flash red. “All areas have been cleared by hotel security, the Families Meeting’s official security panel, and probably forty three different individual security teams, including Vanti and I.” 
 
    “Is all of this really necessary?” I slouch back into the armchair. “It’s not like Mother is here. Surely the Families Meeting guys are good enough.” 
 
    Vanti and O’Neill stare blankly at me for a moment. “No, it’s not good enough,” Vanti finally says. “We don’t think there’s an active threat here, but it’s our job to make sure.” 
 
    “Who are you working for anyway?” I ask. “I mean, you work for the SK2 board, not Mother.” I look at O’Neill. “Both of you. Are you guarding other SK2 Families reps, too?” 
 
    “Vanti is here for the entire board,” O’Neill says. “I’ve been detailed to you specifically, although Don Said wasn’t too thrilled about that. He’s here, too, but Cirano is watching him.” 
 
    Board security divides up the work, but each board member has their favorite agents. Don Said is the one who recommended O’Neill for the board in the first place. But since he and I have started seeing each other, Don Said has had to use someone else. I’m sure Hy-Mi had to do some smoothing over.  
 
    “You know I think we should change that, Griz,” Vanti says in a tone of voice that tells me they’ve had this conversation before. “You’re too distracted when she’s around.” She nods her head toward me, as if I’m a piece of furniture. 
 
    “My performance has not decreased,” O’Neill says huffily. “I have no trouble staying focused. But, maybe you’re right. You should take the Runner and I’ll move to general security.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” I demand. “You call me the Runner? What’s that supposed to mean? And no offense, Vanti, but I want O’Neill, not you.” 
 
    “Do you?” she asks, her voice low and menacing.  
 
    “Uh, yeah?” I’m not sure what she’s asking. 
 
    “Because if you want him, you should probably tell him that,” she says in the same low voice. 
 
    O’Neill flushes red. “Could you two stop talking about me as if I’m not here? Let’s focus on the game plan. For tonight, we’ll stick with the original plan. I’ll watch the Runner, you watch the room. We can talk after the reception about changes. Speaking of which, it’s time to move.” He swipes the schematic off the coffee table and stands in one smooth movement. 
 
    “Now who’s talking about someone as if they aren’t here?” I sound petulant and spoiled, and they ignore me. 
 
    Vanti, still by the entrance, checks her ring and swipes the door open. “Lobby is clear. Go.” She steps out and waits until we exit behind her. Then she makes some choppy hand gestures and disappears into the float tube. A few seconds later, O’Neill gestures to the tube, and we step in. 
 
    We exit the float tube on the fifth floor, where Vanti has taken a position near the doors to the Carpathian Room. She gives O’Neill a thumbs up, steps through a virtual screen and disappears into the room. After a moment, O’Neill nods and we follow her in. 
 
    The room looks like every other hotel meeting room I’ve been in. I know I’ve said this before, but it’s the truth. All of the high-end venues follow the same pattern. The decor changes every year to suit the current trends, but overall, they look the same. Slick, plush, bland. This room has a muted floral carpet, walls covered in pale striped fabric, and tables with forest green table cloths. For this event, there are couches with low tables, dining tables with fabric-covered chairs, and tall bistro tables with upholstered stools. Around the perimeter of the room, buffet tables serve delicacies from a dozen different planets. Human wait staff serve drinks on trays held high above their heads. 
 
    The people also look familiar. These are representatives of the wealthiest families in the galaxy. Anyone over the age of twenty-eight has probably had rejuvenation treatments so they look twenty-five. Some of the reps bear a strong family resemblance people I know back on SK2. Fortunately, I can use my holo-ring and audio implant to clue me in as I make the rounds. 
 
    “Huatang, Gloria,” the voice in my ear says. “Age twenty-seven. Family affiliation: granddaughter of Don Huatang—” With a flick of my fingers, I mute the voice. This one I know. 
 
    “Gloria,” I say as we bump fists. “I didn’t know you were representing the family this year.” 
 
    Gloria smiles coolly, eyes hooded. “This is my third year repping, Annabelle. Which you’d know if you’d been here before. Give my regards to your Mother.” She winks at O’Neill as she moves away. 
 
    “Give them to her yourself, you little suck up,” I mutter under my breath.  
 
    O’Neill’s warm hand touches my back, and I smile, grateful for his calming presence.  
 
    “Bezos, Issabelle,” the implant says. “Age eighty-four. Family affiliation: Bezos matriarch.” 
 
    The woman standing before me looks younger than the Dame Bezos I know from SK2, even though this woman is her mother. I hold out my fist and bow my head, just slightly. As my family’s rep, I can’t be too deferential. “Dame Bezos, so nice to see you.” 
 
    “Annabelle.” She flicks her long, raven-black hair over her shoulder. “How is Imogen?” 
 
    “She’s busy, as always.” I glance at her necklace. “I see you’re wearing the Star of the Amazons today. It’s beautiful.” 
 
    She touches the huge stone at her throat. “Yes, poor girl, she doesn’t get to come out very often. Too high a risk. But safe enough at a Families Meeting.” According to Families lore, the Star of the Amazons was mined on Armstrong soon after the first settlers arrived from Earth and has been handed down through the Bezos family since. However, anytime the stone is spotted, the tabloids tell a different story involving theft, pirates, and a strange fortune teller. Preferring to keep the rumors to a minimum, Dame Bezos rarely wears the jewel in public. 
 
    The evening progresses like this—an interminable series of greetings and small talk with staggeringly old people who look like they’re in their mid-twenties. None of them have anything nice to say, and all of them are flaunting the family wealth. Aside from Gloria, I am the only rep who isn’t also head of the family. I wonder again why Mother insisted on sending me. She loves these things. 
 
    I circle around to the back of the room, O’Neill at my shoulder. I load a plate with the best of the buffet. I try to hand an empty plate to O’Neill, but he refuses to take it. I roll my eyes. “I’m sure it’s safe to have some food,” I whisper to him. “They must have testers in the kitchen.” 
 
    “Of course they do—the newest tech available,” he answers. “That’s one of the things Vanti set up last week. The food is safe, but I need to keep my hands free. I’ll eat later.” 
 
    “What do you think is going to happen here?” I demand. “This place is like—I can’t even think of anything to compare it to, it’s so safe. Everyone here has a security team. The best of the best, just like you and Vanti.” 
 
    The corner of O’Neill’s lip twitches, but he doesn’t reply.  
 
    I guess I’ll have to eat his share of the chocolate. I reach for a mocha mousse in a white chocolate shell, and a movement catches my eye. One of the waiters at the far end of the table is replacing a platter. Mmm—it looks like crab—I do a double take. That can’t be— 
 
    OK, calm down, Triana. It was a false alarm last time. I take a deep breath and look at the waiter again. My heart rate ratchets up, despite my pep talk. I can’t see his face clearly because he’s turned slightly away from me. I put another mousse on my plate and casually turn to O’Neill. 
 
    “Do you see that waiter?” I ask. “Behind me?” 
 
    O’Neill glances casually over my shoulder, then zeros in on the man. He shakes his head. “I feel like we’re having delusions. That guy looks a lot like Putin. Come here.” He takes my plate and leads me to a nearby table. Setting the plate down, he pulls out the chair. “Sit. Vanti is checking him out.” 
 
    I turn in my chair so I can see the waiter as he finishes putting out the crab cakes. He straightens up and looks around the room. He steps back from the table, and right into Vanti.  
 
    Vanti says something, her face cheerful, her hands held up, palms outward, as if she’s apologizing for getting in his way. They exchange a few words, and the waiter departs. Vanti strolls past us, her eyes flicking from me to O’Neill and back. She gives the barest of head-shakes. 
 
    O’Neill puts a hand on my shoulder. “Vanti says it wasn’t him. She took a voice recording, just to double check, but unless he had extensive mods—and we’re talking about the kind that take months in a hospital, not just a visit to the salon—that wasn’t him. The voice match will confirm.”  
 
    “He could have his voice modded, too,” I say, without conviction. 
 
    “It’s possible, but the voice match software can still ID with ninety percent accuracy. I think we’re just a bit jumpy, knowing he could be here on S’Ride.” 
 
    “We might be jumpy,” I reply, “but we’ve seen two people who look enough like him to be mistaken from a distance. What are the odds of that?” 
 
    O’Neill shrugs. After a moment, he says, “Vanti says there was a trend here on S’Ride a few years ago of people getting modded to look like top-levs. Maybe these guys are big fans?” 
 
    “Fans of a serial killer?” My voice gets louder. 
 
    O’Neill shushes me. “You know that was kept under wraps. These folks have no idea their hero is a psycho. Or maybe they just look like him. The Putins have had a presence on this planet since it was settled. Maybe these guys are distant cousins.” As he talks to me, his eyes continue to range around the room, constantly assessing the crowd. “Let’s focus on the current mission. Have you talked to everyone yet?” 
 
    “Nope.” I pop the last bit of mousse into my mouth. Not even a false alarm will make me waste good chocolate. “Got a few more to go.” I pat my lips with a napkin, just like Sera Marphine, my decorum teacher, taught me. “Onward!” 
 
      
 
    » « 
 
      
 
    When the program reports through my implant that I’ve spoken with everyone in attendance, I turn to O’Neill. “OK, that’s the last of them. Can we get out of here?” 
 
    He nods, and his eyes unfocus for a second. “Vanti says we’re good to go.” 
 
    “Well, if Vanti says it’s OK, I guess we can leave,” I grouse. Without waiting for his reply, I sweep out the door. 
 
    Vanti is waiting in the lobby and takes the float tube up to my suite. Thirty seconds later, O’Neill and I follow her up. When we arrive, she’s already opened the door and cleared the suite.  
 
    “You should wait for me to get here before you run a sweep,” O’Neill says, ushering me inside and shutting the door. “What if you needed backup?” 
 
    “Security has been monitoring the floor and the rooms constantly,” she says. “We got no pings on anything, and you were ten seconds behind me. I didn’t come in until you were on your way up.” She brings a glass of water and hands it to me. “You want a drink? Schmoozing can be thirsty work.” 
 
    “Next time wait for me,” O’Neill says. He sounds out-of-proportion angry. 
 
    Vanti flips him a salute as she heads out the door. “Aye, aye, boss.” The door slides shut before he answers. 
 
    I chug the water then flop down onto the couch. “I never want to do that again,” I say, pulling off the heavy earrings that went with this outfit. Maybe I can set a weight parameter on that fashion app. My ears ache.  
 
    O’Neill strides over to a side chair and drops into it. “We need to talk.” 
 
    That doesn’t sound good. “About what?” I ask, cautiously. 
 
    “Your security. This was OK, with just me and Vanti because we were in a controlled location. But if you plan to go out at all, we need to work out some strategies.” He pulls up some files on his holo-ring. 
 
    Going for all professional, are we? Fine. I hold up a hand. “Don’t worry about it. I have no intention of setting foot outside this hotel until after the meeting is over. Maybe afterwards, we can make it look like Annabelle Morgan went home, and I can do a little sightseeing on my own? With you for protection, of course.” 
 
    “If Sera Morgan went home, I would go with her. It’s my job as her head of security.” he says. 
 
    I shrug. “Sure, but I didn’t think you’d let me stay here by myself.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t.” He thinks for a moment. “I don’t think you should stay.” 
 
    I jump up and stride across to the huge windows. Sun is setting over the jungle, and the sunset is spectacular. Reds, oranges, yellows, with just a hint of green and blue along the horizon. Sunset from space is beautiful, but each planet is just a little different, and the weather adds all kinds of amazing unique permutations. I can see why people live down here. 
 
    “This is why I ran away,” I say, turning back to the dim room. O’Neill looks like a shadowy lump in the huge chair. “I don’t like this Families thing. The constant monitoring, the need for security. I just want to be free to do my job and be myself. Is that so much to want? I didn’t ask to be born the Morgan heir.” 
 
    O’Neill stands up. Walking toward me, he speaks slowly and thoughtfully. “So, what’s your plan? Are you going to run away again?” 
 
    “I might have to,” I say. “I really can’t do this. I don’t want to be responsible for a huge corporation and millions of jobs. Would you want to be?” 
 
    “No, but don’t forget one of those jobs is mine.” He turns away and looks out the window. “I love my job. But Dame Morgan made it quite clear my mission is to bring you here, and then take you safely home. If you run away, I’m out.” 
 
    “You could run away with me,” I whisper.  
 
    “Sorry, Vanti is calling,” he says at the same moment. “She’s got some plans we need to go over. Are you staying in for the rest of the evening?” He heads toward the door without waiting for my reply. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll be here,” I say, but the door is already closing behind him. 
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    Six 
 
    Ok, maybe it wasn’t the same as saying “I love you” back to him, but to have him not even hear my offer—my heart sinks into my stomach. I’m not sure I’m brave enough to suggest it again. Or crazy enough. Wouldn’t running away together be a huge commitment? And what if it doesn’t work out? He’d never get his job back after that. Or any other security job. No, if I’m going to run, I need to do it solo, and leave something behind to exonerate O’Neill.  
 
    I need a distraction. I message R’ger on my holo-ring.  
 
    Are you free? 
 
    He pings back almost immediately.  
 
    Looking for an excuse to leave the reception? 
 
    Oops, maybe I left too early.  
 
    Nope, already did. Am I missing anything important? 
 
    Only if you enjoy barbs exchanged by ancient Family heads over minor details. Dame Gates just accused Don Maderos of stealing the last Rellanian Oysters. 
 
    This sounds like one of your re-cow stories. 
 
    Much worse. And true. Are you in your suite? May I join you? 
 
    Yes, please. 
 
    I flick off the message app and order a drink for R’ger and a beer for myself.  
 
    A few minutes later, the door chimes. I dutifully check the cam, send a message to O’Neill that R’ger has come to visit me, so he can’t get all huffy with me later, and open the door. 
 
    After the usual pleasantries, R’ger sits down and takes a gulp of his drink. “You, my dear, are a life-saver. They really had their claws into me. Everyone wanted to know where the Kindujas had been and why we hadn’t sent a rep in so many years.” 
 
    “What did you tell them?” I curl up in the corner of the sofa facing R’ger at the other end. 
 
    He laughs. “I told them the Families meetings were boring, so we didn't bother.” 
 
    My eyes grow wide. “Really?” 
 
    “Maybe not in those exact words, but close enough.” He smiles. “I’m sure you could find the recordings if you cared enough to look.” 
 
    I grin back at him. “I’m sure I could, too. I might have to—just to see the look on Dame Bezos’ face.” 
 
    We order dinner, which is delivered by Anika, with O’Neill running interference. While Anika sets the food out on the dining room table, I quietly invite O’Neill to join us. He glances at R’ger and declines. After the door shuts, I sigh. 
 
    “You two still fighting?” R’ger asks. 
 
    I shake my head. “No. I wish. At least fighting would be something. I’ve been demoted to Sera Morgan again.” I pace around the room, ignoring the enticing aromas coming from the table. “I hate this. I hate these meetings, I hate the security, I hate all of this! I was so happy just being a maintenance tech. The last six years have been the best of my life.” I catch R’ger’s grin out of the corner of my eye. “Yes, I know, I’m only twenty-four. I have no real frame of reference.” I swing around and face him. “How old were you when you ran away?” 
 
    “I was twenty.” He gazes out the windows at the dark city before us. Lights twinkle below, outlining grids and circles, with the black, blank line of the river delineating the edge. Beyond that, the jungle stretches dark and mysterious, with a single bright square of the shuttle port. As we watch, a shuttle launches, the streaks of the engines leaving afterimages glowing in my eyes. 
 
    “But my family has a long history of allowing the younger generation time to burn off steam. My father and both my uncles each took a decade-long walk-about to do their own thing. All three of them grew successful businesses, which were swallowed up by the family when they returned. Adding to the family coffers is always acceptable, of course. And Grandpa was young enough to run the Family until they grew out of their ‘rebellious streak.’ Now they’re staid old men, getting ready to retire and hand the family on to my cousins.” 
 
    “But not to you?” I ask. “How’d you get out of the succession?” 
 
    He shrugs. “I had the good sense to be the child of a younger sibling, for one thing. My dad is the youngest of three. The middle brother was designated the heir as soon as he returned from his walk-about. My dad and my other uncle were OK with that. And since Uncle Clem had a couple kids of his own, my position shifted further from the seat of power. If I wanted it, I could have competed. But I wasn’t interested.” 
 
    “I wish I had a sibling to push this off onto,” I grumble. “I have two half-sibs, but they are their fathers’ heirs. So no help there. Maybe I can convince Mother to have another kid. I know she’s got eggs frozen.” I can’t tell if R’ger is appalled or intrigued by this idea. 
 
    We spend the rest of the evening playing card games, while R’ger tells me more stories of his nephew Arun. When he isn’t flying for a small trading company, he sails on the Silesian Sea out of New Sydney. He also runs a non-profit that helps build schools on some of the fringe planets.  
 
    “And he has nothing to do with the family businesses?” I ask. “He just does his own thing?” 
 
    “Yes,” R’ger says, slowly, “but our family is very different from yours. The Kindujas have been out of the limelight for a long time. This is the first time we’ve sent a rep to the meeting since Grandpa was in charge. Your Mother lives for this stuff.” 
 
    I sigh. “Yeah, I know.” 
 
    R’ger looks at me for a moment. “You know, there’s another option.” 
 
    “What?” I ask. “If I can get out of this, I want to know, now!” 
 
    “You could have a child and designate her your mother’s heir.” 
 
    “WHAT?!” 
 
    Ok. I just need to breath. In. Out. In. Out. 
 
    “I am not going to have a kid. I’m only twenty-four!” I screech.  
 
    R’ger holds up his hands, backing away. “It was just an idea. A terrible one, I know. But it’s an option. Twenty-four is plenty old enough to have a child. And you could use a surrogate or an artificial womb.” 
 
    “No.” I leap up and stalk across the room. “No. I’m not going to sentence some poor kid to the life I hate just so I can escape. That’s worse than Mother having another kid. Besides, I don’t think she’s ready to be a grandmother.” I think of my mother with her artificially young face, long blond hair and perfect twenty-something figure. Of course, Dame Bezos didn’t look much different, and she’s well over ninety. “Maybe I just need to get away for a few more years. Your uncle got a whole decade. I just need a few more, to get all the rebellion out, right?” 
 
    I stomp around the room for a few more minutes. “Look, R’ger,” I finally say, “I think I need to be alone. Can I meet you for breakfast in the morning? Thanks for spending time with me.” I hustle him out the door before he can say another word. 
 
    The moment the door closes, O’Neill messages me. 
 
     Are you going to bed? 
 
    Are you coming up to join me? 
 
    I fire back. I hit send before I can decide it’s a bad idea. What did I just do? I pace around the room, hyperventilating while I wait for his reply. 
 
    Nothing.  
 
    No response at all. 
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    I toss and turn all night. O’Neill never replied to my message, and I don’t know what to think. Is he angry? Maybe he’s decided he’s done with me? I punch the pillow and turn over.  
 
    Ok, enough of this. I’m normally a surface dweller. I don’t like to get too deep into anything emotional. So maybe it’s time to just go back to my sunny, easy attitude. Forget about the burning hole in the pit of my stomach and focus on my life. But how? 
 
    At three am, I get up, pack a small bag, leave a note for O’Neill and Vanti, and walk out of the hotel. 
 
    It’s surprisingly easy. At least, it’s easy if you’re good at hacking. I use my old trick of recording a vid loop from a cam, and then sliding that into the live feed. Remembering what Vanti said about internal cams, I prowl through the hotel OS and find one watching my living room. Another is pointing directly at my bedroom door, but none seem to have invaded the privacy of my room. I think even Vanti knows that would be way out of bounds.  
 
    Once I have the feeds from my suite, the lobby, the float tubes and the VIP door in the parking garage doctored up, I dress in my most casual clothes and head out. When I reach the bottom floor, I detour through a staff area. This late at night, the staff break room is empty, so I take a few minutes to remove my loops from the cams. I don’t want to be responsible for an external breach. Then I just walk out the staff entrance and into the sleeping city. 
 
    I stop at a cash machine a few blocks from the hotel and pull out as much cash as I can from my Triana Moore account. Luckily, even in this era of mostly electronic purchasing, physical money still exists. Most people think this currency is untraceable, and tend to use it on purchases they don’t want attributed to them. But the reality is, it’s all traceable. However, it usually takes time and a court order to do that, so I’m not too worried about getting caught any time soon. Maybe I’ll even be back before Vanti and O’Neill can start the process. 
 
    I take an early bus across town to the river. From there, a fast river boat gets me to the port of New Sydney before noon. This city was built at the mouth of the Tam, and provides shipping to other parts of the planet. From what R’ger told me, and the research I did after he left, R’ger’s nephew has his boat moored here. I’m hoping he can help me put my life in perspective. 
 
    I find the berth easily enough, but there’s no boat. I guess I should have called first. Exhausted, hungry, and weepy, I slump down on a bench on the dock and close my eyes. The hot sun bakes into my head and shoulders, making me warm and drowsy. I’ll sit here for a few minutes and decide what to do. I really should have thought this through. R’ger just made Arun sound like the perfect sounding board—competent, compassionate, and close enough to my own social standing to understand what I’m going through. But he doesn’t even know I exist. Maybe he wouldn’t want to help me. Maybe he won’t be back for weeks. Maybe I should call R’ger. Or O’Neill. 
 
    “Hey, you’re new here!” A cheerful voice calls out, and a second later, someone plops onto the bench beside me. “I’m Francie. Who are you?” 
 
    I open my eyes to find a plump, brown-haired young woman with warm green eyes sitting next to me. She’s holding a tall glass full of an orange liquid adorned with a tiny paper umbrella and a stick with three cherries on it. She takes a slurp of the drink through a bright yellow straw.  
 
    “Ah, I’m Triana.” I hold out a fist. 
 
    With a giggle, she bumps my fist. “Just like the spacers! Are you from up there?” 
 
    I give her a puzzled look. “Don’t people bump fists here?” 
 
    She shakes her head. “Nope. We shake here on Sally Ride. We’re old school. At least, that’s what my mother always told me. Are you from up there?” she repeats, her eyes rolling skyward. 
 
    I laugh. “I guess you could say that. I grew up on Station Kelly Kornienko.” 
 
    “Ooh, I’ve heard of that place.” Her eyes grow round. “Isn’t it by Earth?” 
 
    I laugh again. “No. Not even close. We orbit around Kaku. Have you heard of that?” 
 
    She shakes her head. “Wanna drink? There’s a great bar just over there.” She gestures with the drink and sloshes some out onto the bench. “Come on, I’ll show you!” She leaps to her feet, grabs my arm and pulls. More of her drink spills, but she doesn’t seem to notice. After a brief tug-of-war, I give up and follow her down the dock to the boardwalk. A series of little trailers line the land-side of the boardwalk, each of them selling food or beverages or tourist knickknacks. She drags me to a pink and purple striped one and pushes me in front of the window. “Get a Holiday Happiness! They’re perfect.”  
 
    Before I can decline, the proprietor hands me a slushy orange beverage identical to Francie’s. I pull some coins out of my pocket and hand them over, promising to bring the glass back for the deposit. Then Francie drags me back down the pier. 
 
    “Come on over to my boat,” she says, hustling me past Arun’s empty slot and my bench. We cross through a noise damping field and a blare of music assaults us. “It’s right here—isn’t it fantastic?” she yells. 
 
    Francie’s boat is a huge yacht and it is, in fact, fantastic—it looks like the fantasy of an eight-year-old girl. Painted three shades of pink with gold trim and a lace-edged awning over the back, it is a sight to behold. A dozen young people lounge around the back deck, some of them dozing in the sun, others dancing to the music blaring out of the speakers. All of them hold drinks. A table near the cabin offers a buffet of appetizers. 
 
    “Hey, everybody, this is Tina!” Francie yells.  
 
    A general welcoming shout goes up and a few voices yell, “Tina!”  
 
    I open my mouth to correct Francie, but she’s turned away, yelling a conversation at someone else. I take a sip of my drink. It turns out to be an excellent combination of sweet and tart fruits, with a couple shots of something harder hidden behind the flavor. One of those stealthy party drinks that catches up to you faster than you expect. Perfect for my current mood. 
 
    I slurp my way through most of the first drink, leaning back against the rail of the good ship Party Unicorn, soaking up the sun.  
 
    A tall, slender guy with a scruffy beard and long, flowing blond hair wanders up and parks himself next to me. “Hey, Tina, I’m Blane.” 
 
    I start to correct him, but shrug. “Nice to meet you Blane. What’s the story with this boat?” 
 
    “It’s Francie’s,” he says, as if this explains everything.  
 
    “But why is it pink?” I ask. 
 
    He nods, seriously. “Because it’s Francie’s.” 
 
    “Is pink her favorite color?” I ask, just to see what he’ll say. 
 
    “I dunno. But it’s Francie’s boat.” 
 
    “Yeah, I got that.” I shrug off my jacket and roll up the sleeves on my t-shirt to get some sun on my shoulders. “What do you do, Blane?” 
 
    He smiles vaguely. “I party on Francie’s boat.” 
 
    “Sounds fun,” I say. “I, uh, gotta go inside and change.” Picking up my little duffle bag, I escape into the dim interior of the ship. 
 
    None of the partiers seems to have moved inside. Tinted windows on both sides of the room allow light to filter in, illuminating the interior. There’s a cool, dark living room furnished with white lether couches and a low wood table. A poker table sits in a corner with chairs scattered around it. On the far wall, a door opens into a dining room with a table for eight. I wander through it, touching a china place setting with one finger. I immediately recognize the Waterstone SpringTime pattern. Beyond the dining room, a stairway leads down, probably to a couple bedrooms. On the other side of the stairs, a door opens to a hallway. I hear clanking of metal, wood and glass—the kitchen must be next, and it appears to be staffed. I wander along and poke my head inside.  
 
    Three people in white coats and checked pants work furiously at different workstations. One yells something over the din of chopping and boiling, and the others answer, “Yes, Chef!” Not wanting to interrupt a master at work, I duck back out.  
 
    The hall continues on revealing a bridge, currently quiet and empty, and a door to the front deck. I step back out into the sunlight. Here, the music is damped to a bearable level. The front of the boat points out into the bay, and beyond it, the ocean. Birds wheel and screech overhead, and the waves crash softly against the dock pilings. A fishing boat trawls along the horizon, and a huge container ship creeps away from the shore. The whole scene is calming. I drop my duffle bag on a bench next to me, settle back in the warm sunshine, and close my eyes.  
 
      
 
    » « 
 
      
 
    “Tina, you want some dinner?” Francie shakes my arm, dragging me out of a restless doze. I blink up at her, the low sun making my eyes water.  
 
    “What time is it?” I ask, although why, I’m not sure. I have no meetings to attend, I remind myself. My time is my own. 
 
    “It’s half-past eight—time for dinner.” Francie pirouettes. She’s wearing a pink dress with layers of heavy ruffles and lace. “Do you like my dinner gown? It’s new. I have one you can wear, if you want.” 
 
    “I, uh, thanks,” I mutter. “But I can’t stay for dinner. I have to find a place to stay tonight.” 
 
    “Oh, just stay here with me!” Francie says. “There’s lots of room, and most of my friends have gone home for the night. Come on, it will be fun.” She grabs my duffle bag and runs inside the boat.  
 
    I chase after her. She runs down the hall and jumps down the half dozen stairs at the end. “Come on, Tina! My bedroom is down here!” She disappears around the corner of the landing. A thump indicates she vaulted down the second set of steps, too. I scramble after her. 
 
    At the bottom of the steps, another hall stretches the length of the ship. Portholes on one side allow in some light, and I can see the running lights of the yacht next to us. It looks like it’s making ready to put out tonight. Five doors break up the plan brown wall across from the portholes. Francie stands in front of the second from the end.  
 
    “This is my room,” she says, pushing the door open. It swings inward and Francie screams.  
 
    Running to the door, I peer in and see a body lying in a pool of blood. 
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    I choke back a scream and pull Francie away from the door. “Don’t go in there!” I cry. “We don’t want to mess up any evidence.” Pushing her against the wall under one of the portholes, I turn and step carefully into the room. I lean down to check the body, but there’s no pulse, and it’s cool to the touch. I back out and look at Francie. “We need to call the authorities. Do you know who we should call?” 
 
    Francie looks at me blankly.  
 
    “Can you lock this door?” 
 
    She nods, eyes wide, but doesn’t move. 
 
    I close my own eyes for a second, then try again. “Francie, lock the door.” 
 
    Moving slowly, she flicks her holo-ring and the door behind me clicks. 
 
    “Come with me.” I take her hand and lead her back up the stairs and into the dining room. It is quiet, but the lights are on, and appetizers sit at each place setting. I pull a chair away from the table, push Francie down into it, and tell her, “Stay here.” 
 
    When she nods, I run down the hall to the kitchen.  
 
    I run inside and grab the first white-coated arm I see. It’s attached to a huge wooden spoon on one end and a tiny woman on the other. “Call the authorities! Someone’s been killed.” 
 
    The woman sets her spoon down on the counter and peels my fingers from her arm. “Sera, we don’t have time for this game. Please return to the public areas of the boat.” She turns her back and pick the spoon up again. 
 
    “I’m serious!” I grab her arm again. “There’s a body in the stateroom.” 
 
    “Sera!” She snaps. “I have to stir this or the gravy will burn. Find someone else to play your tricks on!” 
 
    When I open my mouth again, she waves the spoon at me in a threatening manner, gravy flying off the end, leaving an arc across the ceiling and my shirt. I take a step back and fling up my hands. “Never mind!” I back away. 
 
    As soon as she turns back to her gravy, I run across the room to a second chef. This one is taller, with a bald spot showing beneath his chef’s hat. He’s flipping chops of some kind on an indoor grill.  
 
    “Call the authorities!” I tell him. “Someone’s been hurt. They’re lying on the floor in the bedroom, bleeding!” 
 
    “What?” The man turns from his meat. “Call them yourself! I’m busy. You got a holo-ring, ain’t ya?” 
 
    Holy Zarquon! “I do, but I’m from off world. I don’t know who to call!” Plus I don’t want anyone tracing a call back to me. That would be the fastest way for O’Neill to find me. 
 
    He stares at me from beneath huge dark eyebrows. “This had better not be another joke.” 
 
    I hold out my hands—the right one has a smear of blood from when I checked the corpse’s pulse. “It’s not. Please, he’s hurt.” 
 
    The man tosses his tongs on the counter and flicks his holo-ring. “I can’t leave the kitchen, but I’ll send for the medics. They’ll probably bring the police, too, so make sure there’s nothing illegal going on.” He growls at me, then begins the call. 
 
    “Thank you!” I cry, running back out of the room. I wait outside the door for a few seconds to make sure the gravy woman doesn’t stop him, but when he starts talking to a dispatcher, I turn and race back down the hall.  
 
    Francie is sitting exactly where I left her, huddled into her chair in the dining room. She’s pale and shaking, her eyes tightly shut. I run into the living room to grab a blanket I saw earlier. Back in the dining room, I wrap it around Francie’s shoulders, then hand her a glass of water. 
 
    “Take some deep breaths,” I say. 
 
    She takes a sip of the water and breathes deeply for a few minutes. Then she opens her eyes. “Was that Rafael?”  
 
    I stare at her a moment, confused. Who is she talking about—the guy at the grill? Then it hits me—she means the body. “I don’t know who it was. I’ve never met Rafael.” 
 
    “Oh.” Tears trickle down her cheeks, one at a time, but she makes no sound. I pat her back, not knowing what else to do.  
 
    “Should I get one of your friends?” I wave toward the living room and the deck beyond. I can still hear the music playing, but much more quietly than before. “Are they still here?” 
 
    “No, they left.” She takes another sip of water and puts the glass back on the table. Her hand shakes so violently, the base of the glass rattles against the knife. 
 
    “Who’s coming for dinner?” I gesture to the eight place settings at the table. 
 
    “Some of them will be back for dinner,” she says. “They just went home to change. We’re going out afterwards. I offered to share, but I guess they don’t like my style.” 
 
    Looking at the pink dress, with three rows of ruffles on each sleeve, I can’t blame them. “Yeah, I don’t think that blouse would look very good on Blane.” 
 
    A snort escapes Francie followed by a giggle. Soon, she’s laughing hysterically. I wait it out, knowing it’s shock, not appreciation of my humor. The laughter turns to tears, and she starts to sob in earnest. I let her lean against my leg and patting her awkwardly on the back until the shaking slows. 
 
    Banging and clattering overrides the music from the back deck. “Francie, I think that’s the medics. I need to go talk to them.” I hand her a napkin. “Wipe your face and wait here.” 
 
    She takes the napkin and wipes her face, then shakes herself all over. “Thank you, Tina,” she whispers. 
 
    I make my way through the living room and out on deck. Two women and a man in white medical uniforms with a green star on them guide a float full of equipment onto the boat. “We were called here for a medical emergency.” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry about that,” I say. “I’m pretty sure you won’t need any of that.” I point to their float. “I think the victim is dead. No pulse, not responsive.” 
 
    “Then why did you call us?” The man whines. “We have too much to do already.” 
 
    “You just have a Sudoku you want to finish,” the taller woman mutters.  
 
    “I tried to get the kitchen crew to call for the authorities, but when I told them someone was dead, they thought it was a sick joke.” I glance around the deck at the piles of discarded cups, cans and bottles. “Apparently, it’s been done before. So I told them someone was hurt.” 
 
    “We need to check anyway. Can’t depend on drunk college students to know if someone’s still alive,” the tall woman says. 
 
    The shorter one glares at her. “Would you take us to the victim, please, Sera? And we’ll need your name and contact information.” 
 
    I gesture to the door, and the shorter woman leads the way through the living room. “Through the dining room, down the stairs and to the right.” I let the medics go ahead of me, pausing in the doorway to weigh my options. I could disappear right now, but that would look suspicious. They’d definitely track me down, and maybe even file charges against me. Better to play stay with Francie and let the justice system do its thing. I don’t know anything about the justice system on S’Ride but surely it’s fair? I say a silent prayer, hoping for the best. 
 
    When I get to the bottom of the stairs, the taller woman and the man are standing in the hall, peering in through the stateroom door. Francie must be inside—she wasn’t in the dining room. The shorter woman’s voice comes from inside the room. “Get that girl in here. And someone call the cops.” 
 
    The taller woman turns and spots me in the hallway. “You,” she says, “get over here.”  
 
    Puzzled, I move closer to the doorway. “I don’t want to destroy any evidence. Are you sure you want me here?” 
 
    She grabs my arm and swing me to face the room. Inside, the shorter woman stands with her hands on her hips, the float of equipment hovering beside her. She stabs a finger at the floor.  
 
    The empty floor. 
 
    “I thought you said there was someone injured here? Are you sure this is the right room? Or are you high?” 
 
    I feel a stab in my arm and whirl around. The male medic holds a small, sleek box with blinking lights and a Med-Chek logo. “Running a blood analysis, now.” 
 
    “Hey! You can’t take blood without a warrant,” I cry. “And there was a body, right here! Tell them, Francie!” 
 
    I turn to look for the short girl, but she’s nowhere in sight. “Where’s Francie?” 
 
    “Who’s Francie?” The tall woman asks. 
 
    “Francie—the girl who owns this boat. She was here! And she saw the body!” I stare at the three medics. “I’m not crazy. Look!” I point to a spot on the floor.  
 
    The short woman looks, then reaches down to touch a spot on the floor. Her gloved finger comes away with a red smear.  
 
    “That’s blood!” I cry. “There was someone injured here!” Dead. I know dead when I see it. But I don’t bother saying that. This feels too familiar. Dead bodies that disappear. I shudder.  
 
    “We’ll leave that for the cops to figure out,” the short woman says, hustling me back out the door. “False reporting is a crime.” 
 
    “So’s taking a blood sample without a warrant,” I shoot back, rubbing my arm where the guy poked me. 
 
    “Not here, it ain’t.” The short medic gives me a weird look. “You must be from off-world. Here on S’Ride, we have the authority to test anyone who might be a danger to themselves or others. Calling in a false medical report is probable cause.” 
 
    The medics take me up to the lounge and push me down on the couch. “You sit there until the cops arrive,” the short one says. 
 
    “Tox scan is clean,” the man says. He’s standing by the door looking down at his little box. The lights are all flashing green. “She ain’t high. Must be crazy.” 
 
    I start to reply but give up. The taller woman called in some kind of authorities—at least I assume that’s what the “cops” are. I’ve never heard that word used outside an Ancient TēVē show. I choke back a slightly hysterical giggle. Maybe the cops will be more reasonable. “Where’s Francie?” I ask again. They ignore me. 
 
    A commotion on the deck a few minutes later announces the cops’ arrival. The shorter medic steps out into the night and returns with a gaunt, older man with salt and pepper hair and a scar on his cheek. Simple esthetic mods could repair that kind of damage, so he must think the scar looks good. Great, a wanna-be pirate. 
 
    “I’m Police Investigator Mertius.” He looks around the room, his eyes lingering on me. “We’ll be taking over this investigation. Thank you for your help, medics.” 
 
    The three medics pack up their equipment and depart, handing me a piece of paper as they leave.  
 
    “What is this?” I ask.  
 
    “Itemized bill,” the guy says. “Caller has to cover the cost of frivolous calls.” 
 
    I stare at him. “It wasn’t a frivolous call! There was a body. You saw the blood!” And they print paper bills? How archaic.  
 
    The medics ignore me, shaking hands with the police as they depart. Mertius directs his minion to set up in the dining room. “I will speak with you in a few moments,” he says, his voice surprisingly kind. “Stay with her until I’m ready for you.” 
 
    “Check the stateroom for blood!” I call out, but he ignores me. 
 
    As I wait, I debate which identity to give him. If I use Triana Moore, I could get charged with lying to the authorities and maybe obstruction of justice. But if I tell them I’m Annabelle Morgan, I’ll trigger a scandal. And bring O’Neill running to the rescue. My mind spins, trying to work out what happened and what to tell the inspector.  
 
    Could Bobby Putin be here, on S’Ride, back on his killing spree? How could I possibly have stumbled onto it like this? There are millions of people on S’Ride, and Bobby is in hiding. Maybe it’s a copycat situation. One of those crazies who modded their body to look like him somehow learned about the murders on SK2 and decided to emulate him. Maybe the Families Meeting somehow sparked the urge, even. But it makes no sense that I’d be the one to find the body. That’s too big a coincidence. 
 
    When Mertius finally calls out, “Sera, come here, please,” I have no answers and no idea what to do. 
 
    The older man sits at the head of the dining table. Dishes have been stacked at the far end, and he has several devices arranged before him. “I will be recording this session. Please state your full name, occupation, and address.” 
 
    I open my mouth, then close it again. 
 
    He glares at me. “Name, occupation and address. That’s not so hard, is it?” 
 
    I bite my lip. “I can’t tell you my real name. I am currently using the pseudonym Triana Moore. If you run that through your database, I’m sure you’ll see why it’s necessary.” 
 
    He narrows his eyes at me. “I don’t know what game you’re up to, but I am investigating a false homicide report. I want your name, occupation and address.” 
 
    “Triana Moore, maintenance technician for Station Kelly-Kornienko. Recently detailed to the CSS Morningstar.” I hope he’s connected closely enough to planetary authorities to understand why that’s significant. 
 
    “Morningstar, you say?” His eyes widen. “Were you connected to that bust?” 
 
    I guess he’s heard. “I was involved in that operation, yes. Agents Fioravanti and O’Neill can vouch for me.” 
 
    “Are you working another undercover op?” He looks confused. “Why did you call this in?” 
 
    “No, I’m not working,” I say. “I was just in the wrong place at the wrong time, I guess. Seems like a weird coincidence.” 
 
    “Yes, very odd.” He stares at me for a few minutes. “Fine, tell me your story.” 
 
    I run through the events of the evening, starting with meeting Francie on the dock, all the way through the medic’s arrival. He asks a few questions along the way, clarifying pieces of the story, even making notes on paper. What is it with this planet and paper? 
 
    “Where is this ‘Francie’, now?” he asks. 
 
    I shrug. “She was here when the medics arrived. Then she disappeared. She’s the owner of this boat. I’m sure someone from that party can confirm. If you can find them. Or the chefs! Did you ask the chefs?” 
 
    “What chefs? You and the medics were the only people on the boat when we arrived.” He makes a few more notes. “I don't know what to make of your story. Obviously, I’ll have to find the owner of the boat. And we’ll see if we can corroborate your party story. But there’s no body, no indication of any injury or death.” 
 
    “What about the blood in the stateroom?” I grab his arm. “There was blood on the floor. That medic saw it.” 
 
    “They didn’t mention any blood,” he says with a sigh. “Right now, all I have is a woman with a crazy story, who claims to be an undercover agent, although not currently on a case.” 
 
    “Please, just check the stateroom.” I rub my eyes. “They were fast—there’s no way they could have eliminated all the evidence.” 
 
    He gives me a hard look and nods. “I’ll check the stateroom. But first, I need to confirm your ID.” He flicks a piece of equipment and has me place my hand on a scanner. It pings softly, and he nods. Then he flicks his recording gear, and the indicators go dark. “Wait in the living room with Treleven.” 
 
    I nod. So much for running away. I may as well go back to the Ángguì de Zhùsù—as soon as they let me. I tromp back into the living room and drop into a seat and close my eyes. It’s only a matter of time. Hopefully. 
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    Nine 
 
    A hand lands on my shoulder. “Sera Moore, will you come with me, please?”  
 
    I open my eyes and look blearily up at Ty O’Neill. “I figured you’d come,” I say, my tongue feeling thick and dry in my mouth. Great, I was probably snoring. 
 
    He reaches out a hand to pull me to my feet. It’s warm and strong, sending a wash of comfort and safety through me. I move closer to him, but he steps away. Ugh. 
 
    “Where’s Francie?” I ask. The room is empty except for me and O’Neill. “And Treleven?” 
 
    “Treleven is in the other room,” O’Neill says. “I don’t know who Francie is.” 
 
    “This is her boat. But no one seems to know that.” I peek into the dining room, but only see Treleven and Mertius.  
 
    “Come on, it’s late,” O’Neill says, impatience clear in his voice. “Let’s get back to the hotel.” He calls out to the investigators. “Thanks for the call. We’ll be at the Ángguì de Zhùsù in River City. Let us know if you need anything else.” 
 
    Mertius gives him a distracted thumbs up and turns back to his conversation with Treleven. O’Neill heads for the deck. 
 
    “What did you tell them?” I ask. “Why are they letting me go so easily?” 
 
    “I told them you’d be under house arrest at the Ángguì de Zhùsù, and available for questioning if they need you.” He steps down onto the dock and holds a hand up to me. 
 
    I stop, looking down at him. “You told them I’d be under house arrest?” I repeat in disbelief. 
 
    He shrugs. “No. But it’s more or less the truth. I’m not letting you out of my sight for the rest of this trip.” He grabs my hand and gives a gentle tug.  
 
    I jump down onto the dock next to him. “I guess I should be grateful it’s only house arrest. Did you tell him who I am?” 
 
    O’Neill shushes me. “I let him understand you’re an undercover agent, and we’re on a covert operation. I told him we’d cooperate to the extent allowed under the operation’s rules of engagement. He’s to scan the room and forward any evidence to us.” 
 
    “But he still thinks I’m crazy?” I scrub my fingers through my hair. I need a shower. “You believe me, though, right? How did you explain me calling in a fake homicide?” 
 
    “I didn’t try to explain. ‘Covert op’ covers a lot of territory.” He doesn’t say anything about believing me. 
 
    He leads the way off the dock and up to the boardwalk. The moon is high in the sky, half-full, and a sprinkle of stars are visible over the sea. Dim lights hang on most of the food carts, and a few of them are still open for business. Down the boardwalk, we can hear the sounds of a party, and I wonder if Francie is hiding down there, pretending I don’t exist and that she never saw that body. 
 
    “I hope that dock has good surveillance,” O’Neill says. “Most of the newer ones have ID checks, but this looks like an older one.” He stops by the open gate where the dock meets the boardwalk, looking at the gate posts and the cross piece over our heads. “I don’t see any cams, do you?”  
 
    I open an app on my holo-ring and run a quick scan. “Nope.” 
 
    He looks over my shoulder. “I haven’t seen that app one before. Is that the EnviroScan? I thought that was only available to law enforcement personnel.” 
 
    I bite my lip. “It’s a little toy I’ve been playing with.” 
 
    He shakes his head. “Like the scanner you used on the crates in the Morningstar hold?” 
 
    “In that it’s one I wrote, yeah. But they’re completely different tech.” I turn in a slow circle. “There’s not much in the way of surveillance at all. A cam over there, but that’s it.” I point to the building across the street.  
 
    “Let’s get back to the Ángguì de Zhùsù, and maybe you can explain what the heck is going on.” He takes my elbow and guides me toward a vehicle parked behind the food carts. “In you go.” 
 
    I climb into the back seat and he climbs in beside me. I expected him to be furious that I’d run and that I’d gotten involved in a crime—even though that wasn’t my fault. He’s acting very calm and almost pleasant, but he must be upset. Maybe once we’re alone, he’ll drop his mask. 
 
    O’Neill shuts the door and flicks a command to the vehicle. This one is fully autonomous. He gives the destination and the vehicle pulls away from the curb. As we wind through the light, late-night traffic, he stares out the window, ignoring me. 
 
    I stare out my own side, trying to wait him out, but I can’t. I swing around to face him. “I’m sorry I ran away, again.” 
 
    O’Neill looks at me, then his gaze flicks to the front of the vehicle and back to me. “We can talk about it later.” His voice is flat. He points at a small plaque on the dashboard and turns back to the window. 
 
    I squint through the dark and pick out the tiny letters: All interactions are recorded. 
 
    The ride back to the River City Ángguì de Zhùsù takes forever. 
 
      
 
    » « 
 
      
 
    Dawn is breaking over the hills as we pull into the garage beneath the Ángguì de Zhùsù. The little car halts outside the VIP entrance where another uniformed attendant waits to open the door. O’Neill and I exit the vehicle and walk to the float tube in silence. We waft up to the twenty-fourth floor and into the Empress Suite. As soon as the door shuts behind him, I spin around to confront O’Neill. Offense is the best form of defense. 
 
    Except I have no offense, or defense. I sag against the back of the couch, taking in his rumpled clothing, messy hair and pale face. Dark circles stand out under his eyes, which are tired and worn. “I’m sorry,” I whisper. 
 
    He runs a hand through his hair, staring out the window as dawn breaks over the city. “I need to sleep. Vanti is on point today. She’ll be debriefing you on your, er, excursion. 
 
    “You have a Families meeting at ten. Hy-Mi sent a briefing—you might want to take a look at it. You shouldn't need to contribute at all. Dame Morgan will be on the call, so you’re merely the physical rep, in case they need a hand print. After I’ve gotten a few hours of shut-eye, we’ll talk about what exactly went down tonight. Good day, Sera.” He turns and walks out of the room without making eye contact. 
 
    “Wait!” I cry, but he ignores me. I lunge forward, but the door slides shut in my face. 
 
      
 
    » « 
 
      
 
    When I get out of the shower, Vanti is waiting for me. She’s sitting cross-legged in the middle of the huge bed, eyes closed, hands in her lap. I stand in the doorway, wrapped in the plush hotel robe. I really don’t want to have this conversation. 
 
    “What were you thinking?” Vanti’s voice is mild, conversational. “You don’t get to take a vacation in the middle of the Families Meeting.” 
 
    “I needed to clear my head,” I say. “I told you I’d be back.” 
 
    She opens her eyes and holds up a scrap of paper. “Do you know how long it took to find this? Griz was frantic.” 
 
    I level a look at her. “No, he wasn’t. I checked the vids before my shower. He came in yesterday morning and saw the note straight off.” 
 
    “Fine.” She unfolds her legs and steps off the bed in one fluid motion. “He wasn’t frantic until after he found the note. Why couldn’t you clear your head here?” 
 
    “I needed to get away from all of you—all of this.” I wave a hand around the room. 
 
    “How’d that work for you?” She stalks across the room and over to the AutoKich’n. “Coffee?” She leans down to punch in a code. 
 
    “Yes, please. Lots. With cream and sugar. And a donut. Eggs. Bacon. A waffle. I’m starved!” I drop onto the couch and curl my legs up under me. “It didn’t work well at all.” 
 
    “Yeah, who else would end up at a missing murder scene?” Vanti pulls two coffees out of the AutoKich’n and flicks a few more commands. Crossing the room, she hands one cup to me. “You OK?” 
 
    “No.” I sip my coffee. “That whole boat thing was just weird. Francie, Blane, the body, the investigator.” I rub my eyes. “Too much like what happened on SK2. Is Bobby back to his old MO? Or is there some kind of copycat killer? And what are the odds that I would end up in the middle of something like that?” 
 
    She looks at me for a moment. “Or maybe you’re having some kind of breakdown. You keep seeing guys you think are Bobby, and then you imagine a murder scene reminiscent of what he did on SK2.” 
 
    “NO!” I holler. “I didn’t imagine any of this! You saw that waiter at the meeting. He looked so much like Bobby. I don’t care if it was some kind of fad—that’s just creepy. And I didn’t imagine a murder last night!” I rub my eyes. “I need to sleep. What did you tell the Families?”  
 
    “We told them you were experiencing travel-lag and needed time to adjust to the current time zone. No one believed it, but they didn’t question. Dame Bezos was also absent, so nothing got done anyway. Your mother wasn’t happy.” 
 
    “She didn’t try to call me, though,” I say, glancing at my holo-ring.  
 
    “Griz told her you were sleeping, and I think Ser R’ger put in a word.” She shrugs. “Doesn’t matter, as long as it worked. And you’re back. But you can’t miss today’s meeting. The other Families might take that as a personal insult.” She hands me a stim patch. “Suck it up, buttercup.” 
 
      
 
    » « 
 
      
 
    The meeting is even more boring than I imagined. We’re seated in a small auditorium, with Gloria and I relegated to the back row, as mere representatives rather than actual Heads of Family. A large projection of my mother and Don Huatang fill the stage, allowing them to attend virtually. Don Huatang is accompanied by his daughter—rumor has it she makes all the actual decisions, since the Don’s mental state has failed in the last couple years. But the charade of the Head being all powerful must be maintained. 
 
    To be honest, even with the stimpad, I can’t focus on the discussion. They’re arguing about the wording in some announcement, everyone demanding the chance to add their two credits. Most of them say the same thing as the person before them, but they all have to talk. I close my eyes, but the stimpatch makes my brain buzz too much to sleep. 
 
    “Does poor Annabelle have a hangover?” Gloria moves into the seat next to me, her voice low and cloying. “You should save the partying for after the meeting.” 
 
    “I wasn’t partying,” I snap back opening my eyes. I try to focus on the discussion, but Dame whoever-that-is keeps droning on about something I can’t begin to follow. The holo of my mother nods in response to her points. I look more closely at the holo. I think it’s an avatar, rather than my mother in person. That’s why she didn’t attend the meeting—she knew how boring it would be. 
 
    “Repping for the family is an enormous privilege.” Gloria leans closer as she whispers to me. When Don Maderos glances back at us, Gloria nods gravely, as if in response to the speaker. “You have to earn it.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “I’m sure you did, Gloria,” I whisper. “So go annoy someone more important than me, OK?”  
 
    She glares and flops back in her chair with a huff. 
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    Ten 
 
    The meeting breaks for lunch, and Vanti meets me outside the conference room to escort me back upstairs. “We aren’t taking any chances until this thing is over,” she says with a smirk. “We’ll have lunch in the suite. Griz is waiting.” 
 
    She does her secret agent thing and gets us safely to the Empress Suite. O’Neill stands by the AutoKich’n, entering commands and removing dishes as it dings. “Good thing I like cooking,” he grumbles to Vanti. 
 
    She grins. “No pudding, please.”  
 
    They both laugh. I wonder what that’s about, but I’m too tired to care.  
 
    O’Neill places the food on the table and there’s silence as we all dig in. After a few minutes, O’Neill takes a drink and looks at me. “Now, perhaps you’d like to tell us what happened last night.” 
 
    I rub my forehead. It almost seems like a dream now. “Did that inspector share my statement with you?”  
 
    O’Neill holds up a hand. “Tell me what happened, please.” 
 
    I tell them about needing to take some time to organize my thoughts, and about my uneventful trip to New Sydney. About looking for Arun’s boat, and finding it gone. 
 
    “Wait, who’s Arun?” O’Neill asks. 
 
    “He’s R’ger’s nephew.” I take a sip of lemonade. “He has a boat at that marina, but he must have gone out for a few days. R’ger says he likes to sail every chance he gets.” 
 
    “Why were you going to see this guy?” O’Neill asks, his face a blank mask. 
 
    “I don’t know.” I shake my head. “R’ger told me about him—about how he wasn’t following in the family business but doing his own thing. And there was this brochure for New Sydney here in the suite, so I just thought it looked like somewhere nice to visit. I guess I figured maybe Arun could help me get some perspective on my life.” 
 
    “There was a brochure in this suite?” Vanti asks. “For New Sydney? Were there any others?” 
 
    I shake my head. “I didn’t notice. What’s the big deal? It’s a popular destination for visitors to River City.” 
 
    “I don’t remember seeing it when I checked the suite before you arrived,” Vanti says. “In fact, I didn’t see any brochures. I mean, who uses paper advertising anyway?” 
 
    I shrug. “They seem to use a lot of paper on this planet. Anyway, I decided to visit New Sydney.” 
 
    “Hang on,” Vanti interrupts. “If that brochure wasn’t here when I checked the suite, how did it get in here?” 
 
    “Maybe Anika dropped them off? That’s the kind of thing concierges do, right?” I give her a puzzled look. “Why does it matter?” 
 
    She shakes her head. “I guess it doesn’t.” She gives O’Neill a look. “Continue.” 
 
    I explain about meeting Francie and the party on her boat. 
 
    O’Neill throws up a hand again. “You went to a party on a boat with some woman you met on the dock?! Are you insane? What if she was a kidnapper? Do you have any idea how hard we work to keep you safe? And you just—” 
 
    “How would she have known who I was?” I stand up, leaning over the table to get in his face. “She was a random woman in a random city. There’s no way she was stalking me.” I straighten up. “Besides, I’ve been living like a normal person for the last six years. No one has tried to kidnap me—well, not until I met you! This is why I became Triana Moore—so I could live a normal life! And that’s why I’m done with this. I will stay here until the end of the meeting tomorrow, and then I’m done. I’m leaving. Annabelle Morgan will be dead.” I spin and stalk across the room, slamming the bedroom door behind me. 
 
    I stomp over to the bed and throw myself down. Vanti and O’Neill are crazy if they think Francie was a set up. There’s no way anyone could have known I’d end up on that dock.  
 
    Except maybe R’ger. 
 
    No. I can’t believe he would be a party to anything. Of course, he’s been encouraging me to strike out on my own almost since we met. What do I really know about him, anyway? Mother says he’s my father, but she hadn’t seen him in twenty-five years. Then he just showed up on SK2. Maybe he isn’t really R’ger? 
 
    I flip over onto my back and stare up at the ceiling. He has to be R’ger. The Families Meeting is serious business. We had to submit to DNA testing when we arrived. He has to be the official representative of the Kinduja family, or they wouldn’t have let him in. 
 
    But no one’s heard from the Kindujas in decades, a little voice says in my head. The DNA sample they matched him to could be faked. How hard would it be to hack into the Families database? 
 
      
 
    » « 
 
      
 
    Turns out it’s pretty hard. I set up a hack, then went back into the main room to grab something to eat before returning to the meeting. Vanti escorted me down—O’Neill was nowhere to be seen. We’re now three hours into the meeting. Thankfully, Gloria found someone else to torture—she’s sitting a couple rows in front of me next to Dame Ming.  
 
    I look around to make sure no one is paying any attention to me and flick open my holo on a small-scale setting. Hiding my hand behind the seat in front of me, I swipe through the logins and firewall until I get to my program. It has gotten exactly nowhere. Even with Families access, I can’t break into the database. 
 
    According to Occam's Razor, the most likely answer is probably the answer. Or something like that. (I heard that on an Ancient TēVē vid about aliens. Aliens—ha!) So unless there’s a seriously huge conspiracy going on, it looks like R’ger is actually the Kinduja family rep. Which means he’s not likely to be involved in anything targeting me. Besides, O’Neill checked him out thoroughly both on SK2 and when he found out R’ger was a Kinduja. 
 
    If I assume R’ger didn’t tell anyone except me about Arun, then no one could have known I was going to New Sydney. Which means meeting Francie was a random meeting, so the body I saw couldn’t have had anything to do with Bobby. The galaxy is just way too big for that kind of coincidence. I drop my head into my hands. Maybe I am having a breakdown.  
 
    As far as I can tell, nothing of significance is decided during the meeting. The reps talk and talk and talk, but there are no votes or memorandums or ultimatums. At the end of the meeting, Mother sends me a text:  
 
    Good work 
 
    Seriously? She’s congratulating me on sitting in the back of the room and staying silent? Wow.  
 
    When the conference room doors open, the waiting security agents greet their principles and whisk them away to various corners of the building. I wait until the crowd has dispersed a bit before trudging out into the lobby. Vanti waits by the float tube.  
 
    “Is Ty still mad at me?” The words slip out before I can censor them. 
 
    Vanti gives me a flat look. “I don’t think this is something that will just go away on its own. You gave him the slip when you know his job—his responsibility—is to protect you. Even if there was nothing else between you, that would cut him. He takes his work very seriously. The fact that the two of you have some kind of weird relationship just makes it worse.” 
 
    We float up to my suite while I think about that. Vanti makes me wait by the door while she clears the suite. O’Neill isn’t the only one who takes his job seriously. “How would anyone get in here?” I ask. 
 
    “How did that brochure get in here?” Vanti counters. 
 
    “Are you still on about that? I told you, I’m sure Anika left it. In fact, I’ll prove it.” I flop down onto the couch and pull up the hotel operating system. Unlike the Families database, this is a piece of cake to break into.  
 
    Speaking of which, cake sounds good. “Vanti, can you get me a chocolate cupcake?” 
 
    Vanti rolls her eyes but goes to the AutoKich’n and types in a command. 
 
    “Look. Here’s a vid from the day we arrived.” I stretch the view to about a meter high and flick it to the coffee table. It shows the main room of the suite, but it’s empty. “I’ll have to fast forward to the action.” After a few seconds of nothing, the front door opens and Anika strides in. She puts some flowers on a side table, checks the AutoKich’n, sets a basket of cookies on the counter, and drops a few pieces of paper onto the coffee table. Then she leaves. “See—it was Anika.” I turn to smile triumphantly at Vanti. “I don't remember those cookies, though.” 
 
    “Hang on,” she says, her hand halfway into the AutoKich’n. “Who’s that?” 
 
    A man in hotel uniform walks in, glances around, and adds another leaflet to the table. I freeze the vid and zoom in to see his face. Vanti walks right up to the table, cake forgotten.  
 
    “That’s Liam,” she says. “R’ger’s concierge.” 
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    Eleven 
 
    Vanti flicks her own holo-ring and starts something running. “I’m pulling his background info. Can you unpause the vid?” 
 
    “Sure.” I flick the play button. Liam steps away from the coffee table, takes a furtive look around and grabs the basket of cookies. Then he slips out the door. 
 
    “He stole my cookies!” I complain. That reminds me. I jump up and pull the cupcakes out of the AutoKich’n. “Want one?” 
 
    Vanti frowns. “Rewind the vid and zoom in to the coffee table. I want to see what he left.” 
 
    I set the cupcakes on the table. As I rewind the feed, she reaches out and takes one of the cupcakes without taking her eyes off the vid. I pause it and zoom in.  
 
    “Looks like the New Sydney brochure, just as you suspected.” I take a bite of my own cupcake. Mmm. Warm, gooey chocolate.  
 
    “Right. So Liam wanted you to go to New Sydney.” She takes a tiny bite of the chocolate frosting. “This is really sweet.” 
 
    “I know.” I take another huge bite. “I might have to get a second one.” 
 
    “You can have mine.” She sets her cupcake down and heads across the room to order some wheatgrass juice or carrots. Probably. 
 
    When she returns with a glass of greenish juice, she sits next to me on the sofa. She waves her hand at the vid, so I flick it off. Then she swipes her own holo-up onto the table. “This is Liam’s background check. Pretty standard. He’s been working here for a long time. I’ll have someone dig deeper to see if we can ascertain motive. If I were a guessing woman, I’d say he needed money, and someone offered a hefty bribe if he’d just slip that brochure to you.” 
 
    “Maybe they even bribed him to put one in every suite. That would look completely harmless. Probably posing as a tourism rep from New Sydney. That doesn’t explain why he took my cookies, though. You don’t suppose he took everyone’s cookies, do you?” I give Vanti an appalled look. 
 
    She rolls her eyes. “Forget the cookies. The important thing is, there was a concerted effort to get you to New Sydney. Which makes me think the whole weird situation was contrived to get you in trouble. Or rattled. And since we suspect Bobby Putin is here on S’Ride, I’d say it’s a fair guess he’s behind it. But how did he get you to that particular dock?” 
 
    I squirm a bit. I don’t want to throw R’ger under the bus, but on the other hand, if he’s involved somehow— 
 
    Vanti snaps her fingers. “Doesn’t matter right now. What does matter is finding Bobby, or whoever was behind it. I’m going to get someone to look into Liam. You,” she narrows her eyes at me. “You will stay here. The last thing we need is for you to go out there on your own again. If Putin is behind this, he’s trying to get revenge. And that means he’ll be watching for another chance to get to you. You. Stay. Here.” She glares for another ten seconds, then takes her slimy green drink and stalks out the door. 
 
    I lick the last of the chocolate frosting off my fingers. One thing doesn’t make sense to me. If Bobby Putin is trying to get revenge, then why did he let me go last night? Instead of the elaborate disappearing body, he could have made me disappear.  
 
      
 
    » « 
 
      
 
    After Vanti left, I went to bed and slept straight through until this morning. It’s about nine by the time I get out of bed, which leaves me only an hour before the last day of family meetings. I let the magic closet app select another outfit and head for the shower. Thirty minutes later, dressed and ravenous, I stride into the main room of the suite.  
 
    And freeze in the doorway. 
 
    “Why are you in my suite?” I demand, channeling my mother, the Ice Dame. 
 
    Anika glances across the dining table and smiles. “I came to offer you my services.” She picks up a cup and takes a sip, then cuts a slice of something and takes a bit. “You should have breakfast. It’s really fabulous.” 
 
    I stare at her, dumbfounded. “You’re eating my breakfast?” I didn’t even order anything. Although that bacon smells fantastic. My stomach grumbles. 
 
    “I told you, I have a proposal for you.” She waves at a chair across from her. “Please, have something to eat.” 
 
    I’m really confused, now. As my concierge, she’s supposed to be available but unobtrusive. Like a vacu-bot. Not invite herself up to my suite for brunch. I sit down and pour myself a cup of coffee. “I don’t need your services right now,” I say. I try to look regal, but my stomach growls again, loudly. With a shrug, I grab a plate and fill it with bacon and eggs.  
 
    “You might think you don’t need them, but you do.” She smiles and pats her lips with a napkin. “My employers have an offer for you.” 
 
    “Your employer is the hotel,” I say. The bacon tastes as good as it smells. I pick up the tongs and scoot a couple more slices onto my plate. 
 
    She smiles broader and takes a device out of her pocket, holding it below the edge of the table where I can see it, but presumably the cams will not. She presses a button, and a red icon flashes on top of the slim box. “Sound jammer. Your security team is getting white noise now. We’ll have to conclude this quickly, before they arrive to check on us.” 
 
    She slides the box back into her pocket and puts her hands on the table, leaning forward. “The hotel is one of my employers. Actually, they pay crap, so they’re more like slave masters. But my real employer compensates me well for my, uh, less conspicuous services.” 
 
    I sit back in my chair. “And who is your real employer?” I cross my arms over my chest and make the duress signal with my fingers where Vanti or O’Neill will see it.  
 
    “They prefer to remain anonymous. But they can help you disappear.” She looks me over. “We know you aren’t happy here. You tried to disappear before. But my employers can help you disappear for good.” 
 
    “Really?” I uncross my arms. I’m not sure if it’s because I know O’Neill and Vanti will have seen the signal, or if it’s because I’m hoping they didn’t see the signal. Maybe Anika can help me. “What’s in it for them?” 
 
    She laughs. “A great deal of money, of course. We know you have access to the family accounts. You transfer money to our secure accounts, and we make you disappear. It’s a win-win.” 
 
    “And how do I know you won’t make me ‘disappear’ for real?” I ask. “Assuming I could pay you a shuttle load of money, why wouldn’t you just dump me in the river and run? Cheaper than ‘relocating’ me.” 
 
    Anika draws herself up. “We don’t operate like that! We are honorable people.” 
 
    This is all starting to sound familiar. “Don’t tell me you’re Poelish Mafia?” They supposedly helped me disappear once before. Took all my money and then told my mother exactly where I was and what I was doing. For a fee, of course.  
 
    The door slides open, and Vanti and O’Neill rush in, weapons drawn. Anika freezes, her hands flat on the table. We all stare at each other for a few seconds. Then I wave them in. 
 
    “You can put those away,” I say. “False alarm. Pull up a chair and have breakfast if you want, though.” 
 
    Vanti checks the other rooms while O’Neill strides over to the table. “Stand, please.” He says to Anika. She complies and he runs a device around her. He pulls the scrambler from her pocket, looks it over, presses a button and puts it into his own pocket. “Clear!” He calls to Vanti as she returns to the room. The two agents exchange a look and pull out chairs on opposite sides of the table. O’Neill angles his away from the table, so he’s facing Anika and can watch the door behind her. 
 
    “Why don’t you tell us what’s going on, Sera,” he says to me without taking his eyes off Anika. Anika looks relaxed, but her eyes are narrow and alert. 
 
    Vanti raises her eyebrows at me and drops into her chair. 
 
    I play with my fork, but they just wait. “Anika offered to help me disappear,” I finally blurt out. “She has contacts. Probably Poelish Mafia?” I raise my eyebrows at her as I speak. 
 
    Vanti shakes her head. “Not them, again. My entire career seems to involve the Sprzężaj.” 
 
    “Really?” I am intrigued. “I didn’t know you—” 
 
    “Long story,” she interrupts. She looks at Anika. “You know we’re going to start digging into your background. And if you’re smart, you’ll realize we won't stop until we find out everything. So you may as well tell us what your deal is.” 
 
    Anika looks from Vanti to O’Neill and back. Then she shrugs. “I am Sprzężaj. My grandmother is the head of the clan here on S’Ride. We’d heard Sera,” she nods at me, “might want to, uh, defect. So Babcia—Grandma—had me make an offer. We did nothing illegal.” 
 
    “And you aren’t working with anyone else?” Vanti presses. “What do you know about Liam?” 
 
    Anika gives her a puzzled look. “Liam? Liam Aerrigo?” She shrugs. “He’s kind of a weasel. He steals my cookies every chance he gets.” She raises her eyes to the ceiling and mutters something in Poelish.  
 
    I flick my holo-ring and it translates the phrase. “Moron cookie thief.” I bite back a laugh.  
 
    O’Neill gets to his feet. “Ok, you haven't done anything illegal, so we aren’t going to press any charges. But you need to leave. If you contact Sera Morgan again, I will inform the hotel of your other affiliations.” He points to the door. “We no longer require your services.” 
 
    Anika’s eyes grow big and she stands. “You won’t tell them? How will I explain that you don’t want me to contact the Sera anymore?” 
 
    O’Neill shrugs. “Your problem, not mine. Get out.” 
 
    Anika gives me a pained look and hurries to the door. 
 
    “She didn’t mean any harm,” I say as she leaves. 
 
    O’Neill cuts me off. “You don’t know that. Maybe she’s trying to lure you out of the hotel for someone else.” 
 
    “I’m not stupid enough to go with her without checking her story.” I say. 
 
    “But you did think about going with her!” It’s a statement, not a question. He glares down at me. “And how should I know what you’re stupid enough to do? You went to that party with a random woman you met on a dock!” 
 
    Vanti leaps up from her chair. “Griz, this isn’t helping anything. Why don’t you go cool off? You can check on the, uh, research I was working on. I’ll take care of Triana.” 
 
    “Yes, Griz,” I say, nastily. “Go do some research. I no longer require your services.” I slam my chair back from the table, tipping it over onto its back. Throwing my napkin down, I stalk out of the room and slam the door. 
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    Twelve 
 
    This tantrum thing is getting tiresome, even for me. Although, I do like the door slamming part. The doors on SK2 all slide, so I’m getting a chance to do some quality door slamming that I missed out on in my teen years. I take a deep breath and open the door. 
 
    “Look, I’m sorry,” I start, but I’m alone in the room. Alone, but not alone. I turn to where I know the camera hides and try again. “I’m sorry to be such a pain. I’ll behave myself from now on. I won’t try to sneak away again. Can we talk?”  
 
    I wait, but there’s no answer.  
 
    Fine. I finish my breakfast and wait for Vanti to take me down to the meeting. 
 
      
 
    » « 
 
      
 
    When the meeting finally ends at noon, I’m so done. I’ve been ignored this entire time. Even Gloria hasn’t bothered speaking to me. Mother doesn’t send me a text this time—I guess my passivity is now considered standard and therefore no longer worthy of praise. R’ger gives me a brief nod, but he’s deep in conversation with Don Said. 
 
    Vanti takes me up to the suite, and I head straight to the AutoKich’n. “I’m having a margarita,” I say. “Do you want anything?” 
 
    “Can’t, on duty.” She slouches into the big armchair. “On second thought, gimme a soda. Something with lots of caffeine. I’m going to be up all night.” 
 
    I bring the drink to her and drop onto the couch with my frozen concoction. “Really? What’s going on? I thought with the meeting done, you’d just be packing me up and heading home.” 
 
    “I don’t pack up,” she said with a smirk. “I’m going to have Anika do that after we leave. I’ve got a lead on the whole missing body thing, and I’m going to check it out.” She eyes me. “Wanna come along?” 
 
    “What’s O’Neill going to say about that?” I take a slurp of my margarita. Zark, that’s strong. I feel warmth spread through my stomach and into my chest. My cheeks flush. Probably should have some lunch. 
 
    “He’s not here,” she says. 
 
    What?! “Where is he?” 
 
    “The Ice Dame sent him back up to Crip. He’s supposed to arrange your transport back to SK2.” She sucks down the rest of the soda and gets up to order some food. 
 
    “Why did he have to go up to Crip to do that?” I fiddle with the Ángguì de Zhùsù-branded stir stick in my drink. “He can book a cruise from here.” 
 
    Vanti grins. “I might have relayed that message incorrectly.” 
 
    I stare at her, my tequila-addled wits sloshing around in my skull. 
 
    She rolls her eyes. “I told him the Ice Dame wanted him to go up to Crip to personally check the accommodations up there. I can’t believe he bought it.” 
 
    “He probably couldn’t wait to get away from me,” I mutter into my glass. 
 
    “Snap out of it, would you? This love-sick pre-adolescent moping is making me want to puke. I sent him away so you and I could go track down Bobby Putin. Don’t you want to come?” She pulls the food from the AutoKich’n and sets it out on the table.  
 
    “Why would you do that?” I ask. “Aren’t you worried about losing your job? If anything happens to me, you’re toast.” 
 
    “Nothing is going to happen to you.” Vanti grins. “You forget who you’re dealing with. I’ve babysat you before, remember?” 
 
    “But why do you want me to come with you?”  
 
    She shakes her head. “Because I’m an idiot? I don’t know. I like you. And I like Griz more. This—whatever it is between you is killing him. I think you need to snap out of this funk and get back to being the girl he’s in love with. The best way I know to do that is work.” 
 
    “Do you think he’s in love with me?” I take a huge gulp of my drink. My head squeezes. “AH! Brain freeze!” 
 
    “Of course, he’s in love with you. And you’re in love with him.” She sits down at the table. “If you want to come with me, you’d better eat something and sober up. That must be one hell of a margarita.” 
 
      
 
    » « 
 
      
 
    We finish lunch and I pack a small bag with essentials and my usual, comfortable clothing. I send a message to Anika requesting she pack up the wardrobe and ship it up to Crippen. I include a big tip, hoping it will smooth over any bad feelings and ensure the wardrobe arrives intact.  
 
    After checking out of the hotel, Vanti takes me to the basement. We stride through the parking garage, past small, sleek sportsters and huge family-haulers. She heads straight to the rear, crossing an empty section. Near the far wall sits a bright red two-seater with convertible top and turbo-charged engine. I grin a little—I’ve always had a thing for Astrigos. 
 
    Vanti strides right past the sporty little gem and slaps a hand against the huge, boxy thing behind it. “What do you think?” 
 
    I gape. “We’re not taking that?”  
 
    It looks like an enormous shipping crate on a float panel. Except it’s pink. And covered in huge, cartoonish cupcakes. “Cuppacake Cafe” stretches across the ten-meter long body. A roll-up window takes up the middle third of the thing. And, is that an awning?  
 
    “Our cover,” Vanti says, caressing the pink monstrosity. “I’ve always wanted to run a cupcake truck.” 
 
    I close my eyes, shaking my head. “You don’t mean that. Can you even bake?” 
 
    She rolls her eyes. “What’s the big deal? You just download a few molecular maps for cupcakes, and we load them into the AutoKich’n. You’ve got all the maps, right?” 
 
    “I should be able to find something,” I reply, doubtfully. “But the really good bakers don’t let anyone have their maps.” 
 
    She shrugs. “We don’t need to be really good—it’s just a cover.” She pulls open the front door and climbs in.  
 
    I open the rear and step into the body of the vehicle. Dust coats everything. A counter stretches along one side, with cupboards above and below, except for the space where the roll up window allows access to the outside. The other side is a series of metal doors with windows in them and a sink. “Uh, Vanti,” I call up to the front as she maneuvers the huge vehicle out of the parking lot. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Did you check out the back of this thing? There’s no AutoKich’n back here. Do you know how to bake?” 
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    Thirteen 
 
    The truck slams to a halt, blocking the parking garage exit. Vanti leaps up from her seat and strides to the back. “What do you mean there’s no AutoKich’n?” She starts flinging doors open, peering inside. “What the hell is this thing?” 
 
    “I think that’s an oven. It looks like the thing Dav bakes his croissants in.” I poke at the controls. As we watch through the glass door, the inside of the cabinet starts to glow. “See—it’s heating up.” I open the door and warmth flows out.  
 
    Vanti slaps the controls, turning the oven off. Up front, an insistent ping sounds in time with a flashing message on the dashboard.  
 
    You are impeding traffic. Please move your vehicle. 
 
    I peek out the rear window. “We’ll have to deal with that later. There’s someone behind us.” 
 
    Vanti runs to the front and jumps into the seat. She hits the screen and picks a point, seemingly at random. The truck lurches forward, and the flashing message disappears. “Do you have access to any funds?” Vanti asks. 
 
    I give her a puzzled look. “Of course. I have credit in my account. Don’t you have a budget for this operation?” 
 
    She smiles, slyly. “It’s not exactly on the books. Plus, I spent most of it on this dump.” 
 
    As we talk, the auto-drive merges us into traffic and onto a south bound road. This truck can’t access the mag-lev rails we took from the shuttle port, but River City has plenty of regular roads as well. 
 
    “Unless you know how to bake cupcakes, we might need to purchase some inventory,” Vanti says. “I should have known this truck was too good a deal.” 
 
    “So we’ll just buy a couple dozen cupcakes before we leave the city,” I say. “We aren’t really going to sell very many, are we?” 
 
    She shrugs. “Depends on how long the mission takes. Let me see if I can find a bakery along the route.” 
 
      
 
    » « 
 
      
 
    Eight dozen cupcakes later, we pull out onto a highway heading for New Sydney. We stopped along the way to rent a cleaning bot, which is scrubbing the back while we travel. The cash I pulled from my bank account before my first illicit visit is nearly depleted, but Vanti doesn’t want me to transfer any money in from the Morgan holdings in case someone is watching those accounts. 
 
    “If Bobby Putin is really behind all this,” I tell Vanti, “it won’t matter. He knows about my alternate identity.” 
 
    “I know. But since we used cash, he won’t be tipped off to our new cover.” She looks lovingly at the shining interior emerging in the back of the Cuppacake Cafe. “I think we should take the money we have left and buy some ingredients and try making our own cupcakes.” 
 
    “Are you nuts?” I demand. “Have you ever baked anything in your life? It’s not as easy as using an AutoKich’n.” I spent enough time in Mother’s kitchens as a child, and learned a few things from Dav, her pastry chef. “I might be able to manage some muffins, if we had a recipe, but I don’t think they’ll look very good next to those.” I point at the pink bakery boxes stacked carefully in the rack by the door.  
 
    “How hard can it be?” Vanti flicks her holo-ring and starts searching for cupcake recipes. 
 
    “Uh, shouldn’t we talk about how we’re going to find Bobby?” I ask.  
 
    “All right.” She flicks her ring and the search window closes. She pulls up a map. “This is New Sydney. The marina where you met Francie is here. I’m operating under the assumption Bobby has been tracking you and was behind that whole incident. I don’t know what his motivation was—if he’d stayed quiet, we wouldn’t be looking for him now.” 
 
    I wrinkle my nose. “Bobby isn’t good at staying quiet. He’s always been flashy. I imagine hiding here has been torture for him. Maybe the opportunity to take revenge on me was too much to ignore.” 
 
    “But why did he let you go?” Vanti says. “He could have had his minions kidnap you while they were staging that murder.” 
 
    “I don’t know. I think we can assume he isn’t completely rational, right?” I rub my eyes. “I don’t know anything about serial killers. Do you?” 
 
    “I know a little, but it isn’t my area of expertise,” Vanti says. “My background has been more in terrorism than murder.” 
 
    “Maybe we should skip the whole Bobby thing and just become cupcake vendors,” I joke.  
 
    Vanti sighs. “Wouldn’t that be sweet?” 
 
      
 
    » « 
 
      
 
    A little after five that afternoon, the van parks itself in a lot a few blocks from the marina. The cleaning bot has finished the job, and the interior is sparkling clean. Unfortunately, removing the grime has made the worn spots more obvious, but only the two of us will be inside to notice. Vanti rolls up the side window and puts out the awning. “Stick that sign outside, will you?” She asks. 
 
    “Oh, we’re going to start selling right away?” I grab a sandwich board stashed behind the driver’s seat. Climbing out of the van, I set it in the empty parking space between our truck and the sidewalk, and climb back in. “Do you think anyone will really want cupcakes?”  
 
    “What flavors do you have?” A voice asks from outside. I guess that answers that question. 
 
    Vanti leans across the counter and smiles down at a woman and her two kids. “We’ve got a big selection,” she says. “What are you looking for?” 
 
    I pull a couple chocolate topped cakes from one of the boxes and set them on the counter. “How about these? Strawberry cake with chocolate frosting.” 
 
    The little boy kicks the tires. “I want chock-lit! Only chock-lit!” 
 
    “Banilla!” The girl cries. “Not chock-lit!” 
 
    The woman glares at us. “You heard them. Chocolate and vanilla. One of each.” 
 
    “Wow, lovely little humans you’re raising there,” I mutter under my breath as I dig through the pink boxes.  
 
    Vanti takes some credits from the woman and hands over the cakes. The little boy drops his on the ground and begins to scream. Vanti hands the woman another one. “No charge,” she says with a smile. 
 
    “I should think not!” The woman says. “Imagine charging a child for dropping a cupcake.” She picks up the cake on the ground, wipes the dirty the icing off with a napkin and hands the cake to Vanti. “Put some more frosting on that, and I’ll eat it.” 
 
    Vanti and I look at each other. “We iced these back at the bakery,” I say. “We don’t have any frosting with us. Sorry.” 
 
    The woman grabs the cake out of Vanti’s hand, grumbling under her breath about cheap bakeries as she stomps away.  
 
    I look at Vanti. “You still want to run a cupcake truck?” 
 
    A man walks up and asks if we have any saffron-vanilla cupcakes with basil-mint frosting. Yeah, right. 
 
    A line forms quickly, and we do a brisk business all evening. As the sun sets over the marina, the surge of customers turns into a trickle, and eventually they stop. Vanti and I look over our kingdom. The truck is trashed. Frosting stained boxes are scattered everywhere. Frosting smudges cover the counter, our hands, and the payment terminal. I grab the cleaning bot and set it to run a quick cycle.  
 
    Vanti opens the last intact box. “We still have seven cupcakes in here,” she says. “Well, six.” She takes a bite of a zartberry cake. “We’re good bakers.” 
 
    “Uh, you know we didn’t make these, right?” I take a chocolate cake. “But they are fantastic. Too bad that bakery is too far away to get more.” 
 
    “Yeah, that might be a problem,” she says, licking the frosting off her fingers. “We need to get more. How much money do we have?” 
 
    I count up the cash and look at the payment report. “Looks like we have enough to buy seven more boxes, if we can find a bakery nearby.” 
 
    “But we sold eight boxes! We should have more.” Vanti looks at the numbers I scribbled inside a broken-down box lid. 
 
    “I guess we need to up our prices, then. Didn’t you look at the cost before you priced them?” I do some more math. 
 
    She shrugs. “There was a price on the sandwich board, so I figured that was good.” 
 
    I shake my head. “That price was probably five years old! Plus, the people who used to run this truck probably made their cupcakes, rather than buying them at a bakery. Lots cheaper to do it yourself.” 
 
    “How was I supposed to know?” Her voice is getting cranky. “I’m an agent, not a business mogul.” 
 
    “Clearly. I also think you need some protein. How many cupcakes have you eaten, anyway?” Vanti doesn’t usually eat sugar, so these cakes are probably throwing her whole body out of whack. 
 
    “No idea. Two? Seven?” She washes her hands in the sink. “I think you’re right. Let’s get some real food.” 
 
    We close up the van and walk to a little food trailer across the parking lot. They’ve been doing as much business as we have, so they must be good. We purchase the last of their tacos and find a seat at a picnic table nearby while they close up shop. 
 
    “Good day today, girls?” A tall man in a white apron asks as he wipes down his food truck counter. 
 
    “Yeah,” I reply. “How about you?”  
 
    “I think your cupcakes brought in a new crowd.” He gives me a thumbs up. “Sold more today than we have all week. Glad the city gave you a license. We’ve been on our own for a month now. Having another truck always improves business, unless they’re doing the same food.” He grins again and pulls their window cover down. 
 
    “License?” I whisper to Vanti. “Do we have a license? Are we going to get raided and impounded?” 
 
    “Chill out,” Vanti says. “They don’t swoop in with a tactical assault team. If they show up and ask, we’ll deal with it then. Most likely we won’t see them at all.” 
 
    I stand up and gather our trash. “I hope not.” I dump the refuse into the recycler pod on the sidewalk, and we head back to our truck.  
 
    “Check this out,” Vanti says once we’re back in the truck. She reaches up and opens a panel in the ceiling. “This is why I chose this truck.” She flips a switch, and a small hum emanates from the van. Part of the ceiling starts to rise. It ratchets up about a meter, revealing cloth sides, complete with plastek windows. “Step on this.” She points to a reinforced shelf near the rear of the truck. 
 
    I climb up as instructed and poke my head into the space above the ceiling. A mattress stretches the full width of the van. 
 
    “We can sleep up there!” Vanti calls up to me. “Isn’t that cool?” 
 
    “Who are you, and what have you done with Vanti? You’re acting more like Lindsay the super perky recruiter than Vanti the agent.” I climb down again. 
 
    She shrugs. “I get tired of being an agent all the time. That’s one of the reasons I brought you along. I feel like I can be myself. With the other agents, I have to be tough and amazing all the time.” 
 
    I look at Vanti. “Wow, I’m flattered. And kind of frightened. Uh, no offense, but when we go after Bobby, can super competent Vanti come back?” 
 
    She gives me her familiar condescending look. “Of course. Just because I’m having fun doesn’t mean I’m incomp—” 
 
    A knock on the back of the van stops her mid-word. We exchange a look. I shrug and open the rear door. “Sorry, we’re out of cupcakes.” 
 
    A short man with a shock of thick green hair looks up at me. “City regulators.” He flicks an ID code at me. It pops up on my holo-ring: Everard Peters al-Voorhees, Inspector. 
 
    “Uh, hi.” I say. I look over my shoulder, but Vanti is nowhere to be seen. How can she hide in such a small van? “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “First,” his nasal voice sends a creeping feeling through my shoulders, “you can’t camp here. This is a parking lot, not a campground. No overnight parking. Second, I need to see your vending licenses and food-handlers’ permit.” 
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    Fourteen 
 
    “Oh, I wasn’t going to camp,” I say. Playing for time, I pretend to carefully read his ID. “Could you point me toward a good camp—what did you call it? Camp round?” 
 
    “Campground,” he says. “And no, I can’t. I’m not a tourism office. I’m an in-spec-tor. And I need to see your li-cense. And your per-mit.” He says the words as distinct syllables. Not irritating at all. 
 
    “Just a minute,” I say. “Wait right here. I’ll get them.” I pull the door closed and run the five steps to the front of the truck. “Vanti,” I hiss. “Where are you?” 
 
    She’s huddled down behind the seats in the front. “Here, give him this,” she says, flicking a document to my holo-ring.  
 
    “Why are you hiding?” I ask. 
 
    “Well, if he tries to take you in, I need to be free to break you out,” she says, reasonably. 
 
    “Wow, thanks.” I stomp back to the rear door and flick the file out to Everard before I even get the door open. “Here you go.” 
 
    “This is a receipt for eight dozen cupcakes.” He looks at the holo and then up at me. “Where’s your vending license? Even if you’re just reselling, you need a license.” 
 
    “You don’t make your own cupcakes?” Another voice asks incredulously. 
 
    I look over Everard’s shoulder and see the tall man from the taco truck. He glares at me. Did he turn us in? “Don’t be ridiculous,” I reply. “What kind of crazy person would use a food truck to resell cupcakes? I must have given you the wrong document,” I tell Everard. “Let me look again.” 
 
    “Licenses are paper documents,” Everard says. “Which you’d know if you had them.” 
 
    I smile woodenly. “My partner arranged all the paperwork. Let me look in the file.” I pull the door shut again and race up front. But Vanti has disappeared. I blow out a deep breath. If he would accept electronic documents, I could probably create a fake in a few seconds. But of course, this crazy paper-happy planet uses hard copy. I have no way to print anything.  
 
    I open and slam closed the cupboards, hoping they’ll believe I’m looking and maybe get tired of waiting and just leave. Or get abducted by aliens—it’s probably as likely. I suppose I could just start up the vehicle and drive away, but I’m not sure it will even run with the top extended. Finally, I give up. Vanti will have to deal with the repercussions. I walk to the rear of the van and open the door. 
 
    “Sorry to keep you waiting,” I start, but there’s no one in sight. I lean out into the night. “Hello? Ser Everard? Taco man?” 
 
    Vanti steps out from behind the recycle pod, dusting her hands. “That’s done, then.”  
 
    “What did you do?” Cold fear creeps up my spine and runs down into my stomach. “Where are the inspector and the taco guy?” 
 
    Vanti smiles and climbs into the van. “Don’t worry about them. Let’s go find a place to camp.” 
 
    Vanti starts the truck and inputs a destination. The internal lights dim, the top ratchets back down tight into the ceiling, and we pull out of the parking lot. 
 
    “What did you do?” I ask. 
 
    “I showed them our paperwork,” she replies. “What did you think?” 
 
    “I thought we didn’t have any paperwork,” I say, slowly. “I thought we were winging it.” 
 
    “Winging it doesn’t mean being completely unprepared,” Vanti says. “At least, not when I’m winging it.” 
 
    “Then why were you hiding the in the foot well?” I ask. 
 
    She laughs. “I wasn’t hiding. I keep our hard-copy files under that seat. Did you really think I’d be that unprepared? Do you know me at all?” 
 
    She has a good point. Vanti is a super-agent. Everything is accounted for and planned, down to the tiniest detail. Then, when things go wrong—which they always do—she improvises effortlessly. 
 
    “Nice one.” I nod. “You couldn’t clue me in? Had to let me sweat?” 
 
    “What are friends for?” She flicks open a navigation app. “We’re headed for a bakery just out of town. See if you can find a campground nearby.” 
 
      
 
    » « 
 
      
 
    The next morning, we pick up ten boxes of cupcakes and grab some breakfast at the bakery. I doze over my coffee—sleeping on top of a cupcake truck in a strange city squeezed in next to a frenemy is not the most restful of nights. 
 
    Vanti yawns and hands me a muffin. She has yogurt with fruit. “No more sugar,” she says. “I have such a hangover. Good thing these cupcakes don’t look as good.” 
 
    “Won’t that make the customers suspicious?” I ask, ripping a chunk off my muffin.  
 
    She shrugs. “We’ll park in a different location. What are the chances we’ll have the same customers?” 
 
    “It’s a big city,” I say. “I guess you’re right. But is this really the plan? To just sell cupcakes and hope we stumble on Bobby?” 
 
    “No.” She sips her coffee. “The plan is to get you seen by as many people as possible so Bobby will stumble on us. I’ve already started.” She flicks an app on her holo-ring, and FriendWorld pops open. She flicks a post and stretches it. It’s a picture of me, smiling in front of our truck as I hand a cupcake to a young girl. The title of the post says, “Best Cupcakes in town for only a week.” 
 
    “That’s not a very viral post,” I say. “Too bad I didn’t get a vid of that guy trying to impress you by eating the whole cupcake in one bite.” 
 
    “You’re missing the point,” she says, shaking her head. “I mean, viral would be helpful, but the point is to get you noticed. I’m sure Bobby has some kind of facial recognition spider crawling the net, so this should work. If he didn’t, how did he find you so easily a couple days ago?” 
 
    I mull that over as I eat my muffin. I’m still not convinced my adventure on Francie’s boat was manufactured by Bobby. Although, the further I get from it, the more likely it seems. “So, I’m bait again?” 
 
    Vanti smiles—actually, it’s more of a smirk. “Sorry.” She’s so not sorry. 
 
    We drive to another popular tourist location—the Ayefil Tower. It’s a replica of an Ancient Earth structure, built about a hundred years after the colonists landed on S’Ride. By then, the colony was thriving, and they were looking for ways to get settlers from the other four planets over to visit. Tourism dollars were attractive even back then. 
 
    The huge structure towers three hundred meters over a gravel and plascrete park. Formal gardens define the edges of the space, and we park just outside. It’s early morning still, but the parking spaces are filling with other vendors: food, souvenirs, clothing. There’s even what I think might be a portable brothel. I’ve heard things are loose on S’Ride, but I didn’t realize sanctioned prostitution was part of the deal. 
 
    “We’ve got a few hours before we need to open,” Vanti says, consulting a document on her holo-ring. 
 
    “What are you looking at?” I lean over her shoulder, but she snaps the doc shut. 
 
    “It’s an agency ops plan,” she says. “Need to know, only. Did you think I was picking these locations at random?” 
 
    “I wasn’t sure what to think,” I say. “I thought you said this wasn’t a fully sanctioned mission.” I can’t believe the agency directors would approve using me as bait. 
 
    She holds out her hand and rocks it back and forth. “It’s a gray area. The plan was developed over the last few weeks, once we tracked the funding for the TLO back to S’Ride. I’m just adding some improvised improvements.” She jumps out of the seat. “We’ll open at lunch time. For now, let’s go scout the area.” 
 
    We leave the truck and find a path from the street, through the ornamental planting, and into the park. The wide space is already teeming with tourists, many of them grouped around guides. The tour guides have large projected symbols floating above their heads, giving their flocks a focal point. Individuals and smaller groups also wander the plaza, listening to audio or snapping pics and vid.  
 
    “Normally, I’d put on some privacy makeup to fuzz the surveillance cams, but we want Putin to see us.” Vanti wanders the plaza, ‘accidentally’ photo bombing as many people as possible.  
 
    “We’re going to have a lynch mob coming after us if you don’t stop that,” I mutter after a couple gives her a dirty look. “They’re just going to delete those pics anyway.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Vanti say. She angles across the plaza to the kiosk at the bottom of the tower. “Want to go up?” 
 
    “Are you sure that’s a great idea?” I look up at the huge structure, almost falling over as I tip my head up. “We want to be visible and accessible, but I don’t want to get thrown off the top by an angry serial killer.” 
 
    She shakes her head. “He wants to toy with you. Throwing you off the top would be too quick a death. Besides, the tower has grav fields to prevent that kind of thing.” She waves a hand through the purchase icon, inputs the number two, and feeds cash into the machine.  
 
    “Do I have to pay you back this time?” I ask, remembering our mission to Skikumen Palace, when she made me pay for the tickets. 
 
    “Naw, I’ll put it on the expense report.” She completes the transaction and flips a virtual ticket to me. “Besides, you never did pay me back.” 
 
    “That’s because you disappeared.” I follow her across to the other corner of the tower where a line of visitors snakes through the entrance. “You didn’t leave a forwarding address.” 
 
    We play tourist while we wait in line, taking selfies and posting vids to FriendWorld. Vanti insists we add a #CuppacakeTruck to each post, to ensure Putin will know exactly where to find us.  
 
    “He’s pretty smart,” I say. “Kind of an evil genius. I don’t think we want to be too obvious. Besides, won’t he wonder why I’m here playing cupcake salesgirl?” 
 
    She shushes me. “Don’t worry about that. You’ve done all kinds of crazy things. Station technician? Believe me, cupcake girl is that last of your worries.” Louder she says, “I’ve never been here before, this is so exciting!” 
 
    Fortunately, the elevator is running, so we don’t have to climb the seventeen hundred steps to the top. Elevators are Ancient Earth float tubes. They came in many different styles, but this one is a metal cage. Anti-grav lifters push the cage up through the latticework of struts that make up one of the tower’s four legs.  
 
    As we rise, we can see the city laid out below us. The Ayefil Tower park is situated on an island in the middle of a river flowing into the Bay of Tivu. The marina fills the left side of the bay with a network of docks and boat slips. The right side provides ports for larger ships. Closer to us, the city streets lie in a neat grid.  
 
    I turn and look at the city behind us. It continues in the neat pattern for a few kilometers, then dissolves into a patchwork of suburbs and agriculture. The mag-lev lines and the highway stretch away, parallel to the coast, north toward River City. 
 
    We have to switch elevators about halfway up the tower. A normal float tube wouldn't require this, but the builders wanted to stay true to the original. Or so a recorded voice tells us as we crawl up the tower. 
 
    At the top, we step out onto a fenced-in platform. The wind whips my hair around my face and stings my eyes. Vanti grins at me from behind a pair of designer sun shades, her copper hair sleeked back into a smooth ponytail. I push my frizzy red curls out of my face and give her the stink eye. She grins wider and hands me a hair tie. 
 
    “Let’s just take in the sights, like normal tourists,” she says, moving forward. “Take a couple vids, then we’ll head back down.” 
 
    “This is pretty spectacular,” I say.  
 
    “Haven’t you been here before?” she asks in surprise. 
 
    I shake my head, and my hair pulls loose from my hand. With a sigh, I try again to bundle it into the tie. A few strands escape to plague me, but it will have to do. “I’ve been to River City, when I was little, but Mother never had time to visit New Sydney. Hy-Mi had family up in the Carpathians so he usually visited them. He took me along a couple times. It’s beautiful up there. Completely different from this, of course.” 
 
    We wander around the platform for a few minutes, enjoying the view. Suddenly Vanti grabs my arm and points over the railing. “What’s that?” 
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    I follow the line of her arm—she’s pointing at our truck. “Uh, that’s the cupcake van.” 
 
    “Yes, I know.” She sounds irritated. “I mean behind the truck. Someone was nosing around it.” 
 
    “Maybe a customer wanting to know when we open?” I suggest. 
 
    “We put the sign out front,” she says. “We need to do a careful recon when we get back down.” 
 
    “Don’t you have any surveillance on the truck?” I ask. Vanti is usually pretty tech-savvy. 
 
    “Of course. But most of it is focused inside, or on the serving counter.” She heads back to the elevator. “I didn’t—I can’t believe I didn’t think of external surveillance.” 
 
    A flood of excited tourists piles off the elevator, and a few get on with us for the ride down. I surreptitiously open a link to the city net. No one pays any attention—they’re all busy uploading vids to FriendWorld or chatting about their next destination. I hear the words “opera house” mentioned a couple times. I make a mental note to check the tourism sites when the mission is over. 
 
    By the time we reach the plaza, I’ve found a couple city cams that point toward our parking space. When we exit the last elevator, Vanti drags me across the plaza to a bench opposite our truck.  
 
    “What did you find?” She leans back against the bench, face turned up toward the sun. 
 
    “I got a feed from the building on the far side,” I say, trying to look casual. I flick open my FriendWorld feed and stretch it bigger to distract anyone watching us. Then I flick the cam feed and slide it under the current story, so it looks like the next post on the page. I manipulate the vid and freeze it. “There’s your terrorist.” 
 
    Vanti dips her chin to look at the pic, then turns to me, lowering her sunshades to give me a glare. “Very funny.” The pic is of a man with a young boy. They’re standing in the shade of our truck, and the man is waving his arms, as if having an animated conversation.  
 
    “Even terrorists have to call their mothers,” I say. “Maybe the little one is in training.” 
 
    I don’t have to see Vanti roll her eyes to feel it. I grin. 
 
    “Better to be safe,” she says. “Can you install a couple cams, so we don’t have to rely on nearby buildings?” 
 
    “If you have some, sure, I can put them up. But I don’t carry them around with me.” I flick my ring and shut down both feeds. “Or we could probably buy some at that store.” I nod toward a tech store behind us. I noticed it before we sat down, because of the purple drone ad in the front window. “Or I could get one of those drones and we could just hover it over the truck whenever we’re gone. Or inside.” 
 
    “We want don’t want to attract that much attention,” Vanti says in disgust. She stands up and heads across the plaza without waiting to see if I follow her. 
 
    The afternoon goes much like yesterday. We sell out of cupcakes in about four hours, and shut down the van. “How much did we make today?” I ask. 
 
    Vanti looks at the money on the counter and the sales terminal screen. “Less that last time. But we had more cupcakes!” 
 
    “Did you change the price on the sandwich board?” I ask, pulling it out of the slot behind the front seats. “Vanti, you lowered the price! What were you thinking?” 
 
    “I wanted to sell them all.” She drops the coins into the cash drawer. “It worked.” 
 
    “We have to charge enough to cover the cost of the cakes, though.” I wipe off the price and write in a higher one. 
 
    “But these weren’t as good as yesterday’s cakes, so it doesn’t make sense to sell them for more.” She leans against the counter, her arms crossed over her chest. 
 
    “Ok, first, how did you know they weren’t as good?” I demand. “You said you weren’t eating any sugar today. And second, how many did you eat?” 
 
    She rolls her eyes. “I only had two. And they weren’t as good.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter if they didn’t taste as good—these were different customers, remember?” I wave a hand around, indicating the plaza we can’t see outside the truck. “And you need to stop eating the inventory. It’s a good thing this isn’t a real business.” 
 
    My holo-ring chimes, and I pull up the vid feed from the cams outside the truck. I haven’t installed any new ones, but I did put a perimeter alert around us, so we’d know when someone is approaching. 
 
    “What is it?” Vanti asks, reaching under the counter and pulling out a weapon. The ditzy cupcake seller is gone—she’s all agent now. 
 
    “I don’t see anyone out front.” I pull up the vid from the building behind us, but traffic on the street between is too thick to see clearly. “No one behind, but I can’t see on the left. Jump up front and see if you can see anything in the mirrors.” Although the truck is self-driving, there are mirrors so the occupants can see along the sides.  
 
    “There’s a guy standing by the—Aaarrg!”  
 
    I spin around and see Vanti’s arm and leg as she’s pulled from the seat. An electrical crackle makes the hair on my neck stand up, and Vanti leaps back into the truck. “Let’s go!” She slams her hand on the control panel, and the van lurches forward, narrowly missing the kebab truck parked a few meters away as it swerves into traffic.  
 
    I am thrown against the edge of the sink, and water sloshes over my chest and stomach. The truck lurches the other way, and my back slams into the sales terminal. “Ouch!” I grab the edge of the counter and drag myself forward to the seat. Dropping into it, I pull the safety harness across my lap and latch it. “I thought we wanted them to find us.” 
 
    “We want them to find us, but not abduct us,” she says. “I tagged that guy with a nano tracker. We’ll make sure we’ve lost them, find a place to hide, and track them back to Putin.” 
 
    “It seems like you haven’t thought this through,” I say, doubt making my gut squirm. “How are we going to hide a huge, pink truck with cupcakes plastered all over it?” 
 
    “Watch and learn.” Vanti sits back, refusing to say anything more. As we travel through the city traffic, she occasionally enters new commands into the driving program. Because the programs prioritize safety and comfort, the ride is smooth, with the truck executing leisurely turns and lane changes.  
 
    “Not to doubt your expertise,” I say, doubtfully, “but this is hardly a high-speed chase. Are you sure you can lose them?” 
 
    She grins. The vehicle turns a corner and slides into an underground parking garage. “Tuck and roll!” Vanti cries as the truck makes a hairpin turn onto the next level. The doors fly open and my harness snaps open, hurling me out of the truck. Instinctively, I curl my head into my chest and throw my arms over it, pulling my legs up. I slam into the ground at an angle and shoulder roll into a plascrete wall.  
 
    Seconds later, Vanti crouches beside me. “Move! Behind that car!” She drags at my arm, hauling me up into a crouched run. We dash behind the vehicle, every muscle and bone screaming. 
 
    “What the zark!” I hiss at her. “You could have warned me!” 
 
    She slaps a hand onto my shoulder and pushes me to the ground, ducking beside me. A small, beige vehicle prowls down the ramp behind the cupcake truck. Vanti’s hand stays on my shoulder, but I have no inclination to stand up. I nurse my bruised elbow and knees.  
 
    We stay there for what feels like hours but was probably a minute or less. Then she’s got me by the arm again, urging me up. “Come on. This way.” She runs across the ramp and ducks between a couple cars, then zigzags her way between the vehicles and up to the top.  
 
    Spitting out a couple swear words, I follow her.  
 
    We duck into a stairway, and she heads up two steps at a time. Rubbing my elbow, I follow more slowly. She waits at the top, and we stroll casually out into the lobby of an office building. A few folks stride from the float tubes, intent on the front door. We head directly across to a short hallway marked by a restroom sign. 
 
    I stumble to a sink and turn on the tap. I look in the mirror, but my face is untouched by my recent ejection seat ride. I wet a recyclable towel and dab at the blood on my elbow. After checking each of the stalls, Vanti turns the deadbolt on the door and joins me at the sink. 
 
    “Sorry about that.” She looks me over and points to my knee. “You’ve torn your leggings.”  
 
    “Thanks for that,” I say. “You got a first aid kit?” 
 
    Vanti reaches into a hidden pocket at her waist and produces a couple medi-pads. I slap one on my throbbing elbow, and the analgesic takes effect almost immediately. Yanking up my pants leg, I apply the other one to my knee. I take my time washing my face and hands, before turning to Vanti. “Now what?” 
 
    “Now we track them. But first, let’s get to a safe house.” She flicks her holo-ring and swipes through some screens. I lean against the sink and close my eyes.  
 
    “Great, there’s one near here,” she says.  
 
    “How are we going to get there?” I ask, looking at her from beneath half closed lids. 
 
    “Walk.” 
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    Vanti snaps the deadbolt open and we head out into the now deserted lobby. After a quick look up and down the sidewalk, she leads the way out of the building. We cross the street and walk three more blocks before turning left. Then we enter another steel and glass skyscraper. We cross the empty lobby. Vanti places her hand on the access panel by the internal doors, and it turns green. We step into a smaller float tube lobby. She steps up to the closest up-tube and tells me, “sixth floor.” before whooshing out of sight. With a sigh, I follow her. 
 
    The sixth-floor lobby is small and bare. Beige carpet covers the floor, and plain brown doors line the hallway. A small plate by each door indicates only a number. Vanti stands about twenty meters down the hall, her hand on the plate. I hurry over just as the door to number 624 slides open. 
 
    We step inside and the door slides shut. Lights flash on, the glare reflecting off a dull, black floor. We’re inside a small, studio-style apartment, with threadbare couch, a chair losing its stuffing, and a bare table with four plastek chairs. A door in the corner leads to a utilitarian bath, and an AutoKich’n sits on a narrow counter in the other corner.  
 
    Vanti crosses the room to twitch the curtains over a small gap allowing sunlight into the room. She turns, stretching her arms out. “Home, sweet, home. At least for tonight.” 
 
    “Whose place is this?” I ask, opening a few random cupboards. The kitchen boasts three plates, a cracked bowl and two glasses. A scattering of forks, knives and spoons covers the bottom of one drawer. Another holds a sharp knife and a small cutting board. A half-empty shaker of salt sits alone near the sink. 
 
    “It belongs to the company. Distantly. Lots of shell companies to hide the connection.” She flops down on the couch and flicks an app open on her holo-ring. With a swipe, she flips it to the coffee table projector, and a map expands to fill the entire space. “Let’s take a look.” 
 
    I sit down on the scruffy chair and peer at the holo. “Is that the cupcake van?” I point to a pink dot zipping along the highway that leads into the mountains. “Where’s it going?” 
 
    “It’ll stay on that highway for a while, hopefully leading our tail out of town. Then it will double back. Right now, I have it set to return to the Ayefil Tower. I don’t know if that’s the best plan.” She rubs her eyes. 
 
    “What’s that green dot following the pink one?” I ask. 
 
    “That’s the guy who tried to pull me out of the truck.” Vanti glares at the holo, and I swear she growls a little. “We’re going to track him and see where he goes.” 
 
    “Maybe the cupcake truck should come back to town sooner rather than later? That way, he’ll realize he’s lost us and maybe give up and go back to his base?” I suggest. 
 
    Vanti looks at the time. “Yeah, I guess I can recall it now. After we jumped, it went through several other parking garages, so even if they backtrack to all of them, it will take a while. And there’s no way they’ll find us here—they’d have to track us through the closed circuit city cams. And I used Anika’s little device to jam some of those.” 
 
    I nod. “Good idea. He couldn’t be tracking us, could he? I mean, he might have tagged you with a nano tracker at the same time you tagged him.” 
 
    She stares blankly at me for a moment. “Crap. Gotta do a scan. Be ready to run.” She stands and flicks a few commands on her ring. Then she crosses to a closet next to the bathroom and opens it. She fiddles with something then steps inside the closet. A blue light glows, moving from ceiling to floor. Then she steps out. “Nothing. Good catch, though. It’s what I would have done. What I did do.” 
 
    I get up and order some food from the AutoKich’n while Vanti uses the bath. I eat some macaroni and cheese, but Vanti has a salad. We both avoid dessert. Even I can only take so much frosting. 
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    In the morning, I wake early. It’s still dark, but Vanti is awake and flicking through some information on her holo-ring.  
 
    “Looks like he spent the night near the marina,” she says, throwing the holo map onto the coffee table.  
 
    “What time is it?” I ask. 
 
    “Three.” She jumps off the couch and picks up a coffee mug. “Time to move.” 
 
    “Three?! In the morning?” I roll back over and pull the pillow over my head. 
 
    “We gotta move now, while they're still asleep. Here’s some coffee.” She yanks the pillow off my head and thrusts the mug at me.  
 
    I sit up and take the cup. Before I can sip, she’s pushing me off the bed. I stumble to my feet. 
 
    “Come on, move.” Vanti squeezes past me and folds the bed back up to the wall. “There’s a bagel on the table. Hit the toilet and let’s get out of here.” 
 
    I gulp the coffee down and head for the bathroom. Three minutes later, she hands me the bagel and another coffee, this one in a travel cup, and pushes me out the door.  
 
    We take the float tube down past the lobby to an underground tunnel. Turning left, she leads the way at a trot down the sloping passage. Five minutes later, we exit into a subway station. “These buildings are all connected via tunnel. The weather here gets kind of extreme in the winter.” 
 
    “Do subways even run this early?” I nearly crack my jaw with a huge yawn. 
 
    She just rolls her eyes. A train pulls into the station about thirty seconds later.  
 
    We get off at Marina Station. These S’Riders are really imaginative with their names. A float tube takes us to the surface, and we exit not far from the dock where I met Francie. At least I think it’s the same dock—it’s hard to tell in the dark. 
 
    “They’re a couple blocks inland,” Vanti says, striding way. “We’re going to sneak up on them.” 
 
    We reach a building that looks exactly like every other building we passed along the way. Vanti peers at her holo and nods. She makes some hand signals at me, but I just stand there. She rolls her eyes and points, then starts off again. 
 
    I follow her through a narrow passageway to the back of the building. We crawl down an external stairway and hunker down next to a door. 
 
    “Can you open this?” she whispers. 
 
    I shrug and flick my holo-ring. “Probably not, but I can try.” While I try to connect to the building’s system, Vanti creeps back up the steps and down the alley.  
 
    I find the login and set a password cracker to work in the background while I scroll through the city’s websites. Emergency services might have a master access which would probably be easier to hack than the individual building. Plus, if I can get that, we can get into any building. 
 
    Ten minutes later, I’m still swiping and flicking. Vanti creeps back down and grabs my hand. “I found a key.” She slides the metal device into the old-fashioned tumbler lock and turns. 
 
    Click.  
 
    The door opens and dim light spills out into the stairwell. 
 
    “That was easy,” I say, flicking my screens closed. “Where’d you find that?” 
 
    Her lips quirk. “Under a rock.” 
 
    “Do you have some kind of key locator?” I ask, following her into the building. 
 
    She shakes her head. “Nope. But there was only one rock in the alley, so I figured it was worth a shot. Nobody uses old fashioned keys anymore, so it was pretty safe.” 
 
    “Unless Vanti is after you,” I say. 
 
    She grins. 
 
    We find the stairs and climb to the fifth floor. My legs are screaming by the time we reach the top.  
 
    Vanti gives me a knowing look. “Let me guess, you need to start working out.” 
 
    I give her the stink eye. But, yeah. 
 
    Vanti opens the door, and we step into a hallway that looks surprisingly similar to the place we slept last night. We tiptoe across the beige carpet and up to a door marked 519, Vanti pops the access panel off the wall and does something to the guts. The door whirs open. 
 
    I give her an impressed look, but she’s already easing into the room, weapon drawn. I give her plenty of space before shuffling along behind. She’s just a shadow moving across the darker room. I close the door behind me, and the room goes black.  
 
    Feeling my way across the space, I bite back a yelp when my shins find a side table. The dark form ahead of me stops and the head turns. I can feel her glare. She eases open a door and steps up to the side of a bed. 
 
    The lights flare on, and Vanti says, “Crap.” 
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    Vanti stands beside the bed, her weapon aimed at the lump lying there. I take a look, then bolt to the bathroom to lose my bagel. 
 
    “Try not to touch anything,” Vanti calls, softly.  
 
    I grab a piece of toilet paper to keep my fingerprints off the flush handle and use it again to open the tap in the sink. I run the water over my wrists and use my hands to scoop some into my mouth. After I turn off the faucet, I wipe down the sink with toilet paper and flush it down the toilet—with my foot, this time. Then I step out into the living room, hoping I was careful enough. 
 
    “Looks like he’s been here at least five hours,” Vanti whispers as we sneak back out into the hallway. 
 
    “Do you think they knew you tagged him?” I ask, cold sweat still rolling down my spine. 
 
    She doesn’t answer until we’re back in the alley. “No way to be sure, but we’ve lost our lead. We need to get back to the cupcake truck and see if anyone else shows up.”  
 
    “If we report that body, do you think it will still be there when the authorities arrive?” I ask.  
 
    Vanti gives me a considering look. “Good question. Let’s find out.” She flicks her ring and institutes what looks like some kind of anonymizer. After tapping in a message, she turns and strides down the alley. “We need to get away from here.” 
 
    As we take the float tube back down into the subway station, the sound of sirens filters to our ears. 
 
      
 
    » « 
 
      
 
    We find the cupcake truck parked in the same spot we occupied on the first day here. While Vanti takes twenty minutes to scan the truck, I find a nearby shop and pick up some coffee. We climb in the truck, and Vanti lays in a course to the south. 
 
    “So, now what?” I ask as the truck pulls away from the curb. “Are we just going to keep selling cupcakes forever?” 
 
    “Nope, new plan. We’re headed to an estate owned by the Putin family. No one checked it out before, because it was too obvious.” She takes a sip. “I mean, Bobby would have to be an idiot to hide in a home known to belong to his family. But, now we’re giving it a look.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” I joggle my coffee cup and splash the drink onto my hand. Luckily, it has enough cream and sugar that it isn’t very hot. Grabbing a towel from the cupboard behind me, I mop up the mess and risk my life going to the back to wash my hands. 
 
    “I thought we were headed to a bakery.” I click my seat belt back on then swipe at the coffee still dripping down the side of my plastek seat. 
 
    “While I was checking the truck, I got a message from my handler.” She says it casually like everyone has a handler. “She told me to check out the estate. It’s on the south edge of town. They did a quick scan of it when Bobby first disappeared, and, of course, they’ve been watching it for unusual activity. But it’s a pretty heavily forested area, so unless they send in drones, they can’t see beneath the canopy. There’s a geothermal vent on the property, too, so thermal scans don’t work.” 
 
    “Why didn’t they send in drones?” My voice squeaks a little. 
 
    Vanti cocks her head. “Are you nervous?” 
 
    “No, of course not, why would I be?” I give her a massive eye roll. “The guy tried to take me out! Me and my best friend and my, er, O’Neill. Why would I be nervous about finding him?” 
 
    “You don’t have to come.” She stretches a hand out to the navigation screen. “I can drop you off at another safe house.” 
 
    “Don’t,” I say, sharper than I intend. “I mean, I want to come with you. I feel safer with you or O’Neill around.” 
 
    She reaches for her coffee and takes a sip. “Speaking of Griz, you need to talk to him.” 
 
    “I’m not having this conversation with you,” I say, turning to stare out the window. 
 
    The truck pulls off the road and grinds to a halt. Vanti cuts the motor and spins her seat to face me. “Yes, you are. Griz is my best friend and you treated him like dirt. I hoped if we spent a little time together, you’d figure it out, but obviously, you haven’t. He’s crazy about you. I’ve never seen him like this with anyone. And you stomped all over his feelings. I thought you might be the one, but clearly, you’re just a selfish, spoiled rich girl. So, you need to let him go. Dump him, with no second chances. Then maybe he can find someone who deserves him.” 
 
    As she speaks, anger boils up in my chest overflowing into my arms, legs and face. I can almost feel steam coming out of my ears. “How dare you talk to me like that! My mother would burst an oh-ring if she heard an employee speak to me that way.” 
 
    Vanti’s eyes go hard, and she breathes fast. “I don’t give a flying fig what your mother would do. You need to hear the cold, hard truth. I like you. Most of the time. But you’re being a real bitch about this, and it needs to stop now. Call him and break it off. He’s already up on Crip—he can head back to SK2 without you. And you can go back when you’re ready. Or just hide here on S’Ride, if that’s what you’re planning. But you need to give Griz some closure before you disappear.” 
 
    “I—I—” My mouth opens and closes several times. I look away as hot tears start to pool in my eyes. “I don’t want to hurt him,” I whisper. “But I don’t want to be a top-lev. If I could have just stayed in the MCC—” The tears spill over, and I swipe at my face with the sticky towel. “I don’t know what I want. But I don’t think I want to do it without him.” 
 
    Vanti heaves a heavy sigh. “Maybe you can tell him that. Maybe the two of you can figure it out together. But he’s miserable without you. Look.” She flicks her holo-ring and shows me a pic of O’Neill. His hair is flat, his eyes are dull, and his skin looks dry.  
 
    “What—where is this pic?” I stutter. 
 
    “We talked this morning,” she says. “While you were getting coffee. He’s still up on Crip, but he’s coming back tomorrow. He’s—I think he might be coming down to say goodbye. He said something about going back to Grissom.” 
 
    “No.” My heart sinks into my stomach. “Maybe he’s just going to visit his parents? I told him he should stop on the way home.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Vanti says, blinking quickly. Is she crying, too? “Usually, we just say ‘see ya’ when we finish a mission together. This sounded really final. But he loves his job and I don’t want to lose him. Maybe if you break things off, he can stay on SK2, and we can still work together.” 
 
    “Work together?” I look her up and down. “Is that really it? Or are you hoping he’ll go for you if I’m out of the picture?” 
 
    Vanti stares at me then starts laughing. She laughs for a good three minutes before she finally stops and catches her breath. “Me and Griz? No. No, no, no. That’s funny.” She chuckles a bit more.  
 
    I always thought Vanti had a thing for him, but maybe not. “Why not?” 
 
    “We’re too much alike,” she says, still chuckling a bit. “We had to live together on our first undercover assignment. Let’s just say we both decided it was not to be.” She smiles and mutters something under her breath that sounds like “the pudding” and then she starts laughing again. 
 
    I wait while she gets it under control. Much as I hate to admit it, she’s probably right. I need to decide what I feel for O’Neill and either cut him loose or really try to make a go of it. Maybe we can do a short, non-procreational contract and try things out. 
 
    Or maybe I should just run. 
 
    “Promise me you’ll talk to him when this is done,” Vanti says, pinning me with her stare. 
 
    “I’ll talk to him,” I say. 
 
    She stares a while longer, then nods. “Great. Now let’s go kick some Putin butt.” 
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    Eighteen 
 
    The truck pulls to a stop in an alley behind a convenience store a few clicks out of town. We run inside for some supplies. I load up on granola bars and jerky, then grab a case of water. Vanti meets me at the checkout with three rolls of duct tape, wire clippers, and a can of beer.  
 
    “Really? Who are you, McDyver?” I pull the cash from the last of yesterday’s cupcakes out of my pocket and pay for the haul. 
 
    “Who’s McDyver?” Vanti throws the loose items into a shopping bag she found in the back of the van. “Wait, don’t tell me. She’s one of your Ancient TēVē characters.” 
 
    I lift the water with a grunt and follow her out to the truck. “If you knew, why’d you ask? And she’s a he.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, they were a little backward in the ancient days,” she comments as she stows our purchases in her backpack. “Help me with the truck.” 
 
    “Ok,” I say. “Help you how?” 
 
    But she’s already opened the back door and climbed up onto the bumper. She puts a foot on the counter inside the vehicle and boosts herself up onto the roof. She takes a step back and leans over so I can barely see her back.  
 
    As I step back to get a better view, I hear something like paper ripping.  
 
    “Pull this corner,” Vanti says. 
 
    I step to the side and look up. The top of the cupcake is flapping loose from the side of the van. “What did you do?” 
 
    “Just grab this and pull.” She lays down and pulls the flapping corner away from the truck. It peels off, noisily, and she drops the corner. “I’ll go start the other side.” Her head disappears over the top of the van. 
 
    I jump up and grab at the loose stuff. It takes three tries, but finally, I snag the edge. As I land, the ripping sound accompanies the material peeling away from the truck. Underneath, the van is white with some black lettering. I grab the colorful stuff and walk toward the front of the vehicle, peeling the fabric away as I go. It comes off cleanly, like a huge reusable sticker. Underneath, the van says, “Morton Catering” and has contact information. 
 
    The ripping sound comes from the other side, and in a moment Vanti steps around the front of the truck, bundling up the cupcake wrapping. “I love this stuff,” she says. 
 
    “But it’s so boring, now,” I say, staring at the white van. 
 
    “Nondescript,” Vanti corrects me. “Blends in well. The cupcakes were great for getting noticed, but not so good for hiding.” She takes my armful of the bright colored sticker and dumps the lot into a recycler. “Don’t worry, we got some good pics. Remember? You can make a page for your scrapbook.” She grins maliciously.  
 
    We climb back in and the newly bland truck slides out of the alley and back onto the highway. “We’ve got another ten clicks to go,” Vanti says, leaning back in her seat and closing her eyes.  
 
    I grab a granola bar and stare out the window. 
 
    The buildings give way to trees, and the vegetation gets denser the farther we get from New Sydney. By lunchtime, we’re driving through a tunnel of jungle. A few vehicles zoom by going toward the city, but we see no one headed our direction.  
 
    “There’s not a lot out here, until you get to Neue Berlin and most people take the maglev train instead of driving there,” Vanti tells me.  
 
    We pull off the highway and follow a smaller road deeper into the jungle for a few clicks until we reach a crossing. A charging station stands on one corner, with a vendo-matt on the other. We plug in the truck and sit out in the tiny patch of sun created by the small parking area. Walls of trees, vines, and shrubs block our view except for the narrow stripes of road. 
 
    “This place is kind of creepy,” I say. “You can’t see anything,” 
 
    “I know,” Vanti shudders. “I feel exposed and trapped all at once. But we’re almost there. We’ll leave the truck here.” 
 
    After it’s charged, Vanti climbs back into the truck.  
 
    “I thought we were going to leave it here?” I say, pulling the passenger door open to talk to her.  
 
    “Yes and no,” she says. “Get in.”  
 
    She starts the van and pulls out onto the street. I’ve lost track of which way we came in—the roads all look the same. She drives a few meters along the road, then turns off into a narrow, driveway. A rusted gate blocks the way, and a dirty no trespassing sign hangs drunkenly from one corner. “Open the gate,” she says. 
 
    I jump out to examine the gate. Behind a rusty looking covering, I find a well-lubricated latch. I push the lever, and the gate slides silently open. I shove it against the thick wall of vines and brush, and Vanti guides the van through the narrow space. Once she’s clear, I close the gate and jog up to hop back inside.  
 
    “Let me guess,” I say as I fasten my seatbelt. “Another safe house?” 
 
    “No, listening post,” she says. The van winds into the jungle, and we lose sight of the road. After a few turns, we find a clearing with a nearly collapsed barn-like structure at the end. Vanti flicks something on her holo-ring, and the front of the barn rolls up inside, revealing a large empty space. She drives the van inside, and the door shuts behind us. 
 
    “Listening post,” I repeat. “Is someone here, listening?” 
 
    We climb out of the car. Light filters in through the realistic-looking gaps in the barn’s siding. Vanti leads the way to a dilapidated door. She opens it and steps into a small lean-to type shed. There’s no other door. She grabs my arm and pulls me in after her and shuts the door. 
 
    “Nice,” I say, sarcastically. “Is this your summer home?” 
 
    Vanti grins and places her hand on the door jamb, just below waist height. It’s an awkward place, and she has to bend down to reach it. The floor lurches.  
 
    “What was that?” I ask. 
 
    “Unlocking the door.” She pushes me against the side wall, reaches down and flips open a panel on the floor. With a twist of her wrist, a larger panel in the door pops up a few centimeters. She lifts it, and it hinges open to reveal a stairway down into the ground. 
 
    “Ooh, secret tunnels!” I say, following her down the steps. 
 
    “Don’t get too excited,” she says, dryly. “This is nothing like the control center in Pacifica City.” At the bottom of the steps, she places her hand on another panel, and a door slides open. 
 
    I step in, and Vanti does something to turn on the lights. “No one home?” I ask, looking at the empty desk, ancient chair, and locked control panel. Everything in here is at least fifty years old, but it’s all clean as if someone swings by every week to dust. 
 
    “Nope. Anything they pick up is automatically relayed to HQ,” she says. “This was built ages ago by the planetary government. They used to be very, uh, interested in what everyone was doing. Kind of a dystopian state for a while, maybe fifty years ago? People disappeared if they stepped out of line.” She shrugs as if this is no big deal. “That government was overthrown, or at least infiltrated and corrected, and these sites were forgotten. But when we first learned about the connection between those frozen people you found on SK2 and the Morningstar, and a suspected slavery ring here on S’Ride, we reactivated this facility. Or at least, the surveillance capabilities. It’s all forwarded to HQ, as I said, but it makes for a convenient place to park the truck and hide out for a while.” 
 
    She opens a door next to the stairway. “There’s a bed and bathroom in here. Food in the cupboard over the console. I’ll be back for you in a couple days. You can watch my oc-cam feed on the console here.” She leans over the ancient hardware and types in a few commands. “Keep watch for me and let me know if anything looks off.” 
 
    “Wait!” I say, her words suddenly sinking in. “You’re leaving me here? While you go into the Putin estate? I don’t think so.” 
 
    “You didn’t think I’d let you come along on the really dangerous bit, did you?” She gives me an incredulous look. “Your mother would kill me if anything happened to you. Well, first she’d have me beaten, drawn and quartered, then she’d kill me. And my entire family. And probably everyone in the agency. Not gonna happen. I don’t mind using you for bait, but I’m not bringing you into the dragon’s den.” 
 
    “You can’t seriously expect me to just sit here, though?” I stare at her. 
 
    “Why not? That’s what you do back on SK2.” She raises an eyebrow at me. “You just sit around in the maintenance center and watch the screens. Unless something happens.” 
 
    She’s got me there. “Yeah, but on SK2, I only work an eight-hour shift. And I can order in food, or go to the gym, or—” 
 
    She cuts me off with a snorting laugh. “Yeah, the gym. Well, good news for you—there’s a few free weights in the barn upstairs. Knock yourself out.” She turns back to the console. “Put your hand here and type in a passcode so you’ll have access.” 
 
    Gritting my teeth, I follow her instructions.  
 
    “Ok, so now you have access to everything. HQ says the compound hasn’t gotten any deliveries in a few days. They usually get a big truck once a week. The schedule matches up with Pleiades Line cruise ships docking up at Crip, so we’re operating on the assumption those deliveries are frozen people. They should be getting one today if Pleiades is connected.” 
 
    “Unless they were smart enough to stop once we busted the crew on the Morningstar.” I drop into the old chair and cough when a cloud of dust envelops me. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s a problem,” Vanti says, slowly. “I hadn’t thought of that.” 
 
    “So, let me get something straight,” I say, spinning the chair to face her. “You knew Bobby was here. You’ve been watching him. What was with all that business of the cupcake truck? You didn’t need them to see me. You knew exactly where to find them.” 
 
    “Triana, you are way too smart,” Vanti says. “I always underestimate you.” She pulls out her weapon as she moves toward me. 
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    Nineteen 
 
    “Don’t shoot me!” I cry, throwing my hands up in front of my face. My heart thunders in my chest, and my whole body feels frozen. 
 
    Vanti gives me a weird look as she walks past me to the cupboard on the far wall. She opens it and pulls out a disruptor charge pack. With fast, precise movements, she extracts the pack from her weapon, snaps in a new one, and places the old one into a charger. “Why would I shoot you?” 
 
    “I thought—I was afraid you were working with Bobby and you were going to—” 
 
    She laughs, shaking her head. “If I were working for Bobby, I could have killed you at any time over the last week or so, and no one would ever have known it was me. I’m that good.” 
 
    “Then what’s going on? Why did you say I’m too smart?” I take a couple of deep breaths, trying to slow my heart rate.  
 
    She puts the tiny weapon back in its hidden pocket. Then she grabs a folding chair leaning against the wall and opens it. Spinning it around backward, she straddles the chair and rests her arms along the back, with her chin propped on top. “Remember how I was a double agent in that case on Kaku? Al-Petrosian thought I was working for him?” 
 
    I nod. “Yeah, and I gotta say, I always wondered how he got away at the end. Seemed pretty convenient, and you were the only one who could have done it.” 
 
    She gives me a nod. “Good catch. Yes, I let him escape. And I convinced him I was really on his side.” 
 
    “What, like a triple agent?”  
 
    “Exactly.” She stares across the room for a few seconds and I can practically see her sifting through what to tell me. “They think my mission—or at least, the mission they assigned to me—is to bring you in. I was told to get myself assigned to your protection detail and hand you over.” 
 
    “What? I—you—what?” My brain whirls, too fast to pick out a coherent thought. 
 
    “When you took your unscheduled visit to New Sydney, you almost blew it. Luckily, I had set a tracker on you, and was able to derail that little surprise.” She smiles a little self-satisfied grin. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I stutter again. “Derail what? And how?” 
 
    “My only contact within Putin’s organization is al-Petrosian, so much of this is speculation. When you went to New Sydney looking for R’ger’s nephew, al-Petrosian, and presumably Putin, knew.” 
 
    “Because of the tracker you put on me?” I ask. 
 
    “Right. I was sure we could keep you inside the hotel, so I wasn’t worried about them knowing where you were. But then you slipped your leash.” 
 
    I grit my teeth and glare at her.  
 
    “Sorry,” she says. “They tracked you to the marina and improvised a plan. Sent Francie and the ‘chefs’ in to take over a boat and throw a party. It’s easy enough to find party-goers—all you have to do is walk down the boardwalk and yell ‘free beer!’ So they picked a yacht, checked the records to make sure the owner wasn’t nearby, filled it up with party-goers, and she went to lure you in.” 
 
    She pauses, her nose wrinkled. “I’m not sure what the point of the faked murder was—I think Putin is just trying to mess with you. He’s like a cat with a mouse. He could have just grabbed you. When you insisted they call for help, they were supposed to bring in their own team of med techs. But I intercepted that call and directed it to the real emergency response agency. I had just arrived in New Sydney and figured out where you were. They didn’t fill me in on their improvised scenario.” 
 
    “You were there?” I ask. “I didn’t see you! How much of this does O’Neill know?” 
 
    She shakes her head. “He knows I tracked you—he even suggested it, but I’d already placed the mite. He doesn’t know about my connection to al-Petrosian. It’s—” 
 
    “Need to know,” I say with her. “Yeah, as always. How’d you place the tracker?”  
 
    “I just dropped it into your drink after that first reception at the Plaza. It goes into your bloodstream and stays active for about a week. I dropped another one a couple days ago, just so we didn’t lose you when the first one fades.” 
 
    I glare at her. “You put a tracker in my drink? I wondered why you were so helpful with the glass of water that first night. And you say O’Neill suggested it?” 
 
    She holds up her hands, palms out. “He said it might be a good idea since he’d scared you off up on Crip. He was afraid you’d run. But he was waffling. I told him it was already done, so it’s not his fault. If it makes you feel any better, we track all the top-levs when they’re traveling.” 
 
    “No, that doesn’t make me feel better,” I grouse. “Just makes me want to run farther and faster. And don’t say I don’t like to run. It’s not funny when you say it.” 
 
    Her lips twitch, but she doesn’t smile. 
 
    “Fine.” I get up from the chair and open the cupboard over the console. I push aside the stacks of dehydrated meals, looking for something—anything—edible. Nothing. Grabbing my duffle bag, I dig through and find the box of cookies I stashed in the bottom. I pull it out, rip open the top, and offer Vanti one of the packets inside. “So, now what? They must know I’m here, right?” 
 
    Vanti waves off the cookies. “I turned on a disruptor before we got to the safe house. It makes it look like the tracker has died a natural death. They’ll be expecting me to feed you another one, but obviously, I can’t do that if you’re here. I thought about leaving you behind in New Sydney, but I don’t have a team I could drop you with there. Griz was supposed to meet us there this evening, but clearly, that isn’t going to happen.” She flicks her holo-ring and opens a secure messenger app. “I’m telling him to meet us here. That way you two will have lots of time and privacy to talk.” 
 
    “What? No!” I gasp.  
 
    She gives me the stink eye. “You said you’d talk to him.” 
 
    “I will, but not now! I’m not ready.” I rip open another packet of cookies. 
 
    She bats them out of my hand, and the cookies scatter. “Yes, now. He’ll be here this evening. Now I need to go meet up with al-Petrosian.” 
 
    Nothing I say can change Vanti’s mind. I argue, plead, threaten, but she ignores me, going through her gear and making sure she’s ready. Finally, she goes into the tiny bathroom and shuts the door. 
 
    I pick up the scattered cookies, blow them off, and plunk one into my mouth. Dropping onto the chair, I choke on another cloud of dust. Then I start flicking through the programs accessible through the ancient console. A red icon pops up on the screen. It looks familiar, so I flick it open, and see Vanti. She smooths down her hair. Behind her, the tiny bathroom looks cold and dingy. Is there a cam in the mirror? Ew. I flick the app closed. 
 
    Vanti strides into the room, looking over my shoulder. “Did you find the oc-cam? The app should have activated.” 
 
    Understanding pops into my brain. The oc-cam is a special lens she wears in her eye that allows me to see what she sees. We used this tech once before, down on Kaku. “Right. That’s what I saw. I was wondering why you’d have a cam in the bathroom.”  
 
    Her lips twitch. “That wouldn't be creepy at all.” 
 
    I nod and flick the app open again. Now I can see myself, from Vanti’s perspective. I look like crap. My hair is frizzier than usual, standing out around my head like a clown’s wig. My face is pale, with dark circles beneath my bloodshot, blue eyes. “Yikes!” 
 
    “I didn’t like to say anything,” Vanti says, her lips twitching. 
 
    “Yeah, well you don’t look so perfect yourself,” I retort, but it isn’t true. Vanti always has it together. 
 
    “OK, I’m going in to meet al-Petrosian. You keep watch from here. Fill Griz in when he arrives.” 
 
    Vanti heads up the steps, and I watch as she stops by the van to grab a small backpack. She flings it over her shoulder, eases the door shut, and crosses the building. She opens the door on a half-collapsed cupboard and pulls out a hover board. Flicking the controls on her holo-ring as she goes, she leaves the barn, shutting the door behind her. Then she steps up onto the hover board, pulls a pair of goggles down over her eyes, and zips away down the dirt driveway. When she reaches the gate, she scoots around the end post, then turns right onto the road.  
 
    Since there’s no one in sight, I call her. Vanti is really good at sub-vocal calls, so even if someone saw her, they wouldn’t know she was talking to anyone. 
 
    “Are you going to leave this call open so I can hear what’s going on?” I ask.  
 
    “I will, but I don’t think you want to hear what I hear right now.” The view swings wildly to the right and left as she slaloms down the road. She laughs. 
 
    “Ugh, you’re making me seasick!” I close my eyes. “Why don’t I want to hear the audio?”  
 
    “Right now, it’s just wind.” She opens the channel to white nose for a second, then cuts it off again. “Not interesting at all.” 
 
    “Ok, but don’t forget.” 
 
    She does a thumbs-up where I can see it.  
 
    “When is O’Neill supposed to get here?” I ask, just to pass the time. 
 
    “Sometime this evening,” she says. “Depends on shuttle schedules, vehicle availability. Hard to say, exactly, but he’ll be here tonight. I got another call coming in, so I’m going to mute you.” 
 
    I guess she’s afraid I don’t ‘need to know’ whatever it is. I futz around the room, finding another cookie by my bag. This one is kind of fuzzy, so I toss it. I’m not that desperate for sugar. Besides, I know how to get more. 
 
    Settling down in front of the console again, I slide the oc-cam view up out of the way and look through the other apps. There’s a cam feed from the front of the barn upstairs, and another looking at the gate across the drive down by the road. I set an alert on that one, so I’ll know when O’Neill arrives.  
 
    Then I look at the next folder. There are a couple more vid feeds here. One shows the front of a huge, white house tucked under thick foliage. A narrow but neat drive runs up to the front of the house and around the side. The cam is labeled Putin-7-front.  
 
    The other feeds are also labeled Putin-7: side, rear, outbuilding, pool. I flick through them, seeing what appears to be other cams on the same property. They’re all pointed at the house rather than away—someone installed these to observe the estate. 
 
    Another folder called ‘interior’ contains feeds from Putin-7-hall, -kitchen, and -office. I pop open that last one and almost scream. Bobby Putin is staring right into the cam. 
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    Twenty 
 
    After a few seconds, I realize it must be an old-style picture of Bobby placed in front of the cam. I look for controls, but there doesn’t appear to be any way to pan the feed. Vanti must have placed this cam on the desk—and someone else moved the picture in the way. 
 
    “You there, Triana?” Vanti’s voice comes through the speakers, and my internal implant. I turn off the external feed and pull her oc-cam back down to the middle of the screen. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m here. Just looking at the other cams. The one in the office isn’t very useful.” I flick that one off and open the front hall. 
 
    “The office?” she asks. “Why not?” 
 
    “It’s blocked. Looks like someone put a picture in front of it.” I flick the kitchen cam. “Nothing going on in the front hall, but the kitchen is busy. They’ve got two guys in there working on—” I stretch the picture larger. “Ooh, looks like chocolate cake.” 
 
    My stomach swoops when the oc-cam vid swings wildly up and down. “Don’t do that!”  
 
    “Do what?” she asks. 
 
    “Roll your eyes. It makes me want to hurl.” 
 
    She laughs. “The cams have audio, so the office feed should still be useful. If he actually uses the office. Seems more like a sit-by-the-pool type to me.” 
 
    “He’s more of a spectacular-dive-into-the-pool type,” I say. “That and water polo. I think he was station champ when I lived up on 83.” 
 
    Vanti continues to speed along the road. The guys in the kitchen beat and stir. The front hall sits empty, a narrow beam of sunlight shining through the stained glass, leaving a purple blotch on the floor. 
 
    If the sun is getting in, there must be a cleared space around the house. I flick the external feed folder open again and pull up the cam pointed at the front door. Yup, there’s sunshine in the front yard, too. Flicking open an external data line, I pull up Goodle-Sat. 
 
    The Goodle-Sat provides an overhead view of most of the planet. S’Ride is only occupied on the two larger continents—the settlers decided not to bother with terraforming the nine smaller ones. They’re home to some spectacular views, and spectacularly dangerous flora and fauna. Extreme tourists travel there, but I’ve never had any interest in exploring those places. Besides, with Goodle-Sat, I can see enough. 
 
    Looking up our coordinates on my holo-ring, I set the feed to zoom in on my location. The pic shows a dense screen of foliage. I can’t pick out the roof of the barn, or even the road that leads past the driveway. A drawing superimposed over the pic shows where the road should be, but it’s not visible through the trees. 
 
    I check the oc-cam and flick the settings. With a grin, I copy Vanti’s coordinates and plug them into the Goodle-Sat. Again, all I get is green. But scrolling out a little reveals a couple gaps in the cover. The cams on the estate don’t have coordinates, so I extrapolate from Vanti’s current location and direction. Assuming she’s headed toward the estate, I start zooming in on cleared spaces nearby. I find small lakes, camping spots, even a stream with a wide spot. Finally, after about twenty tries, I locate a huge house. 
 
    The roof has been painted to blend into the trees, but that tiny clear space in front gave them away. I zoom in closer and identify the fancy door-knocker on the front—it matches the one on the front-yard feed exactly. 
 
    “Found them!” I cry, marking the spot on the map. 
 
    “Found how?” Vanti asks. I start to explain, but she cuts me off. “Never mind. I’m supposed to meet al-Petrosian right up here. I’ll turn on the external feed. We can talk later.” She glides off the road into a tiny parking lot in front of a small, unmarked building. It looks like some kind of utility shed. The feed jogs as she steps off the board, then swoops while she leans down to pick it up and sling it over her shoulder. 
 
    We stand there in silence for five or six minutes. I open my mouth to suggest he’s going to be late, when a low roar alerts Vanti and she turns. A small, white vehicle pulls up in front of her, and the door opens. Vanti leans down to look inside. It’s Wil al-Petrosian. 
 
    I haven’t seen Wil since we cracked his terrorist ring on Kaku a few months ago. He’d been planted at the Kaku Techno-Inst and happened to take the same class I was required to complete. Although, now that I think about it, that seems just a bit of a coincidence. What are the odds that he’d be in my class while also using my mother’s dirtside home as a headquarters? The fact that he was funded by Bobby Putin just puts the icing on the coincidence cake. 
 
    I wish we had some cupcakes left. Chocolate with raspberry frosting would be excellent right now. 
 
    Focus, Triana.  
 
    On screen, Vanti hops into the car. “How are you Wil?” she asks. 
 
    “Fine, Lindsay, how are you?” He guides vehicle back onto the road.  
 
    Vanti turns in her seat so I can see Wil. He looks pretty much like I remember, although perhaps a little more worn around the edges. The red and black checkered sweater brings back memories of the Burger Hole. I can’t believe he’s wearing that thing. I thought it was part of his cover as a nerdy comm student. 
 
    “Where’s the package?” Wil is asking. 
 
    “It’s safe,” Vanti says. “I’m not sure I’m willing to sell it to you, though. I want to know who your buyer is.” 
 
    Wil sneers, the expression looks odd on his round, olive-toned face. “Why? So you can cut me out? The big man won’t talk to you—he doesn’t trust you. And neither do I.” 
 
    “Am I the package?” I whisper to Vanti, but she ignores me. 
 
    “I won’t cut you out, but I want to know what he—she? Plans to do with her. I mean it. The package.”  
 
    He laughs. “You can’t keep the story straight, so don’t even try. The boss just wants her. He didn’t say why, and I don’t care. She deserves whatever she gets, if you ask me. Why do you care?” 
 
    The feed bounces as she shrugs. “I’ve worked for the family for a long time. Just want to make sure I’ve covered my tracks, you know. They’ve got a long reach.” 
 
     “You probably need to change your identity and move to Armstrong.” Wil laughs. “Or I supposed you can stay with the company and brazen it out. Hope no one figures out your part. Too bad the boat thing didn’t work out—that would have been a perfect snatch, and you had an alibi.” He shakes his head. “Don’t know what the boss was thinking. He’s got some kind of weird obsession with the girl. 
 
    “Anyway, that doesn't matter. We need to go pick her up and bring her in. Where did you stash her?” He folds his arms over his chest and stares Vanti down.  
 
    “Any ideas?” Vanti asks me. She is really amazing with the sub-vocal thing. To be able to talk in front of someone staring right at you, and have them not even notice? Incredible. “I need to get him to take me to Bobby.” 
 
    I flip wildly through the cam feeds, until one catches my eye. “Ask him about the party,” I say. 
 
    “What about the party?” Vanti says aloud. “I hope you know what you’re doing,” comes through the sub-vocal line. 
 
    “What party?” Wil asks. 
 
    “I do,” I say, at the same time. “They’re celebrating a birthday at the house. Tell them you heard about it.” 
 
    “I heard about the birthday party,” Vanti says.  
 
    Wil freezes. “How did you hear about that?”  
 
    Vanti shrugs. “I have my sources.” 
 
    Wil looks around the interior of the car, as if Vanti’s source will be listed there somehow. “Did they invite you?” 
 
    “Of course.” I can hear the smile in her voice. 
 
    “Fine, then. I’m on my way there, now. You’re not exactly dressed for it, though.” Wil gives her a haughty look-over. 
 
    “Neither are you.” She reaches out a hand and plucks at his sweater. “I’m sure they’ll forgive us.” 
 
    “They’d forgive us if we bring the package,” Wil says. “You know, as a birthday present.” 
 
    The view swings side-to-side as Vanti shakes her head. “I need to make sure I’m covered before I deliver the package.” 
 
    “Why don’t I come with you?” I ask. “You can break me out later.” 
 
    “NO.” Vanti barks. 
 
    Wil gives her an odd look. “No what?” 
 
    “No, I won’t bring the package until I’m sure I’m covered,” she says, trying to cover her gaffe. “Surely the boss can understand that.” 
 
    He stares a few more seconds, then shrugs. “It’s your funeral.” He touches the controls, and the vehicle begins to move. “I’m not taking the fall for you.” 
 
    They drive in silence for a few minutes, then turn right off the road. Half a click into the jungle, they reach a tall fence with a gate across the driveway. Obvious cameras swivel to focus on the car. Since current tech makes cams almost invisible, this is clearly intended to intimidate. 
 
    As Wil’s window slides open, a voice demands, “Identification!” A panel slides out of the meter-tall square column beside the road. Wil places his palm on the panel. It glows, and his name scrolls across the screen. “Identify your companion,” the voice says. 
 
    “Lindsay Fioravanti,” Vanti says. “Does it need a handprint?” 
 
    “Voice recognition confirmed. Proceed.” The gate retracts. 
 
    “That was easy,” Vanti says. 
 
    “Not even,” Wil replies. “Just the beginning.” 
 
    He’s not kidding. After the voice recognition, they pull into a narrow space about twenty meters long. On each side of the paved stretch, a three-meter-tall plascrete tower stands. A slit near the top allows the armed guards inside each tower a full field of view. “Remain inside your vehicle for the scan,” one of them calls down. 
 
    Two tall, metal posts with a bar across the top slide slowly forward on tracks recessed in either side of the road. The cross-bar hovers just above the vehicle, a red light shining down. I don’t know if the light is part of the technology, or just another intimidation technique. As the posts slide past, the light runs over the full length of the vehicle. Once the device reaches the back of the car, it retracts to its original location.  
 
    A man in full body armor steps out of the tower on the left side and approaches Wil’s window, stopping a full meter away. Another man with a blaster steps up on the right. “Weapons,” the first one says, holding out a metal box. 
 
    Wil reaches under the seat and pulls out a disruptor and a tranq gun and puts them into the box. He gestures at Vanti. She heaves a sign, but hands him her blaster, a projectile gun, and a large knife. Wil adds these to the pile. 
 
    “Small knife strapped to the woman’s leg,” the man in armor says. He pauses, as if listening, then continues, “pistol in the small of her back. Mini blaster in underarm holster.” 
 
    “They’ve got some top-notch tech here,” Wil says. “You may as well turn over any weapons they haven’t asked for—they’ll find ‘em. And they get kind of cranky if they have to look too hard.” 
 
    Vanti hands over the weapons the man identified, as well as another knife and a tranq gun. “Oh, hang on,” she says, reaching up. I can’t see what she does, but she holds out a stiletto knife. Must have been in her hair. “OK, that’s it.” 
 
    I can’t see the two soldiers’ expressions, but Wil looks impressed and wary. As he should be. Vanti is lethal without any weapons. And I’m pretty sure she’s still got a couple hidden. She’d never give them all up. 
 
    The soldier closes the box and a panel on the top lights up. Wil places his hand on top. The panel turns green, and something inside the box clicks. Then the two men retreat into their towers, and the second gate grinds open. 
 
    They drive up a long driveway overshadowed by the thick trees and bushes. Here and there, shafts of sunlight pierce the gloomy green tunnel. The car slides up to into an open space, and I recognize the front of the large house. Half a dozen heavily armed people stand on either side of the driveway. 
 
    Vanti opens her door and climbs out of the car. While the others hold their weapons ready, two men step forward and pat her down. “She’s clean,” one says as they step back.  
 
    She joins Wil in front of the vehicle, and they walk across the small lawn and up the front steps of the house. A slender, dark-haired woman opens the front door and invites them inside. I expand the internal cam views and follow their progress across the entryway and into a large reception room.  
 
    “Wait here,” the woman says. Although there are no guards in sight, I’m sure they’re still under surveillance. I suddenly wonder if I can use the internal cams to hack into the house’s operating system. Then I would know exactly who is watching what. While Vanti and Wil wait silently, I start poking through the cam signals. 
 
    They wait for at least ten minutes, but I’m still messing with the vid feeds when a voice comes in over Vanti’s feed. A voice that sends chills up my spine. Even though I was expecting him, I can’t control the tremor that runs through my body.  
 
    Bobby Putin. 
 
      
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Twenty-One 
 
    “Wil, I didn’t realize you were bringing a plus one,” Bobby Putin says. Vanti swings around, and I get my first sight of him since our little dust up on SK2. Or rather, outside SK2. 
 
    He looks as polished as always. He hasn’t altered his appearance at all. Tall, with thick blond hair waving around his perfectly chiseled face. Broad shoulders, narrow waist, long legs encased in well-tailored pants. Everything about Bobby screams money and perfection. Even his voice is smooth and musical.  
 
    Wil leaps to his feet. “She said you invited her!” The weak, nasal tone of Wil’s voice is magnified after hearing Bobby’s. 
 
    Vanti steps forward, ignoring Wil’s statement and his glare. “I’m Lindsay Fioravanti,” she says, holding out a fist. “Currently employed by the SK2 board of directors security department.” 
 
    Bobby’s eyes flicker. A flash of confusion passes over his face, but he blanks it immediately. “I’m sure there’s a reason Wil brought you here.” 
 
    “Of course.” Her voice is warm and friendly. “I have a birthday gift for you. A certain package you’ve been anxious to obtain.” 
 
    Bobby smiles. “And you wanted to bring it in yourself?” He swings around to look at Wil. “Afraid you might not get credit if you entrusted it our mutual friend? You’re a wise woman.” 
 
    Wil opens his mouth but closes it without replying. He looks like a school bully who’s been reprimanded by the teacher. 
 
    “It’s not that I don’t trust him,” Vanti says, and the view swings around as she turns to look at Wil then back to Bobby. “But I have a personal interest in ensuring this package doesn’t get returned to sender, if you know what I mean. That could be a problem for my career. Not to mention my freedom.” 
 
    Bobby’s eyes harden. “Don’t talk to me about freedom.” He looks around the room, as if he wishes he could melt the walls with his eyes. “Gilded cage.” 
 
    Vanti takes a step back, as if the force of Bobby’s anger moved her. “Sorry,” she mumbles. 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” Bobby waves a hand and smiles. But his eyes are still flinty. “Let’s go to the party.” 
 
    They follow Bobby out of the room and down a wide hallway. At the end, they step through another door and into a greenhouse. The heavy trees surrounding the house cast green-tinged light onto the glass. I flip through the video feeds, but whoever placed them didn’t get to this part of the house. 
 
    A couple of rows of plants line the shelves set next to the windows, but most of the greenhouse is empty. Bobby strides across it to a door on the far side. Wil trots along in his wake, but Vanti hangs back, strolling along, looking at everything. When Bobby opens the door, a wave of pounding music washes over them. 
 
    Outside the greenhouse, they step onto a narrow plascrete patio. Three steps run the full length of the patio and take them down into the jungle. The underbrush has been cleared and replaced with packed gravel. Lights hung from the towering trees light up the space under the canopy. The area is filled with young people eating, drinking and dancing.  
 
    “Enjoy the party,” Bobby says to Vanti and Wil. He leans close to Vanti and looks into her eyes. Fear pours over me, as if he can somehow see me through her. “I’ll get my gift later.” He walks away, Wil chasing along behind like a dog. 
 
    “Hey, that’s Francie!” I cry, pointing at the screen. “The plump gal with the neon green dress.” 
 
    Vanti looks her direction for a minute, then slowly scans the rest of the group. I recognize a couple faces from Francie’s boat, including one of the ‘chefs’. “Is that—the guy in the red shirt looks familiar, but I can’t place him,” she says.  
 
    “This actually is a birthday party,” I say as the field of view slides over a loaded buffet table, complete with beverage fountains and a decorated cake. “I thought that was some kind of euphemism. Now that we know Bobby is there, can we call in a special forces team or air strike or something? This whole situation is giving me the creeps.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll take him down before I leave here,” Vanti says. “But I want to see if he’s got any freezer space hidden in the house.” 
 
    “Can’t that wait? Your team can grab Bobby, and then search the house.” I pace back and forth in the tiny underground room. “I keep hearing noises. This bunker is getting to me.” 
 
    “Just be patient,” Vanti says, but I barely hear it over a scraping sound. 
 
    I spin around. The door is opening. Zark! I don’t have a weapon. I dive across the room, hoping Vanti left something in the tiny bedroom that I can use to defend myself. Before I can reach the door, an arm swings around my waist and pulls me back. I scream. 
 
      
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Twenty-Two 
 
    “Found you,” O’Neill says. 
 
    My legs give out, and I sag against him. “You scared the grape out of me.” 
 
    “Triana?” Vanti asks. “Are you OK?” 
 
    He lets me go, and I stumble into the door jam. Turning, I lean against the wall and look at him. He doesn’t look as bad as the picture Vanti showed me—was it just this morning? But the dark circles still show, making him look older. 
 
    “How’d you find me—us?” I ask.  
 
    “What’s happening?” Vanti demands. “Why did you scream?” 
 
    “O’Neill startled me,” I say.  
 
    “Is that Vanti?” O’Neill asks. “Can you patch me in?” 
 
    “I told you he was coming,” she says, talking over him.  
 
    I hold up my hands. “I can’t listen to both of you at once. Hang on.” I stride over to the console and flick a few icons. “I’m making this call a three-way.” 
 
    O’Neill’s lips twitch, but he doesn’t say anything.  
 
    “Griz,” Vanti says.  
 
    “Where are you?” O’Neill asks. I stretch the oc-cam view so he can see it, and his eyes widen. “Is that the Putin Compound?” 
 
    “It is,” Vanti says. She’s moved deeper into the party, walking from group to group, saying hello and carefully focusing on each person in turn. She seems to be taking inventory of the guests. Maybe so they can be rounded up later. No one exchanges names. 
 
    “Is Bobby there?” O’Neill’s voice is low and dangerous. 
 
    “Over by the fountain,” she says, looking that direction. “Al-Petrosian is here, too.” 
 
    “I’m going to call in a strike team,” O’Neill says. 
 
    “No. I need to do some more recon, first,” Vanti says. 
 
    “Why? We’ve got the prime target, right there.” O’Neill’s fists are balled up, and he looks ready to lunge at the console.  
 
    “I have another mission,” Vanti says. 
 
    Eyes narrowed, O’Neill stares at the vid. “What other mission? I wasn’t briefed on any other mission!” 
 
    But the audio has gone silent.  
 
    Behind us, the door scrapes open. O’Neill and I spin and face twenty guys in full riot gear.  
 
    “Are they with you?” I whisper. 
 
    O’Neill raises his hands slowly. “No.” 
 
    Without a word, the invaders push us out the door and up the stairs. I stumble, and O’Neill catches me by the elbow. The goon behind him smacks him in the back with the butt of his weapon.  
 
    “Hey, leave him alone!” I cry, ramming my shoulder into guy. He stumbles down two steps, knocking into the guy behind him. I almost grin, imagining the domino effect down the stairs. The guy I pushed picks me up by the back of my shirt and shoves me up the stairs. My shins crack into the step, but I bite back my yelp and scramble up the steps. 
 
    At the top, the goons push us to the back door of the catering truck. One of them pulls out SecurTies and yanks my arms behind me. I try to kick him, but he dodges out of the way and gets my hands pinned behind my back. Then he throws me down into the truck and ties my hands to a drawer pull. They shove O’Neill in across from me, secure him to another drawer, and slam the door shut. With a pound on the side, they signal the driver, and the truck pulls out of the barn. 
 
    “How did they find us?” I whisper. 
 
    He shrugs and glances up at the front. Obviously, he doesn’t want to talk in front of the goons. 
 
    My audio implant fritzes, then Vanti’s voice comes through. “What happened?” 
 
    O’Neill’s eyes widen, and his voice comes through the implant. Unlike Vanti I can see his jaw vibrate, just a bit. “The call is still open? Excellent.” 
 
    “A bunch of goons grabbed us,” I whisper. 
 
    “Hey, shut up back there!” One of the goons calls from the front. “No talking.” 
 
    “Let me do the talking,” O’Neill says. “We’ve got eight bogies, in full riot gear and helmets.” 
 
    Only eight? It looked like twenty to me. 
 
    “No identifying symbols,” he continues. “Can’t tell where they’re taking us, but we turned right onto the road.” 
 
    “They’re probably coming here,” Vanti says. “What’s your status? 
 
    “We’re bound, but feet are free.” He looks around. “Looks like we’re inside that catering truck that was in the barn.” 
 
    I nod.  
 
    “If you can get to it, I have a stash of weapons under the sink,” Vanti says.  
 
    Really? That might have been nice to know. 
 
    O’Neill nods. “Don’t think we’ll have a chance—they’ve got us tethered.” 
 
    “OK,” Vanti replies. “Sit tight. I’m tracking you. If they bring you right into the compound, we can get to the weapons. I had to leave mine at the front gate.” 
 
    O’Neill glances at me with the tiniest of grins. “Really? You don’t have any weapons on you?” 
 
    “Nothing I can use from a distance,” Vanti admits. “I might have a little something up my sleeve that’ll work in a pinch.” 
 
    O’Neill doesn’t answer.  
 
    We ride for ten minutes or so, stopping a couple times along the way. I imagine we’re at the checkpoints Vanti went through, but I can’t hear the low conversations, or see anything from my vantage point on the floor. O’Neill shifts until his lower leg is pushed against my hip. The contact gives me a sense of comfort. 
 
    When we finally stop, the goons come around to the back of the truck and open the door. Bright, yellow-tinged light casts sickly shadows. Faint sounds of music and conversation waft over us. The overpowering scent of flowers almost makes me choke. 
 
    “We’re getting out of the vehicle.” O’Neill’s voice is calm and solid in my audio implant.  
 
    “Looks like you’re at a side entrance,” Vanti says. “The party is behind the house. I’ll try to locate you.” 
 
    The white house looks different from this vantage point. We’re in a plascrete courtyard surrounded by the house on three sides. A loading area slopes down to the basement level of the house, but our van is parked above. This side has few windows—probably because the view isn’t very attractive.  
 
    “Looks like we’re on the west side of the building,” O’Neill reports. “Utility area. Loading dock. They’re taking us to a basement.” 
 
    The goons shove us down the incline and up to a blank door. Narrow windows, high up in the wall give us no opportunity to see what’s inside. Using an access panel, one of the goons types in a series of numbers (four, seven, six, zero) and the door pops open. At least I’ve got the code, if Vanti needs it. 
 
    Bright lights illuminate a storage area. Heavy metal shelves line the walls. The shelves near the door hold rope, construction equipment, machinery I don’t recognize. As we walk through the long, narrow space, the supplies become more domesticated—kitchen gear, cleaning materials. A few steps further along, the room widens out, and several rows of shelves fill the space. There are enough empty shelves that we can see the next two rows. These shelves contain food—huge bags of flour and sugar and the big protein and starch blocks that feed the AutoKich’n.  
 
    We walk past the last of the shelves, into an open area. In the center of that space, several low metal tables stand empty. One of them holds a long, unmarked box, one-meter by one-meter by two meters. My stomach clenches, and my breath catches. The box is open, and a young woman is sitting up inside of it, her head barely visible over the top edge. 
 
    “Found your freezer,” O’Neill says. 
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    Twenty-Three 
 
    I swallow down the nausea.  
 
    “Well, maybe not the freezer, but the contents of it,” he amends. “Got an open box and a victim.” 
 
    Vanti replies. “Excellent, I’ll be right there.” 
 
    “Just send in a strike team,” O’Neil says. “We got ‘em!” But we hear nothing but dead air. 
 
    “What is she up to?” I whisper to O’Neill. 
 
    He shrugs but doesn’t answer. 
 
    The goons behind us shove us right up next to the box. The woman inside looks vaguely familiar. Her brown hair hangs down her face, lank and tangled, and her clothing is plain beige fabric. Her brown eyes look dull and lifeless.  
 
    “Are you OK?” I ask.  
 
    “Quiet,” the goon growls.  
 
    I glance at O’Neill, but he’s staring at the woman in disbelief. “That’s Lady Grandelle!” he says through the still open call. 
 
    “No, it can’t be,” I mutter, hoping the goon doesn't hear me. He smacks me in the shoulder with the butt of his weapon. “Ow!” I glare at him, but he seems unconcerned. 
 
    One of the goons grabs me by the arm and shoves me around the box to the next low table. He pushes me down onto the table as another one yanks O’Neill around and forcibly sits him down behind me. Our hands touch behind our backs, and O’Neill grabs my fingers, pressing something into them. The goon leans in close and reaches behind me to grab my bound hands.  
 
    O’Neill does something, and I hear a grunt of pain. Without trying to see what happened, I slam my head forward, driving it into the goon’s faceplate. The move would be much more effective if he weren’t wearing the helmet, but it surprises him. I follow the head-butt with a knee to the groin, and a foot-stomp onto his instep. The guy stumbles away, surprised but probably not injured.  
 
    I take a few seconds to slide my bound wrists under my butt and pull my legs through so my hands are in front of me. “Everyone knows wrist restraints need to be tight,” I tell the goon as I grab the first weapon I can find on his belt and shove it against his neck. 
 
    A jolt of electricity hits me from behind, frizzing through my body. My nerve endings scream, and my brain scrambles. I retain just enough awareness to pull my own trigger before I slump to the ground. The goon drops beside me. I try to hope I didn’t kill him, but I can’t gather my thoughts enough to care. 
 
    “Triana!” O’Neill yells, shaking my shoulder. “What happened? Are you OK?” 
 
    “Low voltage disruptor,” I try to say, but it comes out as a thick-tongued mumble.  
 
    “Vanti,” I hear O’Neill say. He rolls me over and checks for injury. “Triana is down. Looks like some kind of Taser or nerve disruptor. The three bogies who brought us inside are incapacitated, and there’s a freezer victim here, too. I’m going to try to get Triana to safety. If you haven’t called in the strike team, do it now.” 
 
    He grips my chin and turns my face around. I can see, but I can’t seem to control my body. “Can you walk?” he asks. 
 
    I try to shake my head, but nothing happens. It’s as if my nerves have all been disconnected from the muscles. My whole body aches, but I can’t control anything.  
 
    “OK, I guess that’s a no.” O’Neill shifts his grip to my hands, and he stands, pulling me up with him. My head falls back, and I get a great view of the ceiling beams. They really need to dust up there. 
 
    A moment later, my head flies forward as O’Neill hoists me up over his shoulder. I get a stomach-swooping view of the walls and floor before my head slams into his lower back. “Ow!” No sound comes out of my mouth. 
 
    We bounce along through the hallway and back between the metal shelves. I see nothing but the floor and O’Neill’s backside. Normally I’m happy to look at that, but this view is doing nothing for me. He stops and lowers me to the ground next to the door. My shoulders and head lean against a sack of something. The lights go out. 
 
    For a second, I think I’m out again, but since I’m thinking, obviously that isn’t the case. Before I can start to panic that I’ve gone blind, my eyes adjust, and I can see by the light filtering in through the high slit windows I noticed outside. O’Neill must have turned the lights off. He grabs the lower edge of the closest window and pulls himself up to peer outside. I would wolf whistle, if I could make my lips move. He drops back down. 
 
    “OK, we’ve still got bogies outside. Two of them.” He’s speaking low, so his voice is coming in through my ears and the audio implant. Still no reply from Vanti. He grasps my chin again, and tips it so I can see his face. “It takes about ten minutes for a low-volt disruptor charge to wear off. I’m going to take out the two guards.” He lets go of my chin and my head falls back. “I can’t just leave you here, though.” 
 
    He stands and looks around the room. After a moment, he moves out of my line of sight, and I hear scraping and dragging. Then he returns. This time, he slides one arm under my knees and the other behind my shoulders. With a grunt, he lifts me off the ground. My head falls back, and I watch the door recede as he moves away. My head bangs against something.  
 
    “Sorry!” He shifts his grip, so my head is supported. Then he lifts again and slides me onto one of the metal shelves at about waist height. “Stay here. I’m going to cover you. If you get your movement back, STAY. HERE.” He pulls a tarp over my body and stacks a couple items in front of me. “It’s probably killing you to not be able to argue with me.” He grins, crookedly, and pulls the tarp over my face. 
 
    It stinks. Literally. They must have used this thing to wrap moldy beets or something. I lay there in the dark, the tarp rising and falling with my breath. Breathing through my mouth doesn’t help—the smell is that bad. I listen hard, wondering what’s going on. The shuffle of footsteps alerts me, and I hold my breath, hoping whoever it is doesn’t turn on the lights.  
 
    “Be right back,” O’Neill whispers, and I feel his hand press the stinky tarp against my forehead. He must have gone back to get more weapons or to tie up the goons. 
 
    Hey, wait—I felt his hand! I must be getting my feeling back. I lay there, trying to move my head or fingers. I stop every few seconds to listen, but I hear nothing. After what feels like hours, I get a tingling sensation in my toes. Yes! Finally! 
 
    The tingling gets stronger, almost painful. Then it moves up my legs. And my fingers start to tingle. I try to move my jaw, but nothing. Fingers it is, then. I twitch them, attempting the old keyboard exercises my music master could never get me to practice.  
 
    The rest of the feeling comes back with a whomp. My head feels like it's going to split open. My shoulders ache, and my chest and arms still tingle. But I’m able to move everything. I push the filthy tarp away from my face and whisper, “Vanti? O’Neil?” 
 
    Nothing. The disruptor field probably disrupted the call, too. I sit up, groaning softly, and push the tarp down off my legs. Crawling around the fuel can and the bag of fertilizer lying at the front of the shelf feels impossible, but I don’t think I can lift them from this angle. I could probably shove them off the shelf, but that might cause a lot of noise. Not to mention a fire. 
 
    I pull my knees up and scooch my butt back against the end of the shelf. The metal bars dig into my back. I twist around, maneuvering my feet past the fuel can and slide them forward off the edge of the shelf. I sit there, leaning against the cold metal, breathing as if I’d just run ten clicks.  
 
    When my pulse slows a bit, I lift my left hand. The fingers are cramped in a fist, and I can’t seem to open it. I fling my right hand at the back of my left hand, hoping to activate my holo-ring. The menu pops open. The ring seems to be operating—I wasn't sure what effect the zapping would have on it. I wave through the call icon and select Vanti’s name. But Vanti doesn’t answer. She’s probably already talking to O’Neill. I try him next but get no answer. Fine, I’ll just have to wait until they call me. In the meantime, I want to get out of this creepy basement. No matter what O’Neill said about staying here. 
 
    I grab the edge of the shelf and lever myself out and down. My knees give out as my feet hit the floor, and I wind up in a puddle on the cold plascrete. I put out my right hand, and carefully wrap my fingers around the vertical bar of the shelves. They grip weakly, but they do grip. Pulling on the pole, I drag myself upright and lock my knees underneath my body. 
 
    OK, I’m upright. Now what? 
 
    I look around the dimly lit basement. Light from the storage area filters back here, but the lights by the door are still off. There’s no way I can do O’Neill’s pull-up trick, so I can’t check to see what’s going on outside. He said there were two guards outside, and since his primary responsibility is to protect me, I should probably assume they got him. Otherwise, he’d be back here by now. 
 
    I guess I’ll just have to find a weapon and rescue him.  
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    Twenty-Four 
 
    I make my way up the dark hallway, feeling and control rapidly returning to my body now. When I reach the end of the hall, where the hall widens out into the storage space with the rows of shelves, I duck and slide to my left behind the first shelving unit. The sparsely filled shelves don’t offer a lot of cover, but they’re better than just walking right into the room.  
 
    I peek around the shelf into the open part of the room. The three goons still lie on the floor, but one of them is missing his helmet and jacket. O’Neill must have taken them. I can’t see the woman in the box—she might be lying down, or maybe she climbed out. I creep forward, bent low, ears pricking, eyes flicking around the room.  
 
    When I reach the front of the shelves, I poke my head out into the room and look around quickly. Nothing. With a quick prayer, I straighten up and shuffle over to the first guard. This is the one without the helmet, and his weapons are gone, too. His arms are tied behind his back, and his feet are secured to his hands. A wide piece of tape covers his mouth. 
 
    When I check the other two, I realize O’Neill must have removed their guns when he trussed them up. He can’t be carrying all of their weapons—they would be too heavy and way too obvious. I turn in place, scanning the room for a hiding place. 
 
    My eyes snag on the box. If the woman is still in there, O’Neill wouldn’t have hidden the guns there. But, now that I think of it, O’Neill wouldn’t have left her there. I walk over and peer inside. Empty. 
 
    Turning around again, I notice a bag of flour perched on the edge of the shelf. The other foodstuffs are placed a few centimeters back. I grab the bag with my right hand, but it’s too heavy to pull. My left is still cramped in a fist—no doubt some weird after effect of the zap I got. I grab the upright with my right hand. Stepping up onto the lower shelf, I duck under the top shelf, lean over the huge bag, and peer into the space behind it. Bingo: weapons bonanza! 
 
    I grab a tranq gun and a small disruptor, checking the charges and setting the safeties before shoving them into my belt. Then I grab one of the larger blasters, slinging the strap over my shoulder. I feel safer now—like Vanti must feel when she’s loaded for terrorist. I grin a little to myself and stride across the room toward the door. 
 
    Just before I reach it, the door flies open.  
 
    With a yelp, I jump back, swinging the blaster up at the intruder.  
 
    “Annabelle, how nice of you to come and join me,” Bobby Putin says.  
 
    Fear pours through me, like ice water through a straw. I shiver, but raise the weapon a little higher, so it’s pointing directly at his chest. “Stop right there, Bobby.” 
 
    But he doesn’t. He steps into the room, and a whole troop of goons trots in behind him. One of them leaps in front of Bobby, but he taps the man on the shoulder and urges him away. “Annabelle and I are old friends. She isn’t going to hurt me.”  
 
    The men and women spread out, encircling me and Bobby, forming a perimeter around us. I swing the blaster wildly, trying to figure out who to target, but they all ignore me. “Stop! All of you stop right there, or I will blast a hole in this creep!” I push the barrel of the blaster right at Bobby.  
 
    He takes a step forward, and I back away, risking a quick look over my shoulder. I am completely surrounded by his goons. My only chance is to keep Bobby in my sights. I raise the weapon to my shoulder, propping it up on my left fist, and sight along it. “Stop! I can’t miss at this range.” I flick the safety off, as loudly and obviously as I can.  
 
    Bobby stops. He’s standing less than a meter from the end of my gun. “Really, Annabelle?” he asks. “You’re going to shoot me. In cold blood. There’s no ‘stun’ option on that thing. If you shoot, I’ll be dead. I don’t think you can do that. What would your mother think?” 
 
    I lower the weapon. “She might think I’ve finally grown up,” I say, and I fire into his right thigh. 
 
    He screams and drops to the ground, a smoking hole burned through his leg.  
 
    The crowd around us surges forward, but I snarl. “Freeze, or his head is next!”  
 
    They freeze. 
 
    And the disruptor hits me in the back again. 
 
      
 
    » « 
 
      
 
    This time, I black out. I guess two disruptors in less than thirty minutes isn’t good for the brain. Or maybe they hit my spine this time. I’ve heard that can scramble your gray matter. When I wake, no one else is in the room, at least as far as I can see. My field of vision is limited since I haven’t yet regained control of my neck. I can move my eyes a fraction, but I can’t feel or move my body. If I roll my eyes as far as possible, I can see that my hands are secured to something just outside my peripheral vision. Glancing down, I’m not sure, but I think I’m spread eagle on a bed, with my hands and legs tied to the bedposts. Even though it’s totally cliché, it is a terrifying position to be in.  
 
    The pins-and-needles sensation starts in my toes and fingers, like last time. Cramping and tingling in my arms and legs herald the return of feeling. My head feels split open like a melon, and unlike last time, it doesn’t seem to be fading at all. My hands are cramped tight, and after the tingles fade, I can feel my fingernails biting into my palms.  
 
    And something else. My left fist is finally relaxing, and feeling is returning to the clenched fingers. Whatever O’Neill stuck into my hand when we were back-to-back on the metal table—somehow, I’ve managed to keep it clenched in my fist this entire time. I drop my head back on the bed, trying to consciously relax my cramped hand, praying I won’t drop whatever it is. 
 
    I can turn my neck now, so I rotate my head to the left. Uncurling my fingers, I see a glint of silver. It looks like a tiny folding knife! That’s how he got his hands free to take out the three guards in the basement. I rest a few more minutes, carefully holding my treasure in my palm while I do those keyboard exercises again. If I get out of here, I’ll have to send a thank you message to Master Therin. I’m sure she never envisioned finger drills being important to escape and evasion.  
 
    I wrap my fingers and thumb around the slender knife. Carefully feeling along the side of the tool, I find finger grooves and a trigger button. I twist my head as far as I can, trying to see if I’m holding the knife the right way. If I’ve got it backwards, I could end up with a nasty gash in my palm. 
 
    The finger grooves feel right, so I press the trigger. With a soft snick, the blade swings out. Yes! Now I just have to twist it around so I can get the blade under the tie and start sawing. 
 
    That part takes forever. I almost drop the knife when I hear a noise in the hallway. I manage to cut two fingers scrabbling for the blade. The blood dripping onto the knife handle makes it slippery, but I shake it off and keep working. I hope his bedding is stained forever.  
 
    I rest for a moment, flexing my fingers to get relieve the cramping. Flexing the fingers while keeping the now sticky knife in my palm is tricky, but I manage. When the cramping subsides, I get a good grip on the handle and finish the job. 
 
    Snap! The SecurTie breaks. I take a moment to wipe my hand and the knife on the pillowcase, then roll over to cut my right hand free. This one is much faster. It’s amazing how much being able to see helps. 
 
    I make quick work of the ankle ties and slide off the bed. In two seconds, I’m across the room and shoving the back of a chair under the door handle. I don’t know if this does anything, but people on Ancient TēVē always do it. Then I take stock. 
 
    My holo-ring is missing. Not surprising. When you’ve been abducted as many times as I have, you learn that’s the first thing they take. With a shrug, I cross to the adjoining bathroom to wash my hands and the knife under the barest trickle of water. I take advantage of the heated toilet seat while I'm there, but I don’t flush, since I have no idea how loud the plumbing might be. Wiping my clean hands and weapon on one of the thick hand towels, I paw through the cupboard for a med kit. With my cuts sealed and a pain patch on my neck, I move back into the main room. 
 
    This is a lavishly appointed bedroom. Heavy brocade drapes block out the night. The walls are lined with bookshelves that hold real paper books as well as miscellaneous pottery and knickknacks. I turn off the bedside light and part the curtains to look out. I’m at the back of the building, and the party continues below me, although I don’t think it’s as lively. It must be well past midnight, now. I can’t get out this way—I’m at least three stories up. I pull the curtains closed again and flip on the light. 
 
    Incredibly, my holo-ring is laying on the table next to the lamp. I slide it on and flick it to life. Twenty-three messages have piled up in the last fifteen minutes—twenty-two of them from O’Neill. The remaining one is an urgent message from a credit service. 
 
    I call O’Neill. He doesn’t even say hello. “Where the hell are you? I told you to stay put!” 
 
    “And when has that ever worked before?” Vanti asks.  
 
    “How’d you get on this call?” I demand. 
 
    “You called me,” she says. “I think you selected the group call.” 
 
    That zapper must have caused more brain scrambling than I thought. “OK, look, I’m in a bedroom on—I think it’s the third floor, looking over the back of the house. I managed to burn a hole through Bobby’s leg, but someone got the drop on me.” 
 
    “I have a strike team moving in,” O’Neill says, “but they’re at least a half-hour out. What’s your situation, Triana? Are you locked in? Can you get away? Or lock them out?” 
 
    “I have a chair jammed in front of the door, but I’m not sure what that’s really supposed to do. I could lock myself in the bathroom, I guess.”  
 
    “I’m in the backyard, again,” Vanti says. “Flutter your curtain so I can see where you are.” 
 
    “Flutter my curtain?” I cross the room to the window. “Did they teach you that in secret agent school?” 
 
    “Yeah, that and chair jamming,” she laughs. “OK, I see where you are. Middle of the house on the third floor. You stay put, we’ll come get you. If someone tries to open the door, lock yourself in the bathroom.” 
 
    “Fun,” I say. “Hey, bring some of that cake with you, will you?”  
 
    The only response I get is a laugh. 
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    Twenty-Five 
 
    Ten minutes later, I’m still sitting on the bed, waiting. Vanti and O’Neill are moving through the house, slowly and methodically. I listen in to the conversation while leafing through one of the old books. The dust makes me sneeze. 
 
    “Guests in the living room,” Vanti says. “It’ll take me a while to work through the crowd without raising any suspicion.” 
 
    “Try asking someone where the powder room is,” I say. “Didn’t they teach you that in secret agent school?” 
 
    “Good idea!” 
 
    “I’m back in the basement,” O’Neill reports. “The goons I dropped are gone, and so is Lady Grandelle.” 
 
    “That wasn’t Lady Grandelle,” I say. “Way too young. And the Grendel was heavier, especially through the bosom.” 
 
    “The bosom?” Vanti laughs. “Did they teach you that in debutant school?” 
 
    “Yup. That and the powder room trick.” 
 
    “Could we focus, please?” O’Neill sounds annoyed. “I want to know if they recaptured that woman, or if she, oh, cra—” 
 
    O’Neill’s voice cuts out, mid-word. Vanti doesn’t respond, and my holo-ring shows no active call. I try calling both of them again but get no answer. Maybe someone turned on a jammer? Or maybe someone got Vanti and O’Neill. It’s odd that they both dropped out at the same time, though.  
 
    Time to do what I do best: hack. I set my holo-ring to find the house’s net connection and three pop up almost immediately. Two are clearly for guests, but the third is a highly secured channel. Perfect. I set my login hack to run in the background while I search the room for any kind of weapon.  
 
    I sweep books off the shelves, dumping them to the floor. Nothing behind the books. Nothing under the bed. Nothing beneath the rug. On to the bathroom. I find an old-fashioned razor, which I fold into a scrap of towel and tuck into my pocket. What else?  
 
    If Vanti were here, she would probably pull down the shower head and use the hose to strangle people. Or maybe she’d break one of these vases and use the shards as a knife. Those kinds of weapons are way beyond my skill set. I yank open a closet door, and grab a wood hangar. It’s lightweight, but pretty solid—better than nothing, I guess.  
 
    I cross to the window and pull the drapes aside. The party below has definitely died down. Most of the guests seem to have moved inside. A few still mill around the buffet and bar, but uniformed employees have started stacking chairs and clearing tables. 
 
    Examining the window frame, I realize this window opens. I’ve lived on SK2 too long—opening windows is still a novelty for me. I twist the handle and push the glass out away from the building. The wide windowsill gives me a secure perch, so I lean out and examine the outside of the house.  
 
    Climbing out would be suicide. There are no handholds or convenient ledges. Even Vanti would have trouble scaling this building. Which gives me a fantastic idea.  
 
    Leaving the window open, I pull one of the curtain ties off. I cross to the door and press my ear against the wood. Nothing. I pull the chair a little way from the door and open it a tiny crack. Through the slit, I can see a carpeted hallway with portraits on the walls, and more bookcases on each side. 
 
    I slide through the narrow space, pulling the chair as close to the door as I can with my hand in the way. I loop the curtain tie around one of the chair rails, and use the tie to pull the door shut with the chair. When the gap is almost too tight, I let go of one end of the curtain tie and pull it through the space. I try to open the door, but it only moves a few centimeters. Awesome! I wasn’t sure that whole chair thing would really work. With luck, anyone who gets into that room will think I’ve snuck out the window. 
 
    Looping the curtain tie around my wrist—I might find it useful later, and it looks kind of like a chunky bracelet—I run down the hall, moving as lightly as I can. I try a couple doors along the way, but they’re locked. I find a wide staircase and listen for a few moments. The noise from the party now in the living room filters up, but I can’t tell if anyone is moving around on the floor below me. 
 
    Now what? Vanti and O’Neill may, or may not, have been captured. They know I’m up here, so it’s hard to believe they stopped for a drink—although I wouldn't put it past Vanti. She has a cover to maintain, at least until the cavalry get here. Which reminds me—based on what O’Neill said, they should be here any second. Maybe I should just sit tight and wait for rescue. 
 
    Yeah, like that’s going to happen. 
 
    Voices on the stairs make my decision. They could be friend or foe, but I’m not going to just wait here for them. I run down the hallway, heading for the heavy curtains at the end. Maybe I can hide behind them. 
 
    I reach the end of the hall and pull the curtains away. But there’s no window. A door slides open and light spring on. Of course—servants’ stairs. The Putins, like my mother, don’t want to see the help, except when they’re parading them before visitors to show they can afford human servants. I slip behind the drape and pull it across the opening, hoping the light in the hallway will mask any light leaking around the edges.  
 
    Laying down in the doorway, I peek under the curtain. Perfect. I can see meters of rug. I lift the hem a little higher, slowly increasing my field of view. The empty hall stretches away. I’m about to drop the curtain when someone steps out of the main stairway. 
 
    It’s Bobby and Vanti. She appears to be free—I guess strolling around the house with a serial killer is one of her hobbies. Why doesn’t she just tie him up and wait for the strike team? 
 
    And he looks pretty healthy for a guy with a hole burned in his leg. He must have a really high-end med pod. I shake my head. Of course, he does. Murdering people is a hazardous business. Having top notch healing equipment is probably required. 
 
    My holo-ring pings—access to the house operating system granted. I smile, grimly. Time to work my magic. 
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    Twenty-Six 
 
    I use a virtual tunnel to access the outside world, and log back into the system in that bunker under the barn. From there, I can turn on Vanti’s oc-cam. I’d kind of forgotten it existed. I pull that view up and push it to the side. Now to work on audio. I try calling, but I get a weird error. Maybe someone is jamming calls. 
 
    The house OS gives me more options. I sort through the house surveillance and find a series of mikes in the rooms on this floor. Apparently, Bobby likes to listen to his guests. Probably watches them, too, but I don’t need vid, yet. 
 
    “—able to retrieve the gift,” Bobby is saying. “I’m very disappointed you let it slip through your fingers like that, Lindsay.” 
 
    The oc-cam gives me a view of Bobby’s face, and I shudder seeing it that close again. “I don’t know how she—it—could we just drop the stupid charade? I don’t know how she got away. I had her safely locked away. Luckily, the idiot decided to come right to us.” 
 
    Bobby winces a little at her choice of words. “She’s not an idiot,” he chides. “If you think of her that way, you’ll underestimate her every time. Like all top-levs, she was bred with intelligence as a priority. The masses never really figure that out, but it’s what keeps us on the top of the social heap.” 
 
    The view shifts as Vanti turns away. She looks up and down the hallway, then focuses on the nearest door. “Is she in here?” 
 
     “Third door down.”  
 
    Vanti glances up at Bobby, then moves away from me along the hall.  
 
    I should just sneak away while I have the chance, but I really want to see what happens when they discover I’m gone.  
 
    Idiot. With the oc-cam and the audio feeds, I can watch all this from the safety of anywhere else in the house. I drop the curtain hem and lever myself to my feet. Once I’m fully inside the servant passage, the door slides closed without a sound. I look around the space. It’s a narrow, plascrete stairwell, with utilitarian steps going both up and down. There doesn’t appear to be any way to lock the door. Pity. 
 
    Keeping one eye on the steps, I start down, watching the Bobby and Vanti show as I go. They reach the door to my room, and Vanti turns the handle. When it doesn’t open, she looks at Bobby. 
 
    “Of course, you'll need to unlock it.” 
 
    He frowns. “I didn’t lock it—she was out cold and trussed up like a peasant on torture day.” 
 
    Ugh. That’s got to be the worst simile I’ve ever heard.  
 
    Vanti giggles. She’s clearly in full-Lindsay mode—Vanti never giggles at anything. “Was that a thing?” 
 
    Bobby shrugs and places his hand on the access panel. “It should be. See, it’s unlocked.” 
 
    Vanti looks at the green panel, then at the door handle. She tries it again, and it opens a few centimeters. “It’s blocked.” 
 
    Yay, chair! I’ll never doubt you again. 
 
    “How can it be blocked? She was tied up!” Bobby shoves Vanti aside and slams his shoulder against the door. He grunts and tries again. 
 
    I push the holo aside and run down the stairs as fast as I can go. 
 
    Before I can reach the bottom, Bobby has the door open. He and Vanti exclaim over the empty bed, the books scattered on the floor and the open window. I don’t wait to see what he does next, I just run. 
 
    Reaching the bottom, I burst through a door and into a modern kitchen. It’s empty and dark, except a man at the far end of the room. As I run toward him, he looks up in surprise. His hands are covered with flour, and a spotlight shines down on the pastry dough on the counter before him.  
 
    I slow down and saunter toward him, not wanting to alarm him. “Sorry, didn’t realize this was the kitchen. Whatchya makin? Croissants?” 
 
    “Danish. Who are you?” As he speaks, he flips the dough around and folds it in half. “What are you doing down here?” 
 
    I shrug. “I got lost. This is a huge house. You should do a book fold,” I say, pointing to the dough.  
 
    He looks me up and down. “What would a party guest like you know about pastry?” he demands.  
 
    “I got to work with Dav Bourdoin once. He showed me how to laminate pastry. The book fold is the way to go.” I nod, solemnly. 
 
    The man’s eyes go wide. “You worked with Dav Bourdoin?! THE Dav Bourdoin? He is legendary in our school. Show me the book fold.” 
 
    “I’m kind of in a hurry—oh, here.” I point to the dough. “Open it back up. Now, fold the two edges to the middle. Then fold it in half. See, it looks like a book. And now you have four layers instead of just two.” 
 
    “That is genius!” the man says, eyes shining. 
 
    “Dav said it’s an Ancient Earth secret.” I wink. “Don’t tell anyone I told you.” 
 
    He winks back. 
 
    “Oh, and if anyone asks about me, I wasn’t here, OK? Jealous boyfriend, angry ex. You know.” 
 
    The chef bows to me. “Your secrets—both of them—are safe with me.” 
 
    The door at the back of the kitchen leads to the storage room we started in. As O’Neill said, the goons are gone. But the woman is back. 
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    Twenty-Seven 
 
    “Who are you?” I ask. 
 
    She’s sitting on one of the low metal tables, huddled beneath a tarp. Tears run down her face and she’s shaking. “I’m Arielle Grandelle. I don’t know how I got here.” 
 
    I stare at her. “Seriously? You are the Grendel? I mean. You aren’t Lady Grandelle. She’s older than you. And, uh, more endowed.” I gesture to my chest. 
 
    The woman’s lips twitch and she wipes her face. “She’s my sister, but she’s old enough to be my mother. And you’re not wrong. Although she’d be disappointed to know you didn’t think she was my younger sister.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “Yeah, my mother is like that. What are you doing here?” 
 
    She shakes her head. “I don’t know. I don’t even know where here is.” The tears start to roll down her cheeks again. 
 
    “Stop.” I look around the room but don’t see anything suitable for wiping her face. “You’d think they’d have tissues stored down here, somewhere,” I mutter. “Look, I’m going to help you get home. Come with me.” 
 
    I lead the way across the room and climb up on the shelf again. Poking my head over the bag of flour, I find two tranq guns and a blaster still hidden. With a grin, I hand one tranq to the girl and grab the other weapons for myself. Slinging the blaster strap over my shoulder, I turn back to my new partner.  
 
    “Do you know how to operate one of these?” 
 
    She looks down at the gun. She holds it up, her finger on the trigger. Before I can stop her, she points it at me. “Like this?”  
 
    “NO!” I fling myself away from her, but the dart hits me in the arm. I try to sit down, hoping I won’t hit my head when I collapse. Everything goes black before I reach the floor.  
 
      
 
    » « 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry! I’m so, so sorry!” The words keep marching through my head, like a chant, accompanied by the sound of engine noise and the rustle of plastek. Over and over, wavering like a badly recorded audio track. I wish it would just stop. My head pounds and lights stab at me, through my eyelids.  
 
    “Sera? Can you hear me?” A male voice cuts through the chanting. 
 
    I peel my eyes open. I’m lying on my back, in what appears to be a medical transport of some kind. A man looks down at me. He looks kind of familiar, but I can’t put a name to his face. I lift my head a little, and beyond him, I see a woman wrapped in a blanket.  
 
    “You!” I say, struggling upright. I’m so tired. “Why’d you tranq me?” 
 
    “I’m sorry! I’m so, so sorry!” she says, starting the chant again. 
 
    I wave a hand at her. “Just stop, OK? I shouldn’t hand a weapon to someone unless I know they’ve been trained.” I feel just a twinge of sympathy for Vanti. Oh my gosh, Vanti! Ty! “Where are O’Neill and Vanti? Where are we?” 
 
    “You’re on a med trans to the infirmary at New Sydney,” the guy says. He pushes me back down on the gurney. “You’ve had a weird week, haven’t you?” 
 
    “I know who you are!” I start to sit up again but give up when he keeps a hand pressed to my shoulder. Besides, moving is so much effort. “You’re one of the med techs who came to Francie’s boat.” 
 
    He nods. “We met on a boat, yes, but I still don’t know who Francie is. And at least you really needed medical attention this time.”  
 
    I start to argue but can’t muster the energy. Something just isn’t right. “Where are O’Neill and Vanti? What happened back there?” 
 
    He shakes his head. “I have no idea. Someone called us to deal with you and her.” He jerks his head toward Arielle. “She said she shot you, so we’re taking you to the infirmary to get checked out. There were all kinds of police and detectives running around the house, but nobody explained what was going on.” He checks a few readouts. “You’ll be fine as soon as the antidote pulls all the tranquilizer out of your system. Just stay still.” 
 
    I drift in and out of consciousness until the transport lands. A new pair of med techs take my stretcher to a room, and they move me to a high bed covered in white linens. People in white uniforms tuck me in, then leave. Arielle, finally silent, sits down in a chair near the window. 
 
    Feeling more alert, I sit up. “Did they check you over?”  
 
    Arielle starts, then turns in her chair to face me. Somehow, she doesn’t look quite right. “Should they have?” she asks. 
 
    “I think you were shipped here in a box, like frozen seafood. So, yeah, I think they should check you out.” I look around for a call button.  
 
    “What are you talking about?” She asks. “I wasn’t shipped in a box. I came to S’Ride on a cruise ship. With you.” 
 
    I stare at her. “But you said you weren’t Lady Grandelle. You don’t look quite like her.” I squint. “Or maybe you do. What is going on?” 
 
    The woman laughs. “Don’t you just wish you knew?” She walks out the door. 
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    Twenty-Eight 
 
    What the Zark is going on? 
 
    I rip the sensors off my forehead and pull a med patch off my arm. Then I swing my legs out of bed and stand up. So far, so good. I cross to the door and try the handle. When it doesn’t move, stumble to the window.  
 
    Shoving the curtains aside, I stare out at the jungle. I thought the med trans took me to an infirmary in the city. But I only thought that because the med tech said it. And Vanti told me those med-techs were real, not Bobby’s minions. Or did she tell me the police were Bobby’s minions? Maybe she doesn’t really know everything. I didn’t actually see us fly toward the city. It appears I’m back in the white house in the jungle. Or, more likely, a different house in the jungle. 
 
    I try to make sense of this whole thing. Obviously, the Grendel—whether this is the same woman I met on the cruise ship or someone new—is working with Bobby. The med techs also must be part of the scheme. They brought me here, not to a med center in the city.  
 
    That doesn’t make much sense, but nothing else does, either. Besides, thinking about Bobby’s house has me thinking about O’Neill and Vanti. What happened to them? Are they locked up somewhere, too? I need to get out of here and find them. 
 
    This window doesn’t open, but I don’t let that stop me. Grabbing the chair Arielle had been sitting in, I swing it at the window.  
 
    BONG! 
 
    It bounces off.  
 
    Fine. I look around. The only things in the room are the bed and that chair. I grab the end of the bed, turn it on the convenient wheels, and slam it into the window. 
 
    KA-BOING! 
 
    It bounces back and catches me in the stomach, tossing me across the room.  
 
    Maybe I should try the door. I pull the handle. The door hinges smoothly into the room. Outside, a plain, blank corridor stretches both directions. Doors line both sides. I try all the doors, but they’re all locked. This reminds me of something. I feel like I’ve been in this situ—oh, yeah. On Kaku. O’Neill saved me that time. I hope he can save me again. 
 
    I walk back into the room, shut the door behind me and set the chair upright. Then I drop into the chair and think. Obviously, someone—Bobby—has gone to a great deal of trouble to make me think I’m going crazy. I mean, if someone else told me this story, I’d say they were crazy. People and situations from the last year repeating? Passengers from the cruise line showing up as captives? Maybe the frozen people were all part of the ploy, too? Maybe those people weren’t actually frozen? After all, I only saw one of them—that first woman on SK2. The rest of the boxes could have been empty.  
 
    My brain spins in circles until I want to scream. Maybe it’s all a lie! Everything, starting with the boxes in SK2. Or maybe even before that? Maybe he’s been playing with me since I chased him out that airlock. I feel like I’m going crazy. And that’s exactly what Bobby wants, I’m sure. He’s wealthy, psycho, and has a grudge against me and O’Neill. 
 
    O’Neill! How could I have forgotten? I have no idea what happened to him. Did he get captured, or did he help with the raid on the house? Maybe there was no raid? Is he safe with Vanti? Did Vanti turn us both in? My head is swimming. If one of them walks through that door, I am going to go insane. 
 
      
 
    » « 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later, Vanti walks in the door. 
 
    “Oh, come on!” I cry, pounding my hands on the arms of the chair. “What the zark is going on?” 
 
    “What’s the matter, little girl?” Vanti holds one hand in an awkward position near her leg and makes hushing motions, totally at odds with her mocking voice. “Are you a little confused? I just wanted to make sure you’re safely delivered. You won’t get away this time.” She leans in over the chair, getting right in my face. She stares deep into my eyes and winks. “Bobby is going to be so happy with his prize.” She runs a finger along my cheek, then slaps it. 
 
    At the same moment, something tiny drops into my lap. I squeeze my legs together, hiding the item in the folds of my pants. 
 
    “I’ll let the boss know you’re awake.” She throws the words over her shoulder as she saunters out the door. 
 
    I lunge out of the chair, grabbing the item she dropped as I move, hoping the cams don’t catch it. I launch myself at the door, but of course, it’s locked. But I don’t care, because I now have a holo-ring in my hand.  
 
    How am I going to use it? I have to assume I’m under surveillance. I turn and slide down the door until my butt hits the floor. I drop my head against my knees and sit, the picture of dejection, counting the seconds. 
 
    When I reach three minutes, I raise one hand and swipe at my eyes, then drop my head again. Then I count for four more minutes. And repeat.  
 
    Now that the guards are totally bored, it’s time for action. I slowly slide the holo-ring onto my finger and flick it to life. It’s what Vanti and O’Neill call a prop—a non-registered ring that agents use to maintain their cover. It has a basic set of apps, and the ability to rename the user. Hidden inside are the real gems. 
 
    Setting the screen size to the smallest dimensions so it won’t extend beyond my legs, I dig through a few files and find the hidden folder. Inside is a password hacker, so I set it to work on the building’s OS.  
 
    With a holo-ring on my hand, I am invincible! 
 
    I slide the ring off my finger and put it into my pocket. Then I get up, blow my nose, get a drink of water and stare out the window for a few minutes. After a while, I go back to the door and sit down again. While my password hack grinds away, I pull up some vid editing software and create a couple of loops. Me, sitting by the door for different lengths of time. I clip and rearrange my activities of the last few minutes, creating loops where I only blow my nose, or just get a drink, and others where I do multiple things in different orders. Then I wait. 
 
    I’ve started to drift off when the ring pings. Before checking the results, I get up, trudge to the bed and slump down on it. Then I lay down and pull the covers over my head. I fidget every few seconds until I get a decent amount of vid, then I edit it into more loops. I don’t know how long I’m going to want to cover, so every second helps. I throw the first loop, into the OS feed, and cut out the cams watching my room. 
 
    Flinging back the sheets, I sit up and stretch. Finally, I can move freely. 
 
    The password hacker has done its job, and I’m into the house operating system. I dig through folders, searching for pictures, blueprints or schematics. As I come across things I think will be useful, I store them in my own folder, hidden inside the holo-ring’s tiny memory circuits. 
 
    Setting an alert on my door seems like a good first step. Then I map out potential escape routes. Finally, I tap into the system’s cams so I can see what’s going in the rest of the building. 
 
    The house is mostly empty. The Grendel sits in an armchair in a fancy parlor, sipping from a glass of amber colored liquid and paging through a v-zine on her holo-ring. A woman wearing all black dusts a bedroom on the second floor; another dressed identically cleans a toilet on the third. The rest of the living spaces are empty. 
 
    I open another set of cams and find the action. Bobby and Vanti are standing in a plascrete walled room looking at something. There’s no audio on this cam, so I can’t hear their conversation. I scramble through the files, looking for another cam and an audio feed. When I find a second cam, I flick it open and bite back a whimper. 
 
    A man sits on a cot, one arm chained to a ring in the wall. His face is a mass of blood and bruises, but I recognize the set of his shoulders and his now dirty, blood-encrusted hair: O’Neill. 
 
    My heart explodes in my chest, pain radiating to my arms and stomach. I leap to my feet without thought and find myself by the door before I realize I’ve moved. I will not allow Bobby to hurt one more person, and I certainly will not allow him to touch Ty, again. Without taking time to think it through, I tell the house to unlock my door. Then I’m down the hall and rushing the stairs. 
 
    Good sense catches up to me on the first floor, and I make a sharp turn to the right. Locking myself into a powder room by the stairs, I take the time check the vids and cut myself out of them. Then I locate a weapons locker in the basement.  
 
    Quite by accident, I happen on a cam-disrupting file in the holo-ring. I make a few tiny modifications and save it for later—disrupting one cam at a time could pinpoint my location faster than anything.  
 
    Then I notice movement on a cam. Vanti and Bobby are leaving the basement. I search frantically through the cam feeds, following them from space to space. The basement door opens only a few meters from my present location, and I start to hyperventilate. I drag my shirt over my mouth and pray I’m not making too much noise. 
 
    “I’ll meet you upstairs,” I hear Vanti say. “Need to make a stop in the ladies.” 
 
    My eyes widen. Zark! I’ve locked the door. I tiptoe across the tiny room and twist the old-style deadbolt lock just as the knob turns. I cower behind the door as it swings inward, hoping Bobby didn’t hear the tiny snick. 
 
    The door presses against me for a second, squeezing me into the wall, then swings closed. Another snick, and it’s locked. Vanti turns to face me, completely unsurprised by my presence.  
 
    I open my mouth, but she flings up a hand and freezes, listening. 
 
    Footsteps clack on the stair treads then fade as Bobby climbs to the next floor. 
 
    “He’s not going up to my room, is he?” I whisper. 
 
    Vanti flings up a hand again and does something to her holo-ring. Then I hear her voice in my audio implant. “No, he’s going to talk to her.” 
 
    I sink down onto the closed toilet. “Would you please tell me what’s going on? Where are we? Why haven’t you called in another strike team? And how could you let him rough up Ty like that?” On the last words, my legs take over and launch me at Vanti. 
 
    She’s ready for me—she’s always ready. She side-steps my rush and catches me before I can smash my head against the sink. Luckily, there isn’t much room in here, so I didn’t get much momentum. 
 
    “Sit down.” She thrusts a finger at the closed toilet.  
 
    I sit. 
 
    “Now listen. This is all part of a much bigger conspiracy than we originally realized. Griz let himself be captured after we realized Bobby was going to escape before the strike team arrived. We thought you’d gotten away safely—in fact, we had a security team waiting at the infirmary. Neither of us figured out the Grendel’s part in this until the med transport landed on the roof. 
 
    “Griz is fine. I did most of the damage—isn’t nearly as bad as it looks.” She smirks. 
 
    “What are you waiting for? Why not call in another strike team?” My voice gets louder as I repeat the question. 
 
    “We’re looking for the missing piece. We don’t know exactly how the Grendel fits into all this. We believe the two of them are the masterminds behind the body snatching. They used Pleiades Line for transport—they’ve been selling people to locals as slaves, as well as shipping them out to the fringes. We think the Grendel is the marketer—she’s the one who finds the buyers. But she must have some kind of network set up, and we want to take it out. If we just take her down, someone else will step in and use that network. We need to identify her whole team.” 
 
    I rub my neck. “Where do I fit into all of this?”” 
 
    Vanti rolls her eyes. “You’re just some weird obsession of Bobby’s. You put a major crimp in his life, and he wants to pay you back. Slowly.” She smiles. “Moron. I can’t believe he thought messing with you would ever work out to his advantage.” 
 
    A warm little glow starts in my stomach and moves up into my chest. Vanti thinks I’m a badass. 
 
    “It’s not like O’Neill and I would let him get away with it.”  
 
    And it’s doused, just as quickly. 
 
    “OK.” Vanti reaches into one of her many hidden pockets and pulls out a ring. “Here’s a tranq-ring. Do you remember how to use it?” 
 
    I nod. It’s not that hard. Smack your opponent, and they go down like a rock in double gravity. 
 
    She hands me something else. “Mini disruptor. If you can touch your target, it will take them out. If you shoot it from a distance—say, ten meters, it scrambles their nerves. Makes it hard to walk, move your fingers, might mess with your thinking if you catch them in the neck. But it’s only going to slow ‘em down. That gives you a chance to hit them with the tranq. Maybe. Be careful, there’s no safety on that.” 
 
    I hold it in front of me with two fingers. “I’m not sure that’s a good thing to give me.” 
 
    She shrugs and slides a Lether cap over the tip. “Just don’t push the button. I gotta get upstairs before Bobby gets curious.” 
 
    “But what’s the plan?” I almost wail.  
 
    “Get yourself out. Steal a vehicle and get away. Griz and I will handle things here. Go to the infirmary in New Sydney and find the security team we sent. They’ll take you to a safe house.” 
 
    “I’m not going to leave you two here alone!” I say. 
 
    Vanti stands with her hand on the doorknob. “You need to let us do our job. Don’t get in the way.” She swings open the door and disappears. 
 
      
 
    


 
  
 
  
  
    
    
    
    Space Janitor One a cozy mystery
    
  




  



 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    Twenty-Nine 
 
    I lock the door behind her and sit back down on the toilet lid. I’m not going to just walk away and leave them here! What kind of coward do they think I am? 
 
    While debating what to do next, I pull up the vid feed from the parlor upstairs. Bobby and the Grendel sit in matching chairs on either side of a small table. Her v-zine is gone. They both lean in over the table, noses almost touching, glaring at each other.  
 
    I scramble for audio and finally find it.  
 
    “—I say we get rid of him.” Bobby narrows his eyes. “This is still my operation, and I don’t need you telling me how to run it.” 
 
    “You’re not thinking straight, Bobby!” The Grendel leaps up and paces a few steps away then swings back around. “That girl,” she points upward, “has thrown you off. She’s scrambling your synapses. We need to get rid of that little twit. In fact, we need to dump both of them—the janitor and the college girl—and get our operations wrapped up. We can move our headquarters to Tartea. It’s far enough out to be off the radar. We’ll pause operations for a few months, until things settle, then start up again, over there.” 
 
    “Lindsay has been very useful to me.” Bobby leans back in his chair, pretending to be relaxed, but I can see a twitch in his jaw. “She’s a double agent, and I don’t want to lose her as a source of information. Especially now that I’m cut off. I need someone on the inside.” He leans forward again, elbow on knees, and points at the Grendel. “We can dispose of the liability in the basement. He’s useless.” He stands up. 
 
    Where the heck is Vanti? How long does it take to get upstairs? 
 
    “No,” the Grendel steps in front of him, placing a hand on his chest. “I’ll take him. I’m sure I can make use of him somewhere.”  
 
    The way she says “make use of him” makes my blood boil. 
 
    “Keep your pants on, princess,” Bobby says, but he returns to his seat. “Take him with you when you leave. I don’t want him here. And make sure he can’t identify where ‘here’ is.” 
 
    She smiles and turns on her heel. “My pleasure. I have some Captio up in my bag.” 
 
    Captio. My boiling blood goes cold. We first ran into that drug out on SK2. In small doses, it causes short term amnesia—victims lose a few hours or even a couple days. In larger doses, it creates a permanent vegetative state. I need to get O’Neill out of here, now.  
 
    Vanti enters the room just before the Grendel reaches the door. I swipe the vid feed to a folder for later and check the first floor and basement. O’Neill is laying on his cot. His face is so battered, it’s impossible to tell if his eyes are closed or open. A guard leans against a wall nearby, paging through something on his holo-ring. A little smile crosses my lips—this reminds me of our adventures on Kaku. But this time, I’m going to kick some serious butt.  
 
    I take the stairs downward, two at a time. Instead of heading directly to their creepy little home-made dungeon, I take a left at the hall and head toward the weapons locker I located earlier. As I jog along, I pull up the OS and look for the codes that will unlock that room. Then I slam into a brick wall. 
 
    Or a chef wall. It’s the pastry chef from the other house. He grabs my elbows and sets me carefully onto my feet. “Sera! I’m so glad to see you. Those pastries—they were divine!” 
 
    “What?” I stare at him. 
 
    “The book fold—magic! I kiss my fingers to you.” He proceeds to do exactly that.  
 
    “I, uh, great!” I stretch my lips into what I hope is a smile. So much has happened, it feels like our little baking lesson was days ago, but I guess it’s only been a few hours. Just enough time to bake off the first batch. 
 
    “Let me get one for you!” He grabs my wrist and drags me down the hall, turning into a well-lighted kitchen. A cloud of sweet, fruity steam wafts over me, and I can feel my hair frizz. “An early breakfast! For you, my muse, my savior!” He releases my wrist, swoops across the room and scoops up a still-steaming pastry. The small triangle of laminated dough has risen into a soaring stack of flaky glory. Just a hint of the pale pink filling leaks out one side. “Brapple Cardamom! Perfection!” 
 
    I take the pastry, presented on a white linen napkin. He picks up a second one, holds it up in a little toast to me and takes a bite. A blissful smile spreads across his face. “Perfection,” he repeats. “Please, try it!” 
 
    My stomach growls, and I realize I haven’t eaten in hours. Besides, the sooner I can assure him of his creation’s perfection, the sooner I can release O’Neill. I take a bite. The crispy layers melt in my mouth and the sweet fruit filling delivers just the right sweet zing. “It’s fantastic!” I take another bite. “I don’t think Dav has ever used this filling combination. It’s wonderful.” 
 
    The chef’s eyes get glassy and he blinks quickly as if he’s going to cry. He spins and begins stacking a half dozen more of the tasty triangles on another napkin. Folding the corners up, he ties them in a knot and presents the package to me, with a flourish. “For my muse!” 
 
    “Did you bring the dough with you? From the other house?” I ask as he hands me the warm bundle. 
 
    His eyes widen. “I wouldn’t leave it behind!” 
 
    “Of course not,” I agree. “Say, I have a little errand to run. Could I leave these here for a few minutes? I’ll swing by and pick them up in a bit. And do you think you could direct me to the armory?” 
 
    He doesn’t even blink. “Of course.” He takes the bundle of Danishes and puts it on a side table then ushers me out the door. “Second door on the left. It’s a bit sticky sometimes, so you might have to give it a little—” He breaks off and mimes shoving his shoulder against it. 
 
    “Thanks,” I say. “See you in a bit.” I walk down the hall as if I don’t have a care in the world. When I reach the door, he’s already disappeared back into his kitchen. I shake my head as I turn the doorknob. Pretending you belong somewhere really is the key. 
 
    The door is sticky, but it doesn’t take as much effort as the chef led me to believe. With a quick shove, I swing it open, and the lights spring on as I step inside. Swinging the door closed behind me, I take a quick look around. This looks like a sparring room. Matts cover the floor to the left, and a couple of benches and lockers fill the space on the right. Directly across from me is another door. This one is locked.  
 
    I flick my holo-ring and soon find the security loop that controls this part of the house. I try a some semi-random passwords: Bobby’s birthday, Don Putin’s first name, guns’n’ammo. None of those work. I try PASSWORD.  
 
    The door pops open. I guess Bobby’s security guys aren’t too bright. 
 
    I find a variety of holsters hanging from pegs near the door, and strap one on over my very wrinkled shirt. Slipping a tranq gun into the holster, I strap another one on crosswise and slide a disruptor into that one. Then I sling a blaster strap over my shoulders. I turn and gasp. 
 
    The chef stands in the doorway, blocking me. 
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    Thirty 
 
    “I’m off shift in a few minutes, and I wanted to let you know I left your pastries in the kitchen,” he says with a smile. Dusting his hands on his apron, he wanders away. 
 
    I suck in a huge breath and let it out. I don’t even know what to think. I send a quick thank you prayer up to the Big Guy for pastry lovers everywhere. 
 
    “Triana, run!” Vanti’s voice echoes through my audio implant. I hadn’t even realized the call was still open. 
 
    “Where are you?” I say, racing for the door. 
 
    “RUN!” She repeats. She grunts, whimpers and the call cuts out. 
 
    Zark! 
 
    I race past the stairs and to the second door. Without stopping to think, I yank the disruptor out of my holster and I slam open the door. Zap! I shoot the first guy I see. Luckily, it’s the guard. He keels over and his head hits the floor with a thunk.  
 
    I check around me for other threats, then cross the room to the guard. I check his pockets but find no key. The rest of this house is so archaic, I figured he might have a huge, metal skeleton key to open the dungeon. I grab his disruptor and another small gun-like thing I don’t recognize, and a pair of handcuffs. With a heave, I roll him over and lock his hands behind his back. Then I ease down a short hallway toward the cells.  
 
    There are three cells, and O’Neill is locked in the last one. I use my OS connection to open the door—no key needed. As the plastek panel slides open, O’Neill surges to his feet. He swings an arm and catches me across the face. 
 
    “Aaaarrgh!” I jump back and rub my face. “Nice way to greet your rescuer!” 
 
    “Triana?” He squints at me. I must be barely visible between his puffy eyelids. 
 
    “What did Vanti do to you?” I reach toward his face but stop before my fingers touch him. Instead, I drop my hand to his shoulder. 
 
    He winces then shrugs. “What are you doing here? Vanti said she’d get you out!” 
 
    “I’m not leaving without you. We need to go. That Grendel is going to use Captio on you and take you away to be her slave boy.” 
 
    He stares at me. “Slave boy?” 
 
    “Yes, where do you think all those frozen people were going? To a DizneeWorld? They’re slaves. And you will be too, as soon as she gets down here.” 
 
    “You mean now.” The Grendel’s smooth voice carries through the room. 
 
    I spin and fire, not caring if anyone else is in the way. In fact, I hope I hit someone, because Vanti is the only other decent person in this whole zarking estate. And I’m not one hundred percent sure about her. 
 
    My shot goes wide. The Grendel ducks behind the door and slams it shut. 
 
    “I don’t think so, you bitch!” I scream, racing toward the door. It’s locked, of course, but not for long. I pause to put a passphrase lock on the whole OS. Now no one can get into it except me. I laugh. 
 
    “That sounded a little ‘evil scientist’,” O’Neill says. “What did you do? 
 
    I smile. “I locked all the doors and then locked the system. No one is getting out of here. Bwa-ha-ha.” 
 
    O’Neill grabs the guard’s disruptor and holds out his hand. “Give me the blaster, OK? That thing is dangerous, and you’re not as, er, precise as I might like.” 
 
    “You can barely see! You smacked me in the face!” 
 
    “I was expecting the guard, and I can still aim better than you.” He puts his hand on the blaster. 
 
    I shrug and hand him the weapon. “Fine. But I’m staying behind you. I don’t want to get shot, accidentally.”  
 
    “I don’t want you to get shot on purpose, either,” he says. “So, you definitely need to stay behind me.” He shoulders past me and opens the door.  
 
    The hall is empty. We creep up the stairs to the first floor. All of the doors as closed, and when I try the nearest, it’s locked tight, as advertised. “Hang on while I see where everyone is.” 
 
    O’Neill grabs my shoulder with his free hand and guides me to a little nook by the door. “Defensible location. I’ll keep watch while you tell me what you see.” He puts his back to me, blocking any potential threats. 
 
    “Someone is running across the front lawn!” I cry. “They’re getting away!” 
 
    “Don’t worry about them. We’ve got a team watching the roads. Whoever it is won’t get away.” 
 
    “Wait—it’s OK, it’s my friend Dav, junior,” I say. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Never mind, long story. OK, looks like the Grendel is in there.” I point over O’Neill’s shoulder toward the reception room. “Cleaning staff are on the third. Kitchen is empty. Couple goons locked in their break room.” 
 
    “Where’s Vanti?” 
 
    “She was with Bobby last time I saw her, but then she screamed ‘run’ and I think someone knocked her out.” I swipe left and right, trying to find a vid of Vanti. 
 
    “Why are you still here?” he demands. “She told you to run. Dammit, Triana, you need to listen to your security team!” He grabs me by the shoulder and hustles me toward the door.  
 
    “But she sounded hurt!” I say. “She’s my friend and I won’t leave her here!” 
 
    “She’s not your friend.” O’Neill yanks me around. He leans down, our noses almost touching. “She’s my partner. We are your security team, not your little hangout posse. When we tell you to move it’s because there’s a threat. If you aren’t going to listen to us, then you need to find a new team. Now get out of here!” He yanks the door open and shoves me out. 
 
    “Then why did she bring me here?” I demand. 
 
    Putting his fingers in his mouth, he blows an ear piercing whistle. Several birds answer with the same call. Or maybe they aren’t birds. A man materializes out of the jungle undergrowth barely five meters from the steps. O’Neill makes some kind of hand gesture and stomps back into the house slamming the door behind me. His feet thunder away from the door. 
 
    As I stand there on the front steps, more camouflaged men and women step out of the jungle that crowds close up to the house. Two of them run up the steps and take up positions on either side of me. They grab my arms and drag me down the stairs and into the jungle. I stumble between them, tripping over tree roots and tangled vines. Branches whip at my face as we run, my eyes stinging and blurry. A tear rolls down my cheek, but I pretend it’s from the branches, not my breaking heart. 
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    Thirty-One 
 
    Within minutes, we reach a clearing. My guards hustle me to a waiting vehicle and bundle me into the front seat. “Wait here.” The man gives me a stern look and slams the door. The locks pop shut. 
 
    As if that’s going to stop me.  
 
    I look over the control panel on the vehicle. Standard secure transport model. I still have my holo-ring so I attempt to connect to the internal system. No luck. These guys are smarter than Bobby’s team, so PASSWORD doesn’t work. I try a few other obvious options, but nothing goes.  
 
    Then my ring signals an incoming call. It’s from O’Neill. 
 
    “Triana, I need you to unlock some doors for me,” he says. “One at a time, and only when I tell you.” 
 
    “I’d love to help,” I say in my most sarcastic voice, “but I’m locked in a security transport and outside the house’s network range.” I cross my arms over my chest. 
 
    I hear a heavy sigh. “Can you link in through my ring?”  
 
    Of course, I can. Do I want to help him? Well, I don’t want anything to happen to him or Vanti, so I guess I do. 
 
    “Fine, give me a datalink.” It takes me about forty seconds to connect to the house OS. I enter the passcode I placed on it: B0bbyPut1nIsAPsych*pAth. “What do you want me to unlock?” 
 
    “I’m standing outside the room where Vanti and Putin are,” he says. A vid flickers up on the screen. “Can you open it?” 
 
    “Do you want to know the situation inside first?” I swipe through the files to the internal vid system. Then I remember Vanti’s oc-cam. I flick wildly through layers of folders and pop it up.  
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “Yeah,” he replies. “Can you send it to me?” 
 
    I flip the room vid to him and open it myself. Vanti lays half on a couch near the window. I zoom in, relieved to see her chest rising and falling. Bobby and The Grendel stand on either side of the door. “How did she get up there before I locked the doors? Never mind. Do you see it?” 
 
    “Got it,” he says. “Open on my mark. Three, two, one, MARK!” 
 
    I flick the icon, but nothing happens.  
 
    “Triana, open the door.” His voice is tight, angry. 
 
    “I did! I mean, I’m trying. The system thinks it’s open!” I swipe frantically but nothing happens. 
 
    My audio implant buzzes. “Incoming call from...” a female voice says and pauses. 
 
    “Bobby Putin.” I’d recognize that voice in my sleep. I grind my teeth. 
 
    “It’s Bobby,” I whisper to O’Neill as if the call is already active. “He’s calling me. Should I answer?” 
 
    “Can you link me into the call?” O’Neill asks. 
 
    “Sure. Hang on. What do you want, you psychopathic murderer?” I growl as soon as the line signal activates. 
 
    “Annabelle, is that how you were trained to answer a call?” Bobby’s sleek, perfect head pops up in a holo on my palm. “Dame Morgan would be so disappointed.” 
 
    “What do you want?” I don’t turn on video from my end—I don’t want him to know where I am. Besides, I’m pretty sure I look like zark. 
 
    “Oh, Annabelle, it’s not what I want, it’s what you want. Although I would like to see your pretty face.” He pouts dramatically. 
 
    I roll my eyes. “Not happening. If this is just some sick social call, I’m out.” 
 
    “Wait.” He says it softly but flings up a hand. Something about his face stops me from disconnecting. “I have something you might want.” The shot pans to the left, and I can see Vanti on the couch. She’s sitting upright now, and her hands seem to be tied behind her back. A piece of tape covers her mouth, and her eyes look furious. As always, her hair is perfect. They must teach that in agent school. 
 
    “I propose a trade. You give me safe passage out of here, and I’ll leave your little friend inside the house.” Behind Bobby, I can still see Vanti and she’s shaking her head, vehemently. 
 
    “I’m not sure I’m in a position to give you anything,” I say. “I’m not calling the shots.” 
 
    He smiles. “I’m sure you can exert your authority. If you want it badly enough.” He turns to the side. “Get the other one.” 
 
    “Hey!” Blaster fire rings through the audio, but I can’t tell if it’s coming from O’Neill or Bobby. When he grins at me on the screen, I realize it isn’t coming from Bobby’s feed. I hear grunts, a scream, hands and feet hitting flesh. After a several minutes, a pair of bedraggled goons drag O’Neill into view on Bobby’s holo. O’Neill doesn’t look too much worse than he did before, and it’s hard to tell if the new blood is his or someone else’s. One of the goons grabs O’Neill’s hand and yanks the holo-ring off his finger. O’Neill grunts in pain. The call ended icon flashes on my view. 
 
    Bobby holds out his hand, and the goon places the ring in it. Sliding the ring into his pocket, he turns back to me. “Hard to tell which images are current and which are recorded, isn’t it? I took a little page from your own book. You aren’t the only one who can hack the OS.” He grins and winks. “We top-levs are bred for intelligence.” 
 
    I gulp. Did he hear me say that? How long has he been listening in to my conversations? And how? I splutter for a few minutes, while I frantically swipe into my own profile and look for a tick. A thought occurs to me. What if they aren’t even in the house? So much of what I just saw could have been pre-recorded. Except them capturing O’Neill. I just saw him. They have to still be inside. How am I going to get them out? 
 
    “How’d you do it, Bobby?” I ask, my voice cracking. I clear my throat and try again. “And what’s your game?”  
 
    While waiting for his answer, I mute my end of the conversation—I think—and pound on the window, trying to get the guards’ attention.  
 
    “Maybe we can have drinks some time and review my programming, Annabelle,” he says. 
 
    I flick the unmute. “Yeah, right. I’ll come to the prison on visiting days, shall I?” I flick it off again. 
 
    He smiles his perfectly engineered, elegantly trained top-lev smile. “I don’t think that’s where we’ll meet. I have no intention of going to prison.” He shrugs. “The Families won’t stand for it.” 
 
    I slap the mute again. “The Families? Your father has practically disowned you! Do you really think my mother is going to just let you walk away after this?” 
 
    “She couldn’t catch me last time. What makes you think this is going to be any different?” 
 
    He’s right there. I mute the call and bang on the window some more. He’s right there, in that house. I can see the top of the roof from here! How does he think he’s going to escape?  
 
    He got away last time, a little voice whispers in the back of my head. He was right there, tethered to the airlock, and he got away. You’ll never catch him, and you’ll never be safe. 
 
    My banging finally brings someone. He opens the door. I can’t see his face with his helmet down, so I’m not sure, but I think it’s the same one that put me into this car. “Bobby Putin has O’Neill and Vanti. You need to storm the house!”  
 
    “Sorry, Sera,” he says. “My orders are to wait here until signaled and keep you safe.” 
 
    I grind my teeth. “But he’s going to get away! Leave a couple guards and go after him!” 
 
    “My orders—”  
 
    I scream over his calm reply. “Screw your zarking orders! Do you know who I am? I am the Morgan family representative, and I DEMAND you attack that house and bring in Bobby Putin!” 
 
    The man freezes. I can almost feel him consulting with someone although, with the helmet on, I can’t hear anything. “Sorry, Sera,” he says again, but this time the voice is more deferential. “I can’t do anything. My commander got his orders from Dame Morgan herself. You may be the on-planet representative, but I can’t go against her orders.” 
 
    “Fine!” Without warning, I leap out of the car, slamming into the guy. I yank his tranq gun out of his holster and fire it into the space between his helmet and his collar. “Sorry!” Then I relieve him of his weapons, his jacket, and his helmet. Luckily for me, the rest of my guard squad is watching for external threats.  
 
    With a heave, I roll his limp body under the car and stalk across the clearing to the path back to the house. 
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    Thirty-Two 
 
    This helmet is really high tech. I’m able to patch my holo-ring right into the heads-up display. Bobby Putin’s smarmy face pops up, so huge all I can see is his smooth, fine-pored skin and one eyelash. I zoom back out. Ugh. 
 
    “What do you want, Putin?” I snarl. 
 
    This helmet is amazing. I’m able to connect to the house OS again, not needing O’Neill as a relay. I swipe as I walk, looking for Bobby’s links so I can avoid them. It’s like playing hide-and-seek in an unfamiliar maze. But now that I know he’s here, he’s toast. This is my turf. Unlike those ridiculous multi-grav games he loves so much, in the net, I am the expert and he’s the rookie. Before he can respond, I’ve found his ticks and isolated them. Then I turn off the external cams. 
 
    “I want—hey, what did you do?” Bobby glares at me.  
 
    “You wanted to play games? I’m here to play. Gloves are off Putin. This is my field.” I prowl out of the jungle. My guards must assume I’m just one of them, operating under orders, because no one tries to stop me as I stomp up the stairs and slam the front door open.  
 
    I pause on the threshold. I might need some backup. I mute Bobby and flick the all-call button. Deepening my voice as much as I can, I call out, “Alpha squad, with me!” I flick the ID button on my helmet, transmitting my location to the rest of the agents.  
 
    It’s a calculated guess. There’s always an Alpha squad, right? And the guy I stole the helmet from had a pretty girly voice, so maybe they’ll believe it was him. 
 
    “Who is that?” A voice demands. “Why are you going into the house? We were told to hold here and maintain a perimeter around the package.” 
 
    Well, so much for that idea. “I’m the package, you idiots. If you want to maintain a perimeter, you’re going to have to come with me.” I cut the call and storm into the house. 
 
    Bobby has not been standing by doing nothing for the last twenty seconds. But I’ve already identified his program ticks, so finding new ones is child’s play. I set up automated cordons to identify and quarantine anything he sends at me. Bobby is a decent programmer, and really sneaky, but compared to me, he’s slow. As long as I stay vigilant, I should be able to stay ahead of him. 
 
    I shut down the rest of the cams inside the house and re-initiate the locks. Reset to factory standards and enter my own passkey—this one a randomly generated series of letters and numbers, stored only on my holo-ring. Figure that one out, Putin!  
 
    “What’s wrong Bobby? Don’t you want to play?” I jog up the stairs, and a dozen guards scramble to catch up to me. By the time I reach the second floor, they’ve surrounded me. Responding to a command I don’t hear, they stop simultaneously and turn, facing outward. I slam into the guy who just stopped right in front of me. 
 
    “Hey,” I mute Bobby’s channel and bring up the all-call. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Our job, Sera.” One of the men turns toward me. “We’re here to protect you.” 
 
    “Then do it,” I snap, shoving past him. The others scramble to stay ahead of me. “We’re going to that door. And if I can’t get it open, you’re going to blast it open.” 
 
    “I know you’re out there, Annabelle,” Bobby says. His face has gone pale, and his eyes burn red. “You won’t win. I have two things you want, remember?” The cam pans again, and I see O’Neill trussed up next to Vanti. Bobby steps closer, and a blaster aimed at O’Neill’s head. “It’s him or me. Checkmate.” 
 
    “Trade!” I yell. “I’ll trade you!” 
 
    “Trade me what?” Bobby says. “The only thing I want is to escape. Oh, and your head on a platter.” 
 
    “Done!” I say, my voice cracking. “Let him go. Let them both go. I’ll come in and be your hostage. We can escape, together.” 
 
    The cam moves back to Bobby. “No tricks, sweetheart. You come in here, unarmed and alone, and I’ll let them go. But if you try anything, he’s dead.” 
 
    “NO!” I cry, feeling my soul shrivel inside my chest. “Don’t hurt him! I’ll give you anything you want, just don’t hurt him.” 
 
    On screen, Bobby steps closer to O’Neill, the muzzle of the blaster pressing against his temple. “She wants to trade! She thinks your life is worth something.” 
 
    “What?” O’Neill’s voice is low and almost unrecognizable. “Don’t do it, Triana!”  
 
    Bobby pushes the gun harder against O’Neill’s temple. “Don’t call her that!” 
 
    “Let him go!” I demand. “Now, or the deal’s off!”  
 
    Behind Bobby, something moves. Bobby swings around, his gun pulled away from O’Neill by the movement. 
 
    “NOW!” I scream through the all-call. I grab the blaster slung over my shoulder and fire it at the door over and over.  
 
    The door disintegrates, and the vid call on my helmet goes black. 
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    Thirty-Three 
 
    I shove the guards out of the way and slam myself into the burning door, crashing through the shredded fragments. My momentum carries me through the debris and into the center of the room.  
 
    Bobby Putin lies on the floor, crumpled in a heap.  
 
    Vanti and O’Neill sit on the couch, alive and apparently unconcerned. 
 
    “Clear.” The voice comes through the all-call from several corners of the room.  
 
    I stumble across the room and throw my blaster down onto the coffee table. I rip my helmet off my head and throw myself at O’Neill. Flinging my arms around his neck, I bury my face in his shoulder and bawl. 
 
    After a moment, I realize he isn’t holding me. I freeze. After all we’ve been through, has he really changed his mind? Did he decide he doesn’t love me after all? I pull back slowly, not sure I want to know.  
 
    “Why don’t you untie my hands,” he whispers. 
 
    I look up. His bruised, swollen face smiles, cracking his bloody lip open. Relief pours through me like warm syrup onto a waffle. I reach up and wipe the trickle of blood off his chin with my sleeve. “OK,” I hiccup. 
 
    But Vanti’s already there. She takes a knife from the guard who cut her free and goes to work on O’Neill’s wrists. Then she pulls the tape off her own mouth, wincing. She claps O’Neill on the shoulder. “Kiss the girl, will you?” She stands up and walks away. 
 
    O’Neill’s arms wrap around me, and he pulls me close. But I put a hand on his chest, holding him back. “Maybe you should find a med-pod first?” I gently touch his lip with my finger. “That looks painful.” 
 
    He leans down and brushes his bruised lips against my temple. “It’s painful, but not as painful as thinking Putin would get you.” His arms tighten around me. 
 
    “That was never the plan,” I say airily. Or at least I try. My voice cracks on the word plan. “I hope I didn’t mess up your bust, but I couldn’t let him kill you.” 
 
    “I think we’re OK,” he says, looking around the room. “As long as the Grendel didn’t get away, we’re good.” 
 
      
 
    » « 
 
      
 
    The Grendel didn’t get away. They find her locked away in the bedroom—she’d been there since I initiated my first lockdown on the house. When I saw her in the parlor with Bobby, that had been a fake. Now that he’s locked up tight, I can admit he was pretty good with vid manipulation. 
 
    While the teams search the rest of the house and round up Bobby’s minions, I locate a med-pod in the master bedroom. Vanti and O’Neill each need a treatment—O’Neill for his face, and Vanti—she won’t say what happened, but she might have some internal injuries. I wait in the sitting room of Bobby’s suite, curled up on a couch. 
 
    “Good work, T,” Vanti said as steps into the room. She wears her usual black. Although it looks a bit wrinkled and she has a huge tear over her left knee, somehow, she looks as sleek and professional as ever. Her smooth copper hair flows over her shoulders, and her eyes sparkle.  
 
    “Thanks,” I say. “Are you mad that I didn’t run away?” 
 
    She tilts her head and considers. “I think we would have managed without you—although I’m not sure Putin would have come close enough for me to get him with the tranq pin.” 
 
    “I wondered how you took him out.” 
 
    “Yeah, he thought I was unarmed because they’d searched me when I first came to the party. Idiot.” She pats one of her hidden pockets. “I always have a couple spare tranq pins hidden in the seams.” 
 
    “But you were tied up.” 
 
    She grins. “That’s never stopped me from taking out a bad guy. Gotta be flexible.” 
 
    “Look, can we talk?” I glance at the door to the bedroom. “While he’s busy?”  
 
    She shoves an ottoman against the wall and drops down on it. In response to my raised eyebrows, she shrugs. “We’re still in a potentially hostile environment. I like to keep all entry points in view. What’s on your mind?” 
 
    “He said you and I aren’t friends,” I blurt out. “He said you’re his partner, not my hang-out buddy, and that I’m not responsible for your safety.” 
 
    Vanti rolls her shoulders and stretches her neck. Then she nods. “He’s right. And he’s wrong. I think we’re friends. But we are your security team, so you need to listen to us. And I told you to run, so you should have run.” 
 
    “But Bobby might have killed you!”  
 
    “He might have. Or I might have gotten the drop on him. But our job—our mission—is to keep you safe. And we can’t do that if you won’t listen to us. So, you can see why he’s a little upset. I think he’ll get over it, if that makes you feel any better.” 
 
    I nod. “OK, another question. Why did you bring me here? For a while, I thought you might actually be a double agent.” 
 
    She laughs. “You were supposed to think that. Or at least, everyone else was supposed to believe that. It made it easier to convince Putin. I didn’t bring you here, though. I brought you to what I believed was a secure location. Looking back, I should have had the humility to bring back-up—someone to stand guard in that little bunker. I had no idea that location was compromised. In fact, I’m still not sure if they followed us or followed Griz to it. We both practice excellent security protocols, so—” She breaks off and shakes her head. “The analysts will figure it out. 
 
    “But I took you to New Sydney because I was pretty sure you were going to do a runner on us. I figured taking you out into the field, where I could keep an eye on you, was the safest course. Griz agreed with me. We just should have brought in a couple more agents to run close support. But he didn’t want your mother to know you were playing hooky. So, we went alone.” 
 
    “What do I do now?” I ask, hesitant to voice my question. 
 
    “About what?” She doesn’t give me any help. 
 
    I throw up my hands. “O’Neill. Running away. This whole top-lev thing. Do I just cut the Family ties completely and go out on my own? Now that Bobby’s out of the picture, it’s probably safe enough. Or do I go back to Mother and take my place as The Heir?” 
 
    “You’re the only one who can decide that, Triana.” She stands slowly, stretching her spine. Then, surprisingly, she gives me a quick hug. “You’ll make the right choice. You usually do.” 
 
      
 
    » « 
 
      
 
    When O’Neill emerges from the bedroom, healthy and shiny again, I’m sitting in the same spot. My toes have gone to sleep from lack of circulation. I pull an afghan from the back of the sofa and wrap it around myself, girding for what could be an ugly conversation. 
 
    Before he can say anything, I jump in. “I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you. I could have gotten you killed. I should have stayed out of the way.” 
 
    His lips quirk up. “You saved my life.” He shrugs. “Do I wish you hadn’t put yourself in harm’s way? Yeah, but I’m pretty sure you’ll never listen to me on that score. Which brings me to a painful subject.” He flicks his holo-ring and a new document alert pops up on mine. “That’s my resignation.” 
 
    “What?!” Ice crystallizes in my veins. “You can’t—please don’t—are you leaving the company?”  
 
    He shakes his head, one short, hard turn. “No. But I can’t be your security anymore. I can’t protect someone who won’t let me. The fact that you were willing to trade yourself for me—no.” 
 
    “I —see.” I take a deep breath. “Does this mean we’re done?” 
 
    He gives me the same answer as Vanti gave. “That’s up to you.” 
 
    I don’t know how to answer. 
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    Thirty-Four 
 
    We return to the Ángguì de Zhùsù later that day. O’Neill and Vanti travel with me—one last hurrah before they turn me over to someone else for guarding, I suppose. I haven’t slept in over twenty-four hours, and I doze off on the three-hour ride home. I’m sure the other two are tired, too, but they refuse to nap. They must be hopped up on stims. 
 
    When we arrive, I head straight to my room. It’s the same suite I used before, and someone has brought in fresh flowers, new throw pillows, and an amazing-looking brunch that I’m too tired to eat. I stumble across the living room, totter into the bedroom, and fall flat on my face in the middle of the fluffy duvet. 
 
    The sound of someone entering the suite wakes me. I feel groggy and tired, but my holo shows I’ve been asleep for almost four hours. With the nap on the way back, I should be pretty close to full power by now.  
 
    I roll off the bed and look down at my dirty, creased clothes. If O’Neill is out there, I don’t want him to see me like this. At least, not again. I flick the cam vid and exhale a sigh of relief. It’s not O’Neill. Just a hotel employee, straightening up the room. 
 
    I open the bedroom door and call, “Hi. Is there any coffee?” 
 
    The figure crosses to the bedroom door, and I hurriedly flick the vid feed closed. Although, I guess I shouldn’t care if the staff think I’m spying on them. 
 
    When he enters the bedroom, I recognize him. “You’re Liam. Don Kinduja’ s concierge.” 
 
    He bows. “Anika and I switched clients. She said you preferred a male, and Don Kinduja didn’t mind.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “Thanks, but I don’t care what gender you are. That had nothing to—never mind.” I promised Anika I wouldn’t hold her mistake against her, so Liam doesn’t need to know anything. 
 
    He hands me a cup of coffee. “Do you want cream or sugar?” He asks it like an either-or question. 
 
    “Yes, please. Lots of both.” I hand the cup back to him. “Never mind. I’ll come get it.” He bows, and gestures for me to precede him into the room. 
 
    “I know today is your last day here, Sera.” He walks up behind me. “I just wanted to say what an honor it was to serve you these few hours and give you this.” 
 
    An honor to serve me? Give me a break. I turn to face him. “Give me what?” I don’t take the small item he’s holding out. 
 
    He looks around, as if checking for eavesdroppers, and leans forward. “It’s a message. I was asked to give it only to you.” 
 
    I shake my head. “You know that’s what got Anika in trouble, right? Put it on the desk and see yourself out. I no longer require your services.” 
 
    He bows, places a tiny item on the desk, and leaves. Before the door shuts behind him, I’m calling O’Neill. 
 
    “We saw,” Vanti sends an intercept signal before I can complete the call. “We’re monitoring all movement in and out of your suite. Griz has a team intercepting him. He was at Putin’s party—I knew he looked familiar! I’ll be right up.” 
 
    I pour the cup of coffee down the drain and order a fresh one from the AutoKich’n. I suppose if poison is their game, they could infiltrate the AutoKich’n. But if they could do that—whoever they are—why bother sending Liam? 
 
    Keeping one eye on the desk, I pull out the coffee and order some blueberry scones. And a plate of eggs and bacon. Then I think better of it and order some pancakes and sausage on the side. I’m starved. 
 
    Without warning, the door whooshes open and Vanti steps in. “Where is it?” Which is kind of silly, if she was watching the vid feed. She’s already striding across the room when I point. A small, black cube sits on the desk. About three centimeters to a side, without any distinguishing markings.  
 
    She pulls a short metal rod out of her pocket and waves it over the cube. Then she pokes it. Nothing happens. “It appears to be a normal message cube. No traces of toxins. Griz, you ready?” 
 
    I look around, but O’Neill hasn’t come in. He must be on a call. I slump onto a stool and nurse my coffee.  
 
    Vanti flicks a few commands on her holo-ring, but nothing happens. She tries a few more, then pulls out the rod and tries a few things with it. “Nothing. What do you suggest?” 
 
    Assuming she isn’t talking to me, I put my cup down and trudge across to the bedroom. They can brief me later. “I’m taking a shower.” 
 
    “Wait,” Vanti says. “Griz thinks it might be keyed to your holo-ring. See if you can get it to play.” 
 
    I heave a dramatic sigh and trudge back to the desk. As soon as I flick the message icon on my ring, the box starts glowing. Eyes wide, I scoot back, getting as far away from it as I can without leaving the room. A tiny projector turns on, and Bobby Putin’s head appears above the box. 
 
    “I request a formal meeting with the representative of the Morgan Family at her earliest convenience.” He says this once, and then the holo disappears. 
 
    “What the heck?” Vanti asks. 
 
    “It’s a tradition,” I say, moving to the couch and throwing myself down. “Any top-lev can request a formal meeting with the local rep of any other top-lev family. Sort of an institutionalized informal backchannel, if there is such a thing. I suspect he wants to try to talk me into vouching for him. Or thinks I can help him escape. Or gain clemency or something.” 
 
    “More likely, he thinks he has something he can use to blackmail you.” Vanti wrinkles her nose as if she smells something bad. “Can you refuse the meeting?” 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s frowned on.” I pick up a throw pillow—green ones have replaced the blue from before. “The fact that he tried to kidnap and kill me is ample justification for refusing, but I’d still hear from Don Putin if I ignore his son’s request. Mother would probably back me on it, but—” I shrug. “Can you see any reason I shouldn’t meet with him?” 
 
    “Can you bring me?” she asks. “And does it have to be confidential, or can others listen in?” 
 
    I think back to my Family Schmoozing class. It wasn’t really named that, of course, but that’s what we called it. “If I decide to meet him, I can bring security, but you’d have to stay quiet. The meeting is supposed to be in a neutral secure location, scanned for electronic devices. There’s a room inside a Faraday cage in Mother’s bank in Pacifica City.” 
 
    “He’s currently being held at Attica Prison on the back of Paladin Hill. The legal counsel rooms should meet your requirements.” Using the metal rod she slides the cube off the table into a little pouch she pulled from her pocket. “I’ll take this. We’ll arrange a meeting for this evening.” 
 
    She walks out without a goodbye.  
 
    Fine. I need a shower, anyway. 
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    Thirty-Five 
 
    O’Neill and Vanti meet me in the lobby outside my suite just before dinner. R’ger sticks his head out his door, takes one look at our faces, and mouths, “See you later?” I nod and wave. He closes the door. 
 
    Attica Prison is on the back side of Paladin Hill across River City from my hotel. Traffic at this time of day is thick but using the maglev cars means we zoom along at a steady rate. With a computer controlling all of them, speeds are fast, and traffic is smooth.  
 
    O’Neill sits back in his seat and gives the vehicle a quick once-over. He points to the dashboard and then to his ear, indicating anyone could be listening. Then he shrugs. “OK, I’m going to speak in general terms, but let’s get the ground rules straight. I reviewed the Family rules with, uh, an expert, and he said you are in complete control of the meeting. Anytime you feel uncomfortable, you can walk out. Be as blunt as you want. If you tell us you’re done, we’ll get you out of there. The other party has no rights at all.” 
 
    Vanti and I nod. Now that I’ve agreed to do this, I’m feeling sick to my stomach. What could Bobby possibly have to say that I won’t regret hearing? I spend the rest of the drive with my eyes closed, breathing deep. Vanti offers me a paper bag, and I roll my eyes. I’m not sure if she thinks I’ll hurl or hyperventilate. Either way, I’m glad she has it, even if I don’t say so. 
 
    The car exits the main line and slides up a siding to a narrow single line. We wind up the barren back face of Paladin Hill and zip along beside a high, blank wall. It stretches on across the hillside for what feels like kilometers. Finally, the car slides to a stop in front of a tall gate.  
 
    Metal bars, four centimeters thick, rise up from the plasphault and disappear into a narrow slot in the wall above our heads. The space between the bars is too narrow for my hand to slide through but wide enough to peek inside. If this section of the wall is standard, the thing is ten meters thick. Another gate, this one made of transparent aluminum, blocks the other side. It’s currently set to foggy, so we can’t see inside the wall. 
 
    O’Neill places his hand on a plate by the gate, and we wait. After a few minutes, the foggy gate clears in a meter-square area. A man in full riot-gear waves at us. With a grinding noise, the metal bars slowly retract into the wall above and we step through. When the bars have returned to their original position, the transparent aluminum slides open. 
 
    We step into an empty room. A huge metal door fills the far wall. The man in riot-gear stands behind a barred window. “Good afternoon,” he says. “Identification, please.” He indicates a plate set in the wall by his window.  
 
    I place my palm on the panel and feel the scrape of a gene check against the pad of my thumb. A blood draw is more comprehensive, but a skin scraping is usually conclusive enough for most purposes. The plate flashes green, and the name Annabelle Morgan appears on it in white letters. O’Neill and Vanti each take their turn, and finally, the guard nods. “Wait here,” he says, and he disappears down a dark hallway. Moments later, the metal door swings inward.  
 
    As we step through, I whistle silently at the twenty-centimeter thick door. This place is serious. The guard nods as if to say, “Yes, we are,” and pulls the door shut behind us. He spins a wheel on the door, enters a code, and presses his face to an ocular scanner. The locks clang shut. 
 
    “This way.” He leads us down a hall into a room lined with small doors. “You’ll need to leave any weapons here.”  
 
    Without a word, O’Neill and Vanti start removing their weapons. O’Neill places his micro-blaster, tranq gun, and a wicked looking knife inside one of the small cabinets and closes the door. Pressing his palm to the front, he locks it. Across the room, Vanti has piled a small arsenal into her cupboard, and she’s still not done. We wait in silence as she finishes and seals her own locker. 
 
    After that, we each step into a full-body scan, and then step out into a narrow, white hallway. 
 
    “You’ll be in number four,” the guard says. “The inmate will be separated from you by a sheet of reinforced transparent aluminum. There are holes in the sheet to allow you to hear each other. Do not approach the wall—there’s a line on the floor. Cams are pointed at the aluminum to ensure nothing is passed between you. If you cross the line the interview is over, and you will be removed. Charges may be pressed.” 
 
    I hold up my hands. “I am not getting anywhere near that wall, believe me.”  
 
    The guard nods gravely, but Vanti’s lips twitch. O’Neill doesn’t react. He and Vanti seem to have traded personalities since we got back from New Sydney. I don’t like it. 
 
    The second transparent aluminum door on the right slides open, and we step in. Three metal chairs have been placed inside, near the transparent back wall. The side walls are thick plascrete, so nothing can be seen or heard between meeting rooms. A clear, perforated panel separates us from another small room where a chair is bolted to the floor. Thick red lines are painted on the floor, parallel to the separating panel, leaving a two-meter no-man’s-land between us and the prisoner.  
 
    I sit in my chair, but Vanti and O’Neill ignore theirs. Vanti stands facing the door, alert but relaxed. O’Neill stands back-to-back with her, facing the other cell. He looks tense but ready.  
 
    The door opposite us slides open, and Bobby walks in. He’s wearing ankle chains that are attached to his wrist manacles and is accompanied by two men in riot gear. They stay out of reach until he’s seated in the chair, and an automated hook pops up from the floor and latches through Bobby’s ankle chains. Once that’s secure, one of the guards steps forward to check, while the other stands at the door, his hand on his weapon. Once the prisoner is secure, the two guards leave, and the door slides shut. 
 
    Somehow, Bobby manages to look confident and relaxed through it all, as if they are rendering him a service rather than chaining him to a chair. He lifts his leg as if to cross it, grimaces comically when he can’t and puts it down. “Thank you for coming, Annabelle.” 
 
    “You’ve got five minutes, Bobby. What do you want?” I cross my arms over my chest. “If you want to confess, let me call an official witness.” 
 
    He smiles broadly, looking honestly amused, and shakes his head. “Confess? To what? I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    We sit there in silence, him smiling, me glaring. After twenty seconds I can’t take it anymore. “Tick, tick, Bobby.” I tap my wrist in the archaic signal for time passing. 
 
    He leans forward, putting his elbows on his knees. “I wanted to talk to you because you and I are alike. You understand.” 
 
    “Understand what? That you’re a sociopath?” My breathing has increased, and my heart is pumping a little faster. 
 
    “You understand that this life we live as eternal children is impossible!” He stares at me, his eyes boring into mine. “We live constantly in the shadow of our parents.” 
 
    “You murdered a bunch of people and enslaved a bunch more because of daddy issues?” I shake my head.  
 
    “I’m the heir to the Putin Family.” His nostrils flare. “I’m expected to learn the inner workings of the entire industry, but I’m not allowed to touch anything. My father is fifty-seven years old. Based on current—current—medical science, he will live another hundred years.” He laughs bitterly. “Medical advances during that time will probably stretch his life even further. And all that time, I’m expected to wait patiently to take over, never doing anything else. Never straying outside the lines he drew. 
 
    “But I drew my own lines. I created my own business empire. Until your friends,” he bares his teeth at O’Neill, “brought it down.” 
 
    I just stare at him. “Why are you telling me this?” 
 
    “Because you understand! You didn’t want to be trapped in this eternal childhood any more than I did, and unlike so many of our peers, you had the guts to do something about it. We’re the same, you and I.” 
 
    “We are NOT the same,” I yell. “I didn’t kill a bunch of people to get back at my mother! I didn’t sell people into slavery to build an ‘empire’.” I use air quotes like claws. I swing around toward O’Neill and Vanti. “We’re done here.” 
 
    “Wait!” Bobby jumps up, but the chains pull tight keeping him hunched over. “Don’t you want to know where the bodies are?” 
 
    I freeze staring at O’Neill. He widens his eyes as if to say yes. Taking a deep breath, I turn. “Bodies?” 
 
    He smiles and drops back onto the hard, metal chair. 
 
    “What bodies, Bobby?” 
 
    He leans back. If his hands were free, I have no doubt they’d be laced behind his head. “I guess ‘bodies’ is a misnomer. They’re all alive. Most of them.” He looks up at the ceiling, considering. “And mostly intact, mentally.” 
 
    My blood runs cold. “What do you mean, mostly intact?” 
 
    He shrugs. “Getting frozen is rough. Some of them don’t make it. Some of them have, let’s call them ‘issues.’ But I have lists. Locations. Buyers. And enough evidence to put Grandelle away for life. But I want something in exchange.” 
 
    I clench my fists and breath through my nose, trying to appear unconcerned. “What?” 
 
    “Freedom, of course. The opportunity to start over again. Maybe out in the fringe. I’ve proved I can build an empire on my own. I don’t need the Putin fortunes or name. But I do need freedom. And maybe you’d like to come with me. I’m a better match for you than that,” his eyes flick to O’Neill, “lower-lev.” 
 
    “OK, we are really done here. Bobby, if you want to negotiate, talk to your legal rep.” Not waiting for his response, I push past Vanti and stalk out the door.  
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    Thirty-Six 
 
    We find a little cafe half-way across town. I order a cup of coffee, then decide I’m tired of being a grown-up. At least for now. “Cancel that coffee. I want a triple scoop chocolate brownie sundae. Extra whipped cream. And two cherries.” 
 
    O’Neill’s lip twitches.  
 
    Good, he’s back. 
 
    Vanti sits with her back against the wall, her eyes roving back and forth across the plasglass front of the restaurant. O’Neill takes a position against a pillar, where he can watch the counter and the door to the kitchen.  
 
    “So, what’s the deal?” I ask. “Does he really have the information he claims to have? Do we need it to get the Grendel?” 
 
    “Lady Grandelle,” Vanti lifts her nose into the air and pulls her chin down as she says the name, “claims she has nothing to do with Bobby Putin. In fact, she claims he kidnapped her daughter from Grissom and is holding here somewhere. Of course, we have no evidence of that.” 
 
    “But what was she doing in Bobby’s basement inside that box?” I ask. “I thought she left on the CSS Caledonia.” 
 
    “Actually, no,” O’Neill says. “At least, Bella told me the first night of the cruise that she was leaving at S’Ride.” 
 
    “Bella?” I say. “Who’s Bella?” 
 
    “Lady Grandelle.” O’Neill smirks at me. “She was very anxious to be on a first name basis.” 
 
    I give him the stink eye. Then I blink. “No, her first name is Arielle. At least, that’s how she introduced herself in Bobby’s basement.” 
 
    “There can’t be two of them, can there?” Vanti asks slowly. 
 
    We all exchange looks, then flick our holo-rings. 
 
    “Got her!” I cry.  
 
    At the same moment, O’Neill chimes in: “Yes!” 
 
    “Listen to this!” Vanti holds up a hand. She flicks through a couple of screens, and a picture of two nearly identical women pops up on her palm. “Arielle and Bella Grandelle. Bella is the elder sister—by thirty years! Same parents, both gestated by Auto-Uva.” She flips up more pictures, starting with a young Grendel holding a baby. As the pictures progress, the younger girl ages but the woman continues to look the same. “This one was taken on Arielle’s fortieth birthday. Amazing what rejuvenation surgery can do.” The two women look almost identical—and about twenty-five years old. 
 
    “That’s why I thought Arielle didn’t look quite right—she looks a lot like Bella, but not exactly like her. It also explains why Arielle sounded bitter when I mentioned it.” I flick through articles on my own holo. “Sounds like there was quite the competition between them to see who could stay the youngest looking.” 
 
    “This says Bella is a hundred and twenty years old!” O’Neill’s face is shocked and kind of green.  
 
    I giggle. “Aren’t you glad I saved you from her that night?” 
 
    “Oh, do tell.” Vanti leans in close, her chin on her hand. 
 
    “No time now.” O’Neill stands. “We need to have someone locate Arielle—or Bella, if they got the wrong person—and question her.” 
 
      
 
    » « 
 
      
 
    That evening, I have dinner with R’ger. We order in his suite, and a new concierge brings the food up to our floor. We sit in the lounge sipping our drinks and making small talk while Julio sets the table.  
 
    “Will there be anything else, Don Kinduja?” Julio pulls a chair away from the table with a flourish. 
 
    R’ger waves him away as we take our seats. “No, thank you. Annabelle and I are quite able to take care of ourselves.” He winks at me. 
 
    I smile back and nod as Julio presses the return-to-kitchen button on the delivery cart. He bows and retreats, the door sliding shut behind him. 
 
    “Ty called me just before I came over,” I say.  
 
    “Did you two make up?” R’ger asks.  
 
    “We’re not really fighting, but he’s resigned from my security team. He promised to stay ‘til we’re back on SK2. But that’s not why he called.” 
 
    R’ger sips his soup and pats his lips with a napkin. “Do tell.” 
 
    “They found Arielle in the holding cell in New Sydney.” I’ve already caught him up on the rest of the story. “Everyone they scooped up in the raids ended up there. Party attendees, house staff, unwilling slaves stored in the basement.” I pause, for dramatic effect. 
 
    R’ger doesn’t disappoint. His eyes widen and he gasps melodramatically. I smack his arm, and he smiles. “So, they found some willing slaves?” 
 
    “Once they started questioning people, they realized some of the household staff, and some of the random people at the party, even, were folks who’d disappeared from all over the galactic sector. Most of them were missing part of their memories—some knew who they were, but not how they’d gotten to S’Ride. A couple couldn’t confirm their identities. O’Neill thinks some of those folks were actually in league with Bobby and are trying to hide.”  
 
    I eat a few bites of the excellent steak and savor it in silence. R’ger patiently eats his own meal, waiting for me to return to my story. “Vanti had a team dig into the Grandelle family. Apparently, Arielle and Bella have been vicious rivals for many years. Based on what Arielle could tell them, and some files they found hidden in the Putin estate operating system, Bella sold her sister to Bobby! She’s been ‘acquiring’ and shipping people to S’Ride using the Pleiades Liners for years. After sending Arielle here in a box, she decided to come see the operation herself. So, she sailed on the CSS Morningstar, with us. 
 
    “I guess Bella wanted a chance to rub Arielle’s face in her victory, so she asked Bobby to wake her up. They’d just finished the reanimating process,” I shudder, “when we bungled into the basement. That’s why she was so confused. And apparently, shooting me with the tranq gun was actually an accident. Useful to her sister, but accidental.” 
 
    “That ties things up quite neatly, doesn’t it?” R’ger finishes his soup and gets up to clear the plates. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I pull the neatly labeled second course across the table and pop the top of the dish. An earthy but sweet smell wafts out, making my mouth water. “Ooh, Stuffed Karelian Shroom Tops!” I put a couple of the spiky, green-tinged ovoids on my plate and pass it to R’ger. “Do you think we missed something?” 
 
    He shakes his head. “No, I was merely saying it’s about time this whole thing was cleared up. Bobby Putin has been overshadowing our lives since we first met. It was a shame, and I’m glad it’s over.” 
 
    “You and me, both. That guy gave me nightmares.” I eat the two shrooms slowly, enjoying the flavor and texture. Karelian shrooms can be an acquired taste, and they’re staggeringly expensive. I haven’t had any since I ran away six years ago. There are definitely advantages to being the Morgan heir. 
 
    R’ger sits back in his chair and studies me. 
 
    “What?” I sit up straight. “Do I have food on my face?” 
 
    “No, I’m just thinking about wasted time,” he says. 
 
    My eyes narrow. What does he mean? Is he accusing me of wasting time playing at being a space janitor? Or is he referring to his own years of freedom? Or maybe something completely different. “What about it?” 
 
    He shakes his head. “It’s relative. Living in the moment, you might feel like you’re doing exactly what you should be doing. But looking back, you start to think you’ve wasted some of those years. Look at us, for example. I could have come to SK2 twenty years ago and met you then instead of waiting until now.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? I was a toddler twenty years ago.” My heart starts hammering in my chest, and I’m not sure why. Is he coming on to me? Ew.  
 
    He tosses his napkin on the table. “I already knew, way back then, that you are my daughter.” 
 
    I freeze. Static fills my ears, and my breath catches in my throat. My brain whirls. 
 
    “Annabelle?” R’ger has leaned in close, his hand on my arm. “Are you OK? I thought you knew?” 
 
    I open my mouth, but nothing comes out. Taking a gulp of water, I try again. “I—Mother told me on Kaku, when you were kidnapped by al-Petrosian. But I didn’t think you knew. She said she never told you.” 
 
    His lips quirk. “She didn’t. But when you were little, you looked exactly like my sister as a toddler. And your picture was everywhere—the adorable star of SK’Corp. Folks who knew us on Armstrong joked about Felicity’s clone. None of them had any idea you were actually related to us. They used to joke that I donated sperm to the right bank, but no one knew I’d met your mother on that cruise ship.” 
 
    He stands up and walks to the AutoKich’n. “I need a drink. You?” 
 
    I wave him off, pointing to my glass of wine. 
 
    He returns with a tumbler of auburn liquid. “You were the right age. When you were five, I went to SK2, and tried to get a sample for a DNA test, but your mother was very careful with you. I didn’t want to meet her, though—she’d clearly decided I was not to be part of your life. So I left. A few years later, I tried again and was successful. I bribed one of your little friends to steal your hairbrush. In fact, it might have been Bobby.” 
 
    I think back to those years on SK2. “Bobby certainly had more freedom to roam the station than the rest of us. You could have run into him anywhere on the upper levels. Mother kept pretty tight tabs on me at that age.” 
 
    “Anyway, it just confirmed what I had thought. That you were my daughter.” 
 
    “But you never did anything about it?”  
 
    He shrugs. “I sent a confidential message to your mother through legal channels, but she declined to confirm your paternity. I could have sent her the DNA report, but—” He breaks off. Looking away, he blinks for a few minutes. I hand him a napkin, and he dabs his eyes. “She made it clear she didn’t want me involved, so I stayed out of the way. I guess she’d convinced herself I really was just a donor in a catalog.” 
 
    “That’s what I always used to say. I called you DoD—Dear old Dad.” I wince at how bitter that sounds. “Sorry. I’m sorry we didn’t get to know each other before, but none of the top-levs had two parents. Or, if they did, it was only for a few years, until the contract ran out.”  
 
    “Nothing we can do about it now,” R’ger says, squeezing my fingers. “Except spend time together now.” 
 
    I smile. “I’d like that.” We sit in silence for a while. 
 
    “What should I do, R’ger?” The question bursts out of me, completely unexpected. Once I’ve started, though, I can’t stop. “I don’t want to be Annabelle. But I realize now I can’t just walk away. My mother actually needs me. Not for this.” I wave a hand around the room. “She could easily have come to this meeting in my place. But cold as she can be, I think she needs me.” 
 
    “She’s definitely better with you around,” R’ger says. “I came to SK2 a few years ago, when you were at the TechnoInst. She wanted nothing to do with me. This time, when I showed up, she was cordial. Had me sit next to you at dinner. Then, well, I guess when she saw us together, she rethought her relationship to me.” He shrugs. “You can’t plan your future around what makes your mother a better person, but you’re family. Don’t just walk out on that.” 
 
    I stare out the window at the lights of River City, spread out before me like a blanket. What am I going to do with my life? 
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    Thirty-Seven 
 
    The CSS Vesteralen is identical to the Morningstar, but this time I sail first class. R’ger and I occupy two huge suites at the front of the ship. Vanti has the second stateroom in my suite, and O’Neill stays with R’ger.  
 
    O’Neill has been polite but distant the entire trip. When we dock at Station Cristoforetti, in orbit around Grissom, I wait to see if he’ll come to say goodbye before going dirtside. His family is on Grissom, and he’s taken leave. He doesn’t come.  
 
    You know what? This is zark! 
 
    I pack a small bag, leave a message for Vanti that she’ll get after the Vesteralen leaves Cristo, and I get off the ship. 
 
    It’s that easy. Why did I pay the Poelish Mafia the first time? Oh, yeah, because trying to do it this way leaves a trail. But I don’t care if Mother sends someone after me—I have every intention of returning to SK2. It’s just going to take a few days longer than she expects. 
 
    When I reach the Grissom shuttle port, I run out of steam. What was I thinking? I’m here, but I have no idea how to find O’Neill or his family. If I were back on SK2, I’d just hack into the OS and start searching for him. But I know how to slip through the cracks there. If I get caught here, I could cause an interstellar incident. SK’Corp doesn’t have much pull on Grissom. 
 
    I wander out of the terminal and into the sunshine. It’s warm and dry here, with the light scent of flowers on the cool breeze. A local transport station to my left advertises it will get me where I’m going. If only I knew where that was. 
 
    “Vanti said you’d followed me, but I didn’t believe her,” O’Neill’s voice comes from behind me.  
 
    I spin, and there he is in all his shiny perfection. For a moment, I just stare, my heart pounding so loud, I’m sure the commuters in the trans-station can hear it. 
 
    “What?” He raises his eyebrows. 
 
    “How did Vanti know?” I blurt out. “She won’t get my message for another hour.” 
 
    He raises an eyebrow at me.  
 
    Oh, yeah. It’s Vanti. She probably knew I was coming here before I did.  
 
    “Did you have something to say?” he asks. 
 
    I open my mouth, but, all the words I’ve rehearsed for the last few hours fly out of my head. My jaw works for a few seconds, and my eyes start to sting. I take a deep breath and just blurt it all out. 
 
    “I don’t want you to stay on Grissom—I want you to come back to SK2 with me. I know you won’t work for me anymore, but can you still—can’t we—” I swipe a hand over my eyes, turning away so I don’t have to see his perfect, beautiful face. “I’ll do whatever you want. If you want to run away and live in the swamps of Grissom, I’ll do that. Or we can live in New Sydney or even Armstrong. I don’t care, as long as we can be together. I know Mother wants me to come back to SK2, but it will be years before she really needs me to take over the family business. I want to dedicate the next decade to you. You and me.” I make the mistake of glancing back at him, and his eyes lock onto mine. 
 
    “I don’t want the next decade,” he says, slowly. 
 
    My heart plummets into the plascrete. 
 
    “I want forever.” He steps forward and pulls me into his arms, crushing me against his chest. I hold on like I’m afraid I’ll fly out into the vacuum